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We want our students to attend to the technical facets of text as authored without 
cost to empathetic responses, and identifying strategies that promote this balance 
helps students engage in effective discussion.

The Motivation: Wanting More From 
Small- Group Discussion
As a 12th- grade English language arts teacher respon-
sible for preparing my students for college, I want them 
to be ethically engaged in their developing awareness of 
literary craft. I am striving for a balance between tech-
nical understanding of the authored nature of texts and 
empathetic responses to authors’ invitations to engage 
in ethical thinking in ways that develop students’ moral 
stance in society.

Small- group discussion is one way that I and other 
teachers foster students’ ethical engagement with au-
thors’ choices in literature. Yet, in circulating among 
student groups, I feared that their discussions in re-
sponse to literature are not always balanced. This study 
investigates the extent to which students’ use of differ-
ent discussion strategies fosters a balance between at-
tending to the technical elements of authored texts and 
responding empathetically to them, what I call reading 
with authorial empathy.

Identifying the strategies that support balanced 
discussion allows me to more explicitly guide my stu-
dents in their strategy use to achieve balanced discus-
sion. More specifically, these research questions guided 
this study: What strategies do students in small- group 
discussions employ that foster or impede a balanced 
reading? What roles do strategies play in balanced 
discussions?

Seeking a Balance: 
Theorizing Effective Discussion
The work of Rabinowitz and Smith (1998) in Authorizing 
Readers: Resistance and Respect in the Teaching of 
Literature has been particularly useful to me in un-
derstanding the type of balance I was seeking. In the 
opening chapter, Rabinowitz lays out the theoretical 
apparatus that gives rise to their dialogic collaboration: 
“To read fiction, we must not only join the authorial au-
dience…but also pretend to be members of the narrative 
audience” (pp. 21–22).

The authorial audience is attentive to the art and 
structure of the text, and the narrative audience treats 
the characters, at least provisionally, as real and re-
sponds to them as worthy of empathetic attention. 
Maintaining a balanced membership in both audiences 
allows us to avoid an overemphasis on reacting as the 
narrative audience or attending solely to author’s craft.

From Balanced Readings 
to Mind Reading
In more recent work, Rabinowitz extended his ideas 
on balanced reading and offered mind reading as a 
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 pedagogical theorem that allows us to infer mental 
states based on actions. In unpacking his principle that 
reading is inevitably an ethical activity, he asserted that 
“reading anyone’s (person, character, author) mind is a 
step towards empathy” (Rabinowitz & Bancroft, 2014, 
p. 24). This type of ethical inferencing is the piece that 
most gave rise to the balanced reading that I call read-
ing with authorial empathy.

In commentary on Rabinowitz’s target article, Smith 
(2014) advised that we need to enter the story world and 
mind- read the characters as much as the authors. The 
arguments that Rabinowitz and Smith made separately 
resonate with a growing field of research studying the 
theory of mind in literary studies (Zunshine, 2014).

Further, Rabinowitz talked about the importance of 
achieving balanced discussions to avoid the reductive 
type of thinking and discussion that might stem from 
the Common Core. The principle that reading is funda-
mentally a social activity holds that “students are better 
off when they learn to think of reading as engaging in a 
conversation” (Rabinowitz & Bancroft, 2014, p. 24). This 
leads us nicely to research on classroom discussion cur-
rently being done in the field.

The Conversation About 
Classroom Conversation
Patterns of Large- Group Discussion: 
Primarily Monologic
Although the bulk of research has been on whole- class 
discussion, the findings make abundantly clear that 
students are not engaging in the level of dialogic talk 
that their teachers seek for them (Nystrand, 1997). Even 
deliberate interventions enacted by teachers to foster 
effective discussions may not be enough to overcome 
the typically monologic characteristics of classroom 
discourse (Marshall, Smagorinsky, & Smith, 1995). 
Thus, teachers need to create occasions for their stu-
dents to discuss literature in small groups.

Small- Group Discussion: Rich Potential 
or Potential Minefield?
Small- group discussion is a commonplace vehicle for 
engaging students in meaningful literary exchanges. As 
a teacher and emerging educational researcher, I was 
interested in getting a more thorough understanding 
of what allows for balanced discussion in small groups.

Studies of small- group discussions of literature have 
tended to be in elementary classrooms, and studies of 
discourse in high school have tended to focus on whole- 

class discussions. Smagorinsky and O’Donnell- Allen 
(2000) highlighted the challenges of promoting high- 
level discourse in the high school English language arts 
classroom and the central role that conversation has 
in creating knowledge within small- group literature 
discussions.

Recent scholarship by fellow teacher researchers 
has suggested that explicit instruction on strategies 
may aid students. Baker (2008) explored the kinds of 
reasoning that students employ in small- group discus-
sions, finding that the amount of summary students 
engage in suggests that they need strategies to shift to 
more fruitful small- group discussions.

This research and my experiences in my own class-
room have led me to think that one way of fostering 
readings that are both authorial and ethical is through 
small- group discussion with attention to strategies. If 
I could freeze student talk in time and categorize the 
types of strategies that students draw on during bal-
anced discussions, then I could create instructional 
practices that foster this type of discussion. The mo-
ments when small- group discussions evidence the bal-
ance between reading authorially and ethically are at 
the focus of this study.

Strategies for Fostering Balanced 
Small- Group Discussion
We, as literacy educators, have to understand what hap-
pens in successful conversations in response to litera-
ture, take notice of the strategies students employ, and 
plan for how to best facilitate these conversations in the 
future. Berne and Clark’s (2006) analysis of the com-
prehension strategies that students employed in small- 
group, peer- led discussions resonated with me because 
my students and I talk about strategies as a way of en-
gaging with text. However, although there is a definite 
value in identifying these strategies, I worry that Berne 
and Clark undertheorized effective discussion by fail-
ing to consider the extent to which students engage in 
discussion as mind- reading members of the authorial 
audience.

Why Authorial Empathy?
In this study, therefore, I coupled Rabinowitz and 
Smith’s theories of authorial reading and mind read-
ing with Berne and Clark’s practice to help me clearly 
articulate to my students how to engage in talk that re-
flects a balance of authorial awareness and empathetic 
response. Students who read and discuss with authorial 
empathy have the savvy to recognize an author’s techni-
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cal choices without diminishing the potential to engage 
in empathetic responses.

Authorial empathy and its constructs are important 
and valid because they allow for students to become 
more aware of and competent at conveying what they 
already know. This is a subtle distinction from giving 
students a series of disparate standards- based skills to 
demonstrate for the Common Core. Reading with au-
thorial empathy is about fostering approaches to read-
ing that allow students to develop progressively more 
savvy ways of engaging with text.

The Study
The concern of this study is with the role that discus-
sion strategies play in facilitating balanced and empa-
thetic student talk in response to literature, in short, 
reading with authorial empathy. Knowing my interest 
in developing a deeper understanding of how small- 
group discussions could foster such talk, my doctoral 
advisor, Smith, encouraged me to analyze previously 
unanalyzed small- group discussions that were collect-
ed as part of a larger study (Smith & Connolly, 2005) 
on classroom discussions of poetry. My reading of the 
transcripts quickly convinced me that what I was see-
ing in them closely resembled what I heard in my own 
classroom, both the strengths and the weaknesses. 
Moreover, I realized that analyzing data collected in 
a different class allowed me to focus on the strategies 
occurring in small- group discussions without precon-
ceived notions based on my knowledge of the students 
involved.

The small- group discussions (three or four students 
per group) came after students had engaged in a brief 
period (10 minutes) of unprompted writing in response 
to the poem being read aloud. The small- group discus-
sions lasted 20 minutes and occurred before whole- 
class discussions of a variety of poems of similar topic, 
length, and difficulty that students had discussed in 
small groups.

The Students
In this study, I coded audiotaped transcriptions of 
ninth- grade honors- track student talk in small groups 
in response to poetry. Discussion group 1 comprised 
four students (two females, Serena and Shannon, and 
two males, Mark and Brad; all names are pseudonyms), 
and discussion group 2 comprised three students (two 
females, Amy and Vera, and one male, Darren). These 
groups were selected because they discussed the same 

poem but in ways that exhibited varying degrees of suc-
cess in terms of reading with authorial empathy.

Successful conversations had a majority of discus-
sion features, such as attending to author’s craft, engag-
ing in mind reading, or constructing ethical responses 
using evidence from the text (group 1). Less successful 
conversations tended to focus on associative reactions 
and disconnected responses, or in some instances a 
purely technical unpacking of the textual elements 
with no consideration of ethical engagement (group 2). 
Teachers can, to some degree, intuit their students’ level 
of discussion, but the authorial empathy scale can help 
teachers more systematically evaluate the balanced 
 nature of small- group discussions.

The Poem: Mark Doty’s 
“Charlie Howard’s Descent”
We want our students to engage with challenging lit-
erature with an awareness of the authored nature of 
text, yet we are also very concerned that our students 
respond empathetically to the lived experiences of char-
acters in literature that invites an ethical reading.

“Charlie Howard’s Descent,” a poem by Mark Doty 
(2000), narrates the attack and subsequent death of a 
young gay man at the hands of young men in his com-
munity. The most effective discussions will embody 
responses that have students reading authorially (atten-
tive to textual elements) and narratively (with empathy). 
Reading with authorial empathy ensures that students 
attend to the author’s craft and the ensuing empathetic 
mind- reading response.

Data Collection and Analysis
I used the authorial empathy scale to evaluate episodes 
in terms of the extent to which the talk was a balance 
of ethical and technical awareness. In the interest of as-
suring reliability and validity, a second rater, a univer-
sity professor of literacy education who has also worked 
with scales as a methodological tool, analyzed the arti-
fact data. Instances where we disagreed on the scales 
were discussed to create decision rules that allowed us 
to reach consensus.

To try to understand what accounted for the differ-
ences in small- group talk, I grouped the turns of talk 
into episodes (coherent sequences of discourse evidenc-
ing thematic unity), coded each communication unit 
within a turn of talk in terms of the discussion strate-
gies that students used, and scored each episode on a se-
mantic differential scale indicating the extent to which 
each episode evidenced reading with authorial empa-
thy. Table 1 details and defines the coding scheme that 
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I employed; again, the second rater coded a subset of the 
artifact data as a way of ensuring reliability.

Following Berne and Clark’s (2006) suggestion, I cod-
ed each communication unit that related to the text in 
terms of the discussion strategy used. Because this way 
of coding focuses on strategies independent of content, 
I also scored each episode on a semantic differential 
scale that measures the extent to which the talk em-
bodies what I call reading with authorial empathy (see 
Figure 1).

The authorial empathy construct is important be-
cause it provides a way for teachers to evaluate the 

types of small- group discussions occurring in their 
classrooms and works to support students in attending 
to both the technical and ethical facets of response to 
literature. The episodes that embody the ideal balance 
of authorial empathy (marked as a 4 on the scale) were 
revisited to explore the role that the strategies played in 
achieving that balance.

Findings
I used the placement of each episode on the scale as 
the principle of selection for which episodes were 

Figure 1  
The Authorial Empathy Semantic Differential Scale

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Strictly Authorial                                    Authorial Empathy Overly Narrative
(Noticing Author’s Craft,                                            (Full Immersion in Story,
Reading Text as a Symbol, Reader-response w/o full
Semiotic, awareness of text as authored,
Technical Reading) Associative; Disconnected)

Table 1  
Discussion Strategies That the Students Enacted During Discussion

Strategy Description Example

Comparing/contrasting Making a comparison between the story 
and one’s existing fund of knowledge

“It depends, like, where the town is, too….
Sometimes they do odd things like that.”

Contextualizing Situating story elements in time and space 
or in a larger milieu

“Remember in Malcolm X when he said people 
called him a nigger, and he thought it was his 
name.”

Questioning Questioning text- based events or ideas “Is that how he was murdered?”

Searching for meaning Inquiring into or hypothesizing about 
the underlying reasons for the events or 
characters’ actions in the text

“They killed him, or did he want them to kill 
him?”

Noting author’s craft Directly or indirectly referencing ways the 
author constructed the text

“It was kind of like metaphor, like he was 
falling.”

Summarizing Stating or clarifying elements of the story “Charlie was pushed off a bridge by three kids.”

Interpreting Taking information and assigning it 
meaning

“I don’t think they really cared if he couldn’t 
swim.”

Engaging in 
retrospection

Sharing thoughts that occurred while 
reading the text

“I figured out that he was murdered because 
he was gay.”

Stating a confusion Stating a query in narrative form “I didn’t understand the little town’s demands.”

Inserting oneself in the 
text

Placing oneself in the story “Even though we’re not gay, you kind of feel 
for him, you know?”
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 emblematic of the balance between technical awareness 
and empathetic response. In this section, I present four 
episodes: two that achieve the authorial empathy bal-
ance (a 4 on the scale) and episodes that exist at either 
end of the continuum for being overly author- centric, 
concerned with semiotics, and lacking in empathy (a 1 
on the scale), or engaging in an associative discussion 
with no reference to author’s craft or awareness of 
 literature as a made thing (a 7 on the scale). In the dis-
cussion episodes, brackets indicate overlapping speech, 
em dashes indicate pauses, and “uc” notations indicate 
unclear speech.

Strategies in Tandem: Stating Confusion, 
Searching for Meaning, and Noticing 
Author’s Craft
The following episode reveals the type of balance that 
I seek to foster in my students’ discussions. I placed 
episode 1 of group 1 at a 4 on the authorial empathy 
scale because the students grappled with key authorial 
choices by employing three strategies that Berne and 
Clark (2006) identified as stating a confusion, search-
ing for meaning, and noticing author’s craft, but in ways 
that allow them to make interpretive moves that are 
empathetic.

Episode 1 

Serena:  I didn’t understand the part and the water, 
or so he began to fall into the star- faced sec-
tion of night between the trestle and the wa-
ter because he could not meet a little town’s 
demands. I didn’t understand

Mark: [Well, I understand

Brad: [He wasn’t normal.

Serena: [what the little town’s demands

Brad: He wasn’t to the quota like everybody else.

Serena: [I understand (uc).

Shannon:  No, they pushed him because they didn’t 
think he was normal enough.

Serena:  OK. So, like it, they didn’t, he didn’t meet 
the tow n’s expect ations on people or 
something?

Brad:  Yeah, like he was different from everybody 
else. They didn’t like him for that. I think 
this story is confusing at the beginning. I 
didn’t really understand where he was go-
ing. At first, I thought it was kind of like 

metaphor, like he was falling. But then by 
the end, it was kind of like

Mark: [he was actually falling.

Brad: yeah, that’s what he was doing.

Serena’s opening statement of confusion—a query in 
narrative form—allowed the entire group to set out on 
a search for meaning. The discussants used the inter-
preting strategy to assign meaning to the text. Consider 
when Shannon says, “No, they pushed him because they 
didn’t think he was normal enough.” Here, she made an 
interpretive mind- reading move and, in doing so, led 
others to notice author’s craft, as when Brad recognized 
“I thought it was kind of like metaphor, like he was fall-
ing.” Yet, the episode did not remain in the realm of the 
technical; students mind- read with authorial empathy 
as members of the authorial audience.

The students accepted the author’s invitation to 
consider why Charlie was victimized by societal ex-
pectations. Indeed, we see this when Shannon claimed 
that “they pushed him because they didn’t think he was 
normal enough,” and when Serena tentatively contrib-
uted, “So, like it, they didn’t, he didn’t meet the town’s 
expectations on people or something?” To which Brad 
responded, “Yeah, like he was different from every-
body else. They didn’t like him for that.” These students 
read with authorial empathy because they recognized 
the text as a technical, created thing and, at the same 
time, honored the author’s invitation to respond with 
empathy.

This episode also reveals how strategies can allow 
for new ways of discussion that do not privilege the lan-
guage of certainty that students often view as a require-
ment in school talk. By directly teaching students that 
stating a confusion is a valid strategy in the service of 
reading with authorial empathy, we create opportuni-
ties for balanced responses to literature.

Even episodes that already embody reading with 
authorial empathy can be supported with other strat-
egies for achieving more effective discussion. For ex-
ample, Serena’s powerful comments in episode 1 could 
have been enhanced if she had engaged in author and 
character mind reading and the strategy of inserting 
oneself into the text, to consider how the author invites 
us to feel about Charlie by saying, “faggot / was the bed 
he slept in” (Doty, 2000, p. 56). These specific moments 
of notice can be used as an avenue for empathetic in-
ferencing as members of the authorial audience. We, as 
teachers, can guide our students to attend to these tech-
nical facets by asking, How do you know? and, What is 
the author inviting us to think?
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Dynamic Strategy Pairings: Inserting 
Oneself Into the Text and Contextualizing
Another powerful empathetic episode (a 4 on the scale) 
is episode 2 of group 1, wherein the students used the 
contextualizing and inserting oneself into the text 
strategies to read as members of the authorial audience 
with empathy for Charlie’s plight. They combined their 
attention to author’s craft (the poem’s technical ele-
ments) with an empathetic engagement with Charlie’s 
struggle.

Episode 2 

Serena:  I think that it was like, for the killing part, 
was kinda like he didn’t want to die, but he 
knew no one believed him, so he was just 
like, Well, I can’t swim, and they’re like, 
well, they didn’t believe him…kind of like 
what she said. They didn’t understand him, 
so it was kinda like they didn’t really care 
about his feelings or anything

Mark:  A nd t he y k i l le d h i m b e c au s e he w a s 
different?

Serena: I think it was because, like

Shannon: —[Because,

Serena:  it probably made living in the town, like, 
harder. You know how sometimes when 
there’s somebody different, like, comes in, 
like,

Mark: —[Right, but I mean, like,

Serena: —[everything changes.

Mark: —[why don’t you just move?

Serena: —[Well, he probably—

Shannon: why give up?

Serena:  Yeah, he didn’t want to give up. He kind of 
wanted to, like,

Shannon:  Why, say, everyone hated you. Would you 
just, like, up and leave?

Mark:  Maybe.

Serena:  Well, like, it’s different, though, like some-
times when it’s bigger issues, like being 
gay and stuff. Cuz, like, it says he kinda, 
like, kinda, like, he took the insults and he, 
like, he almost accepted them, like cuz the 
people, like, they were shallower than, he 

felt they were, like, lower in their standing 
things.

Shannon:  Remember in Malcolm X when he said peo-
ple called him a nigger, and he thought that 
was his name, like, you know, he thought it 
was normal?

Mark:  Right.

Shannon:  That’s probably what it is here. They call 
him a faggot or queer, and that’s, like, nor-
mal to him.

As the students grappled with why Charlie does 
not move out of town, Shannon inserted them into the 
text by asking, “Why, say, everyone hated you. Would 
you just, like, up and leave?” This moment of insertion 
spurred the students to more empathetic responses 
and heralded a contextualizing strategy, situating an el-
ement of the story within a larger social milieu by con-
necting Charlie’s situation to that of Malcolm X.

Shannon used the contextualization strategy to in-
vite the group to feel empathy for Charlie’s experience 
when she said, “They call him a faggot or queer, and 
that’s, like, normal to him.” If Shannon had not used the 
inserting self into the text and contextualizing strat-
egies, then Mark may not have shifted his response 
toward understanding. These students referred to tech-
nical elements of the text but not to the exclusion of an 
empathetic response to Charlie.

Noting Author’s Craft Without 
Considering Its Invitation to Empathy
Much of our work as English language arts teachers 
involves guiding students to recognize literature as a 
made thing and engage with author’s choices. However, 
in a poem like “Charlie Howard’s Descent,” we do not 
want our students to use a focus on author’s craft to 
avoid engaging in the author’s invitation to empathy. In 
episode 3 of group 2’s discussion (a 1 on the scale), the 
students focused exclusively on the author’s craft in 
a way that missed the opportunity to engage in mind 
reading the potential that the author’s choices had to 
elicit empathetic responses.

Episode 3 

Vera:  Well, that was good. The only thing I don’t 
like is the structure of it. Like, it’s like a para-
graph. It’s starting with the middle of the sen-
tence. I’m like, What?

Darren:  I liked that.
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Amy:  [I mean, I don’t like that, when people run into 
the next thing, but I liked the actual content. I 
don’t like the actual structure.

Vera:  [Yeah, the content’s good.

Darren:  (Uc) structure, I mean, it—

Amy:  —[The content makes you think.

Darren:  Yeah, but maybe he wants you to stop there. 
Like,

Amy:  —[Umm,

Darren:  it is not (uc), and it’s something new.

Vera:  Some poems you can’t stop because then it 
doesn’t make sense.

Amy:  —[Yeah.

Darren:  Yeah, but are you saying that,

Vera:  [Like, if you stop too much, it, like, just 
breaks up the meaning of the poem. I mean, 
sometimes

Amy:  [It loses it.

Vera:  [you just gotta keep, I mean, you can pause af-
ter, like, a line or so, but after, after, if you just 
keep on, like, stopping and going and stop-
ping, it just, like, breaks it up, and it’s just, 
like, all messed up.

Darren: OK.

Amy: Good point.

Vera:  But this one, I think you gotta, like, read it 
through, like, not stopping so much, because 
of the way it’s written. He’s like what others 
wanted open, like an abyss. It just goes into 
the next sentence. You just gotta keep on 
reading. I don’t think you can really stop.

Amy:  So, you, like, you’re kind of like me. You like 
the more standard, like, normal poem, but 
this, you like what it’s about. You just wish it 
was written

Vera:  Well, I mean, the way it’s written is f ine. 
I don’t have a problem with it, but in a sense 
I do.

As a teacher tasked with preparing students for 
college- level reading and discussion, I am glad that the 
students were taking note of author’s choices and con-
sidering the poem’s structure. However, reading with 
authorial empathy invites students to recognize that 

noting author’s craft comes with the responsibility 
of making inferences about the implications of those 
choices, including the type of empathetic response the 
author may be inviting. In this case, this means moving 
beyond discussions of the poem’s structure to actually 
grapple with the horror of Charlie Howard’s murder.

Vera used the strategy of noting author’s craft to no-
tice the structure of the poem, but she did not consider 
Darren’s mind- reading thought that “maybe [the author] 
wants you to stop there.” The poet’s structural decisions 
could be inviting Vera and her fellow discussants to con-
sider the frightful speed at which Charlie’s life and the 
lives of the other boys were changed. Noting author’s 
craft could have led to a more empathetic awareness of 
why Doty forms the poem in the way he does; this is the 
type of mind- reading work that Rabinowitz and Smith 
(1998) argued is central to literacy education.

Associative Reactions Fall Short 
of Authorial Empathy
In episode 4 of group 2’s talk (a 7 on the scale), the stu-
dents shared their thoughts on gay people in a way that 
was untethered from the type of empathetic response 
invited by the poem. The discussion fell on this end 
of the scale because it evidenced no awareness of the 
author’s ethical invitation and instead was entirely 
reactionary.

Episode 4 

Darren: Like, gay people are different.

Amy: Yeah.

Darren:  [I’m sorry, they’re not like you.

Amy: They are.

Darren:  I don’t want to say that they aren’t, like, 
they’re all trying, a lot of people are trying 
to get them to be normal, but they’re, they’re 
different. I mean, it’s hard to say. They act dif-
ferent, and they’re just

Amy:  They have different emotions. Cuz some of 
them, like, I mean this in, like, the only way 
that I can think of it, like some men that are 
gay act very feminine.

Darren: —[Yeah.

Amy:  —[I don’t know how else to say that, but they 
do, because they play, like, the roles. And I 
don’t know how to deal with that sometimes 
cuz it’s kind of awkward, but, like, when it’s 
there, you’re trying to—
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Vera:  —[It even happens with women, too. Women 
will sit there and play the man role instead of, 
like

Amy:  The masculine role.

By talking about gay people in general rather than 
Charlie specifically, the students in this episode were 
not engaging in authorial empathy to the extent of the 
discussants in episode 1. The discussion here was shal-
low and associative; it also consisted primarily of the 
comparing/contrasting strategy, wherein students 
make connections between the text and preexisting 
personal funds of knowledge.

As a teacher, I see no real grappling with precon-
ceived notions or willingness to move into the types of 
conversational territory traversed by the students in 
episode 1, wherein Brad said of Charlie, “He wasn’t to the 
quota like everybody else….They didn’t like him for that.” 
In contrast, Darren’s reductive diagnosis of gay people in 
episode 4 (“Like, gay people are different”) did not seem 
to consider the author’s invitation to actually engage in 
the mind- reading work of inhabiting Charlie’s plight.

Further, the type of unbalanced talk in this episode 
had the potential to ostracize and reduce gay people to a 
monolithic entity. This episode read as entirely associa-
tive and was the type of talk that could have occurred 
independently of the poem.

How Noting Author’s Craft Could Help 
Students Read With Authorial Empathy
Reviewing the strategies that supported balanced read-
ings allows me to be explicit in guiding students to read 
with authorial empathy and avoid the type of disjointed 
reading that can stem from discussion composed en-
tirely of comparing/contrasting. Episode 4 from group 2 
scored a 7 on the scale, which allows us to consider what 
could be done to make the reading more authorial.

The coding provides clues to a possible solution. 
All of the turns of talk in the episode were coded as 
 comparing/contrasting because each strategic utter-
ance made an implied comparison between the poem 
and the students’ funds of knowledge.

By injecting the noting author’s craft strategy—
being attentive to the technical choices an author 
makes—students could build on their comparisons 
by exploring how their understandings of gay people 
compare with the understanding that Doty was try-
ing to foster through his choices in “Charlie Howard’s 
Descent.” By considering the author’s craft, maybe the 
students would have commented on Charlie’s resilience 

or strength in forgiving his killers or on all manner of 
traits beyond him being “different” and “feminine.”

Discussion
The Ways Strategies Work
Having an articulated understanding of how searching 
for meaning, contextualizing, and interpreting tend to 
facilitate balanced discussions has allowed me to help 
students understand how the strategies can aid them in 
enacting authorially empathetic readings of literature. 
Recognizing that the episodes that tended to be overly 
concerned with the technical employed noting author’s 
craft allowed me to reflect on my teaching and how to 
better explore the potential of different strategies to fos-
ter reading with authorial empathy. If students can be 
taught that a strategy like noting author’s craft involves 
a thorough and authentic immersion in the implications 
of the author’s choices, then they could be more likely to 
consider the ethical implications of those choices.

We need to provide guidance for students who no-
tice something about an author’s choice so they can 
fully inhabit the choice (mind reading) and recognize 
its implications. The strategies are not tools wielded in 
a vacuum; we need to frame their use and expand or re-
fine their potential as the reading requires.

As episode 4 revealed, episodes that became unte-
thered from an authorial reading tended to rely on the 
comparing/contrasting strategy in ways that merely 
shared preexisting understandings rather than using 
the author’s text to challenge either their own, one an-
other’s, or the author’s possible thinking via a discourse 
of understanding that “allows for challenge and collab-
orative turns” (Rabinowitz & Smith, 1998, p. 44).

The Importance of Pairing
As we have seen, the episodes of student talk reveal the 
ways that discussion strategies can be used to engage 
in authorially empathetic readings to varying degrees 
of success. This is why discussion strategy instruction 
must be paired with an overarching theory (e.g., autho-
rial reading, mind reading) and a purpose for how and 
why to enact those strategies.

Noting author’s craft is not a fully realized strategic 
tool until our students understand that it requires deep 
consideration of the implications of the author’s choic-
es and how the author invites them to read. With this 
understanding, students are capable of accepting or re-
jecting that reading, what Rabinowitz and Smith called 
(1998) resistance and respect. In doing so, our students 
honor the ethics and responsibility of reading literature.
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Pairing strategies in the service of a certain type of 
reading is another powerful pedagogical decision for 
approaching literature discussions. Instruction on how 
to enact and pair strategies can arise from the texts and 
discussions that students are having in class. For ex-
ample, to facilitate a reading that is authorially empa-
thetic, teachers could encourage students to pair noting 
author’s craft and inserting oneself into the text in that 
order.

By noting author’s craft, students take note of a spe-
cific authorial choice, and then by inserting themselves 
into the lived experience of the character in the text, 
they can respond empathetically as the author requests; 
we see how this connects to authorial reading and mind 
reading. The time teachers take to offer instruction on 
the types of discussion strategy combinations that re-
sult in more balanced discussions is a component of 
ethical instruction in the Common Core era.

Reading With Authorial Empathy 
in the Common Core Era
What gives life to the technical awareness required by 
the Common Core are ways of reading literature with 
authorial empathy that I think can be fostered by teach-
able strategies. There are ways to take up strategies that 

invite students to engage in close reading that attends to 
an author’s choices without forgoing the opportunity to 
engage in empathetic response to literary text. Pairing 
strategies can help students understand that the kind of 
close technical reading that the Common Core calls for 
can be in the service of empathetic reading.

Students need to be able to take up these strategies 
in the service of authorially empathetic discussions in 
response to literature. Like any tool, reading strategies 
can be misused or, more often, underutilized and un-
dertheorized. Students (and fellow teachers) need to see 
the strategies not as static but as malleable, depending 
on the types of reading and discussing we intend to en-
gage in. Literacy educators need to share explicitly with 
students the reasons why we use the strategies and how 
they can be enacted in the service of reading literature 
with authorial empathy.
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TAKE ACTION!
1.  Cast students as researchers investigating their own 

discussions: Teachers may want to invite students 
to situate their discussions on an authorial empathy 
scale. After engaging in small-group discussion, 
students can reflect on the extent to which they were 
discussing with authorial empathy. What strategies 
could move the discussion to a more balanced 
location on the scale?

2.  Create an explicit lesson on how a strategy can 
facilitate a certain type of reading: For example, teach 
how noting author’s craft can be used in the service 
of authorially empathetic reading. Teachers may want 
to ask students to choose a technical facet of the text 
and analyze how that author’s choice facilitates an 
empathetic response to characters.

3.  Same strategy, different function: Teachers may want 
to show examples of the same strategy but how 
it can be used for purely technical or empathetic 
analysis. Teachers could ask students to consider 
the same passage of text and, by using a specific 
strategy, explore how it lends itself to technical or 
empathetic readings. How can we expand the role of 
this strategy to include both facets of a reading that is 
authorially empathetic?
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MORE TO EXPLORE
■  For more work on using semantic differential scales 

as an instructional tool: Smith, M.W., & Wilhelm, J.D. 
(2010). Fresh takes on teaching literary elements: 
How to teach what really matters about character, 
setting, point of view, and theme. New York, NY: 
Scholastic; Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers 
of English.

■  For more work on fostering classroom discussion: 
McCann, T.M., Johannessen, L.R., Kahn, E., & 
Flanigan, J.M. (2006). Talking in class: Using 
discussion to enhance teaching and learning. Urbana, 
IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

■  For more on teaching rules of notice: Wilhelm, J.D. 
(2001). Improving comprehension with think-aloud 
strategies: Modeling what good readers do. New York, 
NY: Scholastic.
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