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INTRODUCTION

From Parallel Sharing to 
Sophisticated Literary 
Conversations 

Sammy: I thought it was interesting to learn that the water is fi lling up a 
hole where the Cardiff statue was found. How will the people who 
have never seen the statue know that it is real?

Ethan: Do you think people would believe you about the statue if you 
couldn’t see it because it is buried in water?

Joshua: I am not sure. What would you do to let people know it is real? 
Could you save it from being buried?

This conversation occurred as 5th-grade students read The Giant and 
How He Humbugged America (Murphy, 2012), which is about the dis-
covery of a 10-foot-tall man and whether he was a hoax or real. This 
single snippet showcased the thinking and question-posing that cen-
tered on their reading about the Cardiff Giant that was discovered in 
Cardiff, New York, by Gideon Emmons. Students talked, reread the 
book, and continued their conversation about this supposed giant dis-
covery. Interestingly, the questions students posed were most likely 
not the ones a teacher might create, where he or she already knows 
the answer (Beers & Probst, 2013). The questions these students of-
fered had no clear answers and offered space for multiple perspectives.

Often when listening in on students’ conversations or seeing their 
drawing and writing about reading, teachers are concerned because 
their students do not produce the same quality conversations and re-
sponses to their reading as documented in an article or book. For ex-
ample, Sammy, Ethan, and Joshua shared sophisticated questioning 
about their reading, and clearly listened closely and added on to what 
others said in their group. However, early in the year, these students 
did not begin their literary conversations by offering information, 
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2 Introduction: From Parallel Sharing to Sophisticated Literary Conversations

pondering what they were reading, and carefully listening to others in 
their group and building from their colleagues’ thoughts. At fi rst they 
shared their own thoughts and then the next student shared, and so 
the process went until they declared they were done. Each student 
offered information and other students in the group performed as an 
audience where they listened, but they did not really engage in con-
versation. Sometimes they didn’t even listen attentively, because they 
were more concerned that they were going to be the next to share. We 
compared it to parallel play, where students are physically near one 
another but are not collaboratively participating. Procedurally, they 
participated in the format of a conversation where each student took 
a turn, but there was limited, if any, discussion among students.

This book, Literary Conversations in the Classroom, showcases how 
teachers can support students as they move from parallel sharing to 
sophisticated conversations. “Literary conversations” are those where 
a heterogeneous group of students read and participate in sophisticat-
ed conversation centered on their reading. Each student within the 
group has a responsibility or role that serves as part of the foundation 
of the conversation. For instance, one student might share interesting 
vocabulary words, while another might focus on the setting and the 
emotions conveyed within it. 

There have been other structures to support students in reading 
and conversations. For instance, book clubs (Raphael & McMahon, 
1994) are constructed around small groups of students talking about 
their reading to support comprehension. Daniels (2002) has described 
literature circles where each student has a responsibility or role that 
enhances comprehension.

Literary conversations utilize what has been learned from these 
structures and build from this knowledge. For instance, literature 
circles and book clubs primarily rely on students reading narratives, 
while literary conversations support discussion of both narrative fi c-
tion and informational texts. Often book clubs and literature circles 
have students who are similar in reading ability or clustered together 
because they want to read the same book, while literary conversa-
tions include heterogeneous groups of students who vary in reading 
ability. Literature circles and book clubs also often let students select 
the book for the group. Literary conversations involve the teacher se-
lecting the books for reading because the teacher wants students to 
investigate thematic concepts, a genre, or an author, and also wants 
to support academic standards expectations. Additionally, the teacher 
creates groupings of students so that they support one another, have 
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Introduction: From Parallel Sharing to Sophisticated Literary Conversations 3

representation at various reading levels, and can work together co-
hesively. Choice in reading happens for students during independent 
reading, rather than during this instructional practice.

Within this book are pragmatic discussions of how to model, men-
tor, and support students in moving to quality conversations grounded 
in their writing and drawing about their reading. We share vivid ex-
amples of students participating in literary conversations to make this 
instructional practice come to life. We show how writing and draw-
ing serve as the foundation or the stimulus for students to participate 
in literary conversations. We share information about forming and 
managing groups, selecting fi ction and nonfi ction books, and explic-
itly teaching the ways to respond to text, and then provide examples 
of student writing and drawing about their reading that grounded the 
literary conversations. These descriptions and resources provide the 
necessary support for teachers to successfully engage their own stu-
dents in literary conversations.

WHY LITERARY CONVERSATIONS ARE IMPORTANT 

Unfortunately, student conversations are rare in classrooms (Zwiers 
& Crawford, 2011). And yet, conversation is at the heart of creat-
ing meaning. For most students, their teachers do the majority of the 
talking while the students listen, and this situation is even more com-
mon for low-income students and students learning English as a new 
language (Weber et al., 2008). Wilhelm (2014) wrote, “American edu-
cation is still dominated by information-transmission modes of teach-
ing, and most classroom discussions are thinly veiled lectures” (p. 75). 
And even when students are asked to talk, they are rarely involved 
in lengthy conversations about topics over time. Typically, teachers 
encourage students to turn-and-talk or share/pair, but it is for a lim-
ited time and only about one topic; then the conversation is over and 
students never return to this thinking again. 

Students need to try on their thinking with others and ponder 
what they are reading to develop understanding. In essence, they 
need to inquire, think, write, draw, and talk about important top-
ics to make meaning. Keene (2008) observed that meaning is created 
through conversation where students talk, discover other interpreta-
tions, and then search for clarity surrounding meaning. Peterson and 
Eeds (2007) wrote, “Each reader interprets the text in the light of his 
or her lived or imaginary life, culture, background, hopes, fears, and, 
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at times, guilt” (p. 13). So imagine small groups of students talking 
about their reading where each student shares unique understand-
ings that are somewhat similar and/or different from the others in 
the group. Ponder how they talk, think, and reassess meaning as they 
listen to and learn from one another. 

Zwiers and Crawford (2011) write, “Since the dawn of language, 
conversations have been powerful teachers. They engage, motivate, 
and challenge” (p. 1). Dialogue centered on reading allows for inqui-
ry and co-construction of meaning (Peterson & Eeds, 2007). Keene 
(2008) suggests that students need time to ponder and refl ect on their 
thinking. And only infrequently in classrooms do teachers allow time 
for refl ection, as they are time-pressured to complete curriculum. To 
accomplish this refl ection they need to think about their ideas, share 
them with others, and then fi nally revise their thinking or under-
standing based on this feedback. This vision of learning is quite differ-
ent from the commonplace in schools, where the student is often the 
receiver of language, rather than the initiator. Because of curriculum 
demands, conversation is often lost when teachers feel that they have 
no time to allow students to talk. Classrooms run from one subject to 
the next to deliver standards, instead of incorporating the standards 
into authentic learning experiences where students are the leaders. 

These literary conversations are not easy to develop with students, 
as they often initially respond with “I liked it” or “I didn’t,” with no 
supporting reasoning. Or they provide a reason that is not grounded 
in the text they just read. For example, many students make connec-
tions to the text, and conversation often turns to life events instead of 
being centered on the text. They haven’t had practice with this type of 
thinking and sharing, and it shows in their initial attempts. Wilhelm 
(2014) and Fisher, Frey, and Hattie (2016) suggest that to engage stu-
dents with conversation, teachers must trust them and their capacity 
to make meaning. And this trust of students to make meaning is not 
prevalent in today’s classrooms, so it takes time to develop. Students 
are more familiar with simple answers to relatively easy questions. 
They believe there is a simple right or wrong response. When teachers 
move away from this routine, students are often surprised and not 
fully prepared to work with ambiguity in meaning creation.

Within this book, we describe the important journey around how 
to move from simple, parallel conversations to those where students 
are eager to hear from their group members and are reluctant to 
leave their conversation when requested. We provide strategies that 
can support you when you are a bit frustrated with your students’ 
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entry-level conversations. We share many examples from Becky 
Barone’s class to show how students engage in literary conversations. 
And best of all, you’ll discover that these strategies have been used 
successfully with students in classrooms, students similar to the ones 
you teach. 

CONSIDERING THE NAYSAYERS

Anyone who is a teacher or has worked with teachers knows that as 
soon as a teacher wants to try a new practice, other teachers might 
respond with, “We tried that before and it doesn’t work.” Or they 
might say, “It is too hard and students won’t really talk about their 
book.” Or they might suggest, “Students won’t read the books, so why 
would you try to have them talk about books?” When these com-
ments occur, it is probably best to just respond with “Thanks for your 
ideas” and then move on to try on literary conversations. Arguing 
why literary conversations are important for student learning and en-
gagement probably won’t change a teacher’s beliefs. Because these 
conversations take time to develop and because teachers don’t see 
change right away, they often quit. Seeing students participate in rich 
literary conversations might change the outcome, but these conversa-
tions take time and patience to develop. Once students in your class 
have reached a serious level of conversation, consider inviting a nay-
saying teacher to your class to just watch and enjoy how invested 
students have become in literary conversations.

Conversely, you may be worried about bringing in a new practice, 
as there is always some disequilibrium while the teacher and students 
become familiar with it. You may be worried about evaluation as you 
are attempting to develop the new practice. To counter this particular 
worry, it is important to share with the principal what the new prac-
tice is, why it is important, and what the development of the new 
practice might look like. Through this sharing, the principal can honor 
the work and support you through the sometimes frustrating initia-
tion of a new practice.

To prepare for these potential criticisms, we offer reasons for 
why literary conversations are important to students. Get ready; 
there are many reasons for having students participate in literary 
conversations.© H
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CHAPTER 1 

Considerations About 
Literary Conversations

Ariana: Tuna’s father shoots Link’s back with a gun. I think this scene 
was important because it shows how careless Tuna’s dad is. He 
would SHOOT someone.

Chris: Yep, there are lots of careless characters in this story. Remember, 
Wahoo forgets to do things. And Mickey should have been more 
cautious while handling his zoo animals because some of them 
could swallow him in one gulp.

Sophia: Yes, and Derek was traveling the world as a dancer and he 
danced in a parade and broke his foot.

Ariana: So we need to think about why these characters have so many 
accidents. And why would Wahoo’s dad take a job on Expedition 
Survival when he always has accidents? Did he just need money that 
bad?

This conversation happened as a small group read and chatted about 
Chomp (Hiaasen, 2013). In this book, Wahoo lives with his father, who 
is an animal wrangler. His father takes a job on a reality show where 
the main actor wants to work with wild animals. One problem is that 
the star is inexperienced working with wild animals like monkeys 
and snakes. These students were at the very beginning of the book 
and trying to fi gure out why the characters were so accident-prone. 
They implicitly knew these facts were going to be important; they just 
didn’t know exactly how. At the beginning of the year, their teacher, 
Becky (because there are two authors with Becky being one of them, 
we are using Becky’s name rather than I to avoid confusion), had 
led a whole-class discussion on how authors provide characters and 
scenes and how they were purposely included. So students brought 
in knowledge that anything an author would include could provide 
important information that would lead to interpretations later in 
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12 Literary Conversations in the Classroom

the book. This awareness led them to focus on carelessness, as they 
knew it was recurring throughout the book and therefore had to be 
important.

Once again, you briefl y listened in on the 5th-graders’ conversation 
about Hiaasen’s book Chomp. Other groups in the class were investi-
gating different books written by Hiaasen as the class was exploring 
this author. We are sure that as you eavesdropped, you noticed how 
students listened to one another and added on. Each comment was 
built from their reading. And in this case, they pulled interesting de-
tails from several places in the book to investigate why so many char-
acters had careless accidents. You may have also been surprised that 
students didn’t move to personal experiences where they might have 
shared their own accidents. This result did not just happen: Students 
had to be nudged to keep their discussions grounded in the books they 
read. If they did share a personal experience, it had to come back and 
explicitly connect to the text.

Before sharing how to get students to participate in literary con-
versations, we wanted to identify all of the literacy knowledge that 
is gained from such participation. We think that knowing about the 
strengths of literary conversations to shore up literacy development in 
general is important to consider so that you can understand how this 
practice offers support in many literacy elements simultaneously.

WHY ARE LITERARY CONVERSATIONS 
WORTH THE EFFORT IN DEVELOPING LITERACY?

In the Introduction, we provided evidence of how literary conver-
sations reinforce standards expectations in English Language Arts. 
Literary conversations meet standards expectations and also support 
students in the key elements of literacy such as comprehension, fl uen-
cy, close reading, vocabulary, and background knowledge. We briefl y 
share how literary conversations enhance students’ development in 
each area.

Comprehension

Literary conversations allow for the development of deep mean-
ing or reading for meaning (Nikolajeva, 2014). To gain this kind of © H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



© 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760562090 • TCP2090

Considerations About Literary Conversations 13

comprehension requires reading, writing, talking, and drawing about 
text. Gambrell, Malloy, Marinak, and Mazzoni (2015) describe a com-
prehensive view of literacy instruction. They write, “While the tra-
ditional view of literacy addresses primarily reading and writing, a 
comprehensive view of literacy encompasses three reciprocal modes 
of communicating: speaking/listening, reading/writing, and viewing/
representing” (p. 7). They go on to say that it is critical in today’s class-
rooms to support each of these communication modes to fully increase 
comprehension. Within their chapter, they describe best practices to 
enhance comprehension. Among their list of ten are collaboration 
while reading; offering students narrative and informational genres to 
read; providing opportunities for close reading; and balancing teacher-
led and student-led discussions. Clearly, literary conversations meet 
these expectations.

Fluency

Fluency is simply the ability to read and write without much effort 
(Tompkins, 2010). One way to improve fl uency is through repeat-
ed reading and continuous writing expectations. While teachers may 
structure instruction based on repeated reading, literary conversations 
implicitly support the rereading of text and ongoing writing. For in-
stance, if two students have differing opinions about the content of 
their reading, they go back and reread to solve which opinion is correct 
based on the text. Students are also enticed back into reading to create 
questions, fi nd facts and interesting vocabulary, and so on in order to 
respond to their role as readers through writing or drawing for reading 
(more about this aspect of literary conversations soon). Literary con-
versations support reading fl uency development and simultaneously 
develop students’ reading stamina, as they are expected to read and 
reread daily to successfully participate in their literary conversation. 
They also support writing fl uency, as students write about their read-
ing daily before joining their literary conversation.

Close Reading

Close reading centers on students’ interpretations based on what has 
been presented in the text. Students are to avoid interpretations that 
are not grounded in what was in the text. Close reading and rigor © H
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are often connected, as the goal is for readers to read grade-level text 
and reach understandings that come from the text. However, Beers 
and Probst (2013) suggest that although the words are important, the 
reader’s mind interacts with the words to create meaning, suggesting 
that there is not always one clear interpretation of text. 

Frequently, to support the close reading of rigorous texts, teachers 
rely on short passages that students read and reread to develop mean-
ing. They are expected to use text evidence to support claims or opinions 
generated from the reading (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2012; 
Lapp, Moss, Grant, & Johnson, 2015). However, with literary conversa-
tions, students read and reread grade-level text that is longer and is en-
gaged in over days and perhaps weeks of time. Beers and Probst (2013) 
write, “Close readings should suggest close attention to the text; close 
attention to the relevant experience, thought, and memory of the read-
er; close attention to the responses and interpretations of other readers; 
and close attention to the interactions among those elements” (p. 37). 

Once again, literary conversations support close reading and the 
reading and interpretation of grade-level or rigorous texts where stu-
dents are expected to answer questions and ask questions and sup-
port understandings through the use of text evidence. By allowing 
students to engage with the same text over a period of time, students 
are better able to predict and understand character motivation and 
actions. They have deeper knowledge of the characters, so they can 
answer and create questions easily by developing meaning through-
out time, thus showcasing the benefi ts to comprehension by having 
students engaged in close reading daily.

Vocabulary

Vocabulary can be acquired through instructional events and reading 
(Blachowicz & Fisher, 2015). Importantly, students need to become 
word-conscious, or aware of and interested in learning about the 
meaning of words. As students read in preparation for a literary con-
versation, one student in the group is responsible for bringing words 
to the group that help students understand the narrative or informa-
tional text. This role provides the group with new words to consider 
and how their meaning adds to their collective understanding of the 
text. Additionally, students are reading widely as they read multiple 
lengthy texts throughout the year, and this reading also supports vo-
cabulary growth.© H
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