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Abstract

The present article describes a study
focused on how the use of diaries while
reading may affect the naiure of the
literary response of teacher trainees. To
begin with, the need for a more
balanced reading experlence is
supported, making special emphasis
on the characleristics of an aesthetic
stance. Then, a detailed description of
the research tools, participants and
procedures is included, To finish with,

dandlysis of data and conclusions
cbtained from them are presented and
justified, Conclusions show that, in
general, diaries dre successful in
balancing teacher frainees’ reading
respoinses, and in making them shift
their stance towards a more aesthetic
experience of literature while using them.,
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Estudio a través de diaries
de las experiencias lectoras
de los estudiantes de Magisterio (LE)

Resumen

El presente articulo describe un estu-
dlio centrado en conocer coémo el uso
de diarios como complemento a la lec-
tura puede afectar a la nafuraleza de
la respuesta literaria de los estudicntes
de Magisterio. En primer lugor, se de-
fiende la necesidad de una experien-
cia lectora mas equilibrada, haciendo
especial &nfasis en describir la postura

{sfance) estética. Posteriormenle, se

-describen detalladamente las herra-

mientas de investigacién, los partici-
pantes y los procedimientos. Para fina-
lizar, se analizan los datos y se
presentan, y justifican las conclusiones
obtenidas de ellos. Las conclusiones
muesiran que, en general, los diarios
equilibran las respuestas lectoras de los
estudiantes de Magisterio, logrando
una experiencia liferaria mdas estética
mientras los emplean.
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Introduction

In a previous research, Ferndndez
Ferndndez (2006) highlighted the need
to balance efferent reading (reading to
getinformation), ond gesthetic reading
(reading fo feel) in the classrooms. This
need stems from the fact that reading
literature in EFL classrooms too often
consists in knowing what the student has
carred out from the text, efferent reading.
One of the reasons why teachers make
emphasis on the efferent approach to
reading may be their own reading
experiences, and the teacher training
they have received (see Ferndndez
Ferndndez, 2006). The aim of 1his siudy
is, consequenily, 1o make feacher trcinees
aware of their own reading experiences
by using afeaching methodology which
could prove o raise readers’ aesthetic
awareness, considered as g process
along which:

(...) the reader must broaden the
scope of attention to include the
personal, affective aura and
associations surrounding the words
evoked and must focus on —
experience, live through—the moods,
scenes, situafions being created during
the fransaction: (Rosenblatt, 1995
{1938): xvii).

Diaries were considered the appropriate
ool to qid trainees encounter their <own
voice» during the reading process.
According to Bailey (1990: 215) a dicry
study is a «first-person account of a
language learning or teaching
experence, documented through regular,

candid entries in a personal journal and
then analyzed for recurring patterns or
sdliient events». Diaries have been used
to research on feacher frainees in BFL
contexls (see for example Hallbach, 1999
and 1999b), or fo research on aesthetic
responses of school graders in native
contexts (see Samione, 2002 or Prather,
2001). On the other hand, teacher
trainees’ approach to literature has been
resedrched by Ferndndez Ferndndez
(2005) and, in a native context, by
Domailie (2003), but wifhcout using joumnals
or diaries. Therefore, there seerms to be
little work done, or at least published, on
the use of diaries to promote aesthetic
reading of teacher trciinees in EFL contexts,
and even less in Spain. For this reason,
this study will try to, as far as possible, set
a starting point fo research on this issue
taking as a framework the Spanish
educational framework,

The teacher as reader

During many years the teacher has
played o traditional role in the classrooms,
putting info practice what has been
fermed sspoonfeeding» methods. The
tedacher «absorbed» knowledge fo
tfransmit it to studentis. In the case of
literature, feachers were supposed to use
literary criticism to assess the validity of
their students’ reading responses, When
dealing with reading in EFL contexts, this
view of litorary experiences contrasts with
the existence of communicative methods,
which seek stfudents’ voices in the
classroom. The teacher is not o source
of knowledge anymore, but a facilitaior,
or a mediator (see Delanoy, 1997) in the
students’ learning process. To play this
role, it is necessary fo pay alention to
the feachers’ own reading experiences,
and how they can shape the subsequent
use of literary fexts in their classrooms.
This reflection on their reaiding experiences
will hopefully lead to act upon their
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teaching. changing those behaviours,
attitudes and practices which mary
influence their students’ view of litercture
in ¢ negative way.

Research questions

The research questions set out in this
study were:

— Do trainees’ writings reflect their
efferent-reading training?

~- Do frainees’ writings reflect a shift
towards a more aesthetic oriented
reading?

— Does the diary ralse trainees’
awareness on the way literature is
used in the classrooms? Is there any
type of metacognitive reflection on
the way they perceive literature?

The present study can be classified as
classroom-based, as the researcher was
also the lecturer of the subject and this
fesearch aims at obfaining information
to improve the way frainees dpproach
reading and how this view can influence
the way they would teach reading English
as d Foreign Language. The information
given is qualitative, as it has been
obicined by using an infrospective
research tool, a diary. The information
gathered with the diary has been
completed with observation and field
nofes taken by the lecturer/researcher
during the guidance sessions.

Variables

Many are the variables which can
influence the teaching/ leaming process.
In this specific study, there were some
aspects which could influence tralneas’
responses and, accordingly, the data
analysed. First, the fact that the jecturer
did not have any information about the
aspects of his/her lrainees which could

affect the way they responded fo liferature,
such as their reading habits, the previous
experiences with literature, and their
proficiency in English {specially their
reading and wiiting skills). Another issue
which could influence their responses
was the learning styles of tiainees, as
diaries are a resource to foster the
intrapersonal learning style (see Gardner,
2000), and trainees which do not favour
this style could feel uncomfortable when
carrying out o task of this kind.

Avery important variable was the book
itself, which was The House of Mango
Street by Sandra Cisneros (1 984). The
results could be different according to
different genres, and it can be the case
that trainees do not find this book
attractive or interesting enough to
comment on, The fact that frainees
carried out the completion of this diary
in complete isclation, and that they only
putin comimon their literary experiences
with the rest of the class in two guidance
sessions deprived them of the
opportunity of assimilating other literary
experiences. This could also influence
the way trainees faced the task of
completing a diary.

The main research hypothesis was that
frainees would tend to use an efferent
otientation towards the text, and that
their diaries will reflect their difficulties to
express their personal views and
transactions with the text. This assumption
was sfemmed from a previous research
focused on the analysis of the materials
(graded readers, textbooks and self-
made reading guides) used in a group
of EFL ciassrooms (see Ferndndez
FernGndez, 2005: 231 -234). Accordingly,
it was also expected that trainees would
shift fowards a more gesthetic fesponse
to the fext conditionad by the tool used,
that is, diaries.
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Method

Participants

sfudying Engtish in dcademic setlings
for af least ten years.

Toof

The main tool to carry out this study was
the dioryThe use ofdiciies asan infospeciive

Was also seen as gn obstacle to oblgin
valucble information on Tinee’s fesponses,

and foHowing a qudlitotive research
Procedure, patterns and regularities were

Indivica, Bof Bstud, Fuvest,

R@sem«ch schedule

Trdinees were askedto read g book during
one term (16 weeks). The reading
assignment was Partofthe requirements
fo sit the exam for the Subject sEnglish
language ang methodologys, included

were read ang Commented without any
struciurag Questionnaire or handout ot
hand.The main aimwas to elicit trainess’
spontaneoys reactions fowards the fext,

During the Iast weeks of April and Moy,
the teacher asked for gl the diaries 1o
check thot trainees understood what fo
do (it was gn in-process revision). To
reinforce the aesthetic slance, the teacher
added comments on content, such gs
d agresls Really?s would like o know

, 2007, 8, pp, 287226

IS8N: 15 703741




Shifting EFL, trainee feachers’ rending experiences: o sindy using diaries

The book

The book chosen was «The House on
Mango Streets by Sandra Cisneros. There
are many reasons fo justify the election
of this book, First, its convenient length,
which make it appropriate to be read in
ah academic term. Second, its availeibility,
dlthough the book was published in the
80s, it has been subsequently edited.
Third, the fopic may also be attractive,
as it describes, in first-person narrator the
life of Esperanza, a gir who lives in o
low-class neighbourhood in the USA.
Fourth, the fact that the story is wiitten
using d first-person narnator, which makes
readers feel close to the story (and to
the main protagonist), and stimulates
them to enter the literary world. This is an
advantage when writing the diary, as
trainees are more inclined to have
something o comment on, Apart from
this, the book was also useful to foster
the multicultural awareness included in
our teachertraining curriculum.

Data analysis and
results

The diarles of the 22 participants were
read and commented twice, The first time
the main purpose was o encourage
trainees’ personal response, and to check
that they have understood the activity.
The second time, information about the
waly frainees responded to the book was
collected and classified according fo
the three research questions set af the
beginning of the study.

With regard to whether frainees’ writings
reflected their efferent-eading training,
this aspect became clearer when, affer
having introduced the task in class,
fralnees asked the lecturer how to fill in
the diary again. Trainees were guite
surprised by having to write without

summarising any confent or answering
comprehension questions. Some even
made clear that they did not consider
their opinions and personal views «so
inferesting to be written downy. Some
frainees showed an efferent approach
fothe task, and they included surmmarios
inthe diaries, although they were cleariy
forbidden in the instructions to complete
the task. This fact was spotted after the
first revision of diaries (an in-process
revision fo check that trainees understood
the fask). When efferent approach was
identified, the lecturer gave ideas stuch
as «fry to think as if you were the main
character, welate what you read o your
experiences, other books, films...», to
encourage frainees’ aesthetic response
o the text.

The second research question was
cenfred on the progress of frainees’
writings, and if they progressively reflect
a more aesthefic oriented experience
of literature. The book made trainees’
involvement in the literary experience
easiet, and created an increasing
engagement with the story and, more
specifically, with the main character,
Esperanza. One proof of this is how
frainees addressed Esperanza directiy
at the end of their diaries, wishing her
the best in her life and showing empathy
towards her. These comments made by
trainees show the degree of aesthetic
involvement with the book which,
although stperficial, could be considered
d good background to build up their
aesthetic experiences.

In relation to whether the diary raises
Trainees’ awareness on the way liferature
was used in the classroom, or if there was
any type of metacognitive reflection on
the way they perceive literature, this wers
nof reflected in the dicries, but the reason
could be that they were not asked o do
so. Nevertheless, trainees commented
on this fask when they collected their
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diaries back. Some trainees said that it
was the first time they did something
similar with a book, and that ithad been
an interesting experience. There is also
a lack of metacognitive reflection onthe
way they perceive literature, understood
as paying attention to the mental
processes undergone during the reading
process. Trainees had littie or no
opportunity to reflect on their literary
experiences during their education, and
this can explain the lack of comments
on this issue.

Analysis and discussion

The final revision of diaries showed that
most irginees had apparently assimilated
Esperanza’s living experiences as thelrs.
This can be considered an empathic
approach to literature, as shown in the
following samples taken from the diaiies.

I don'tknow how old Mairin is but 1 think
aeverybody (specially when we are
young) (...) have dreams. (Diary n.3)

In this case the reader uses wwe» creating
a communal experience with the
characters in the book, and feeling
identified with them in the fact that they
have dreams.

Poor Alice. There's nofhing more
dlisgusting that the thought ofimagining
mice in your house. (Diary n. 12)

This sample shows that the student feels
pity on different characters, and is trying
fo imagine himself/herself in the situation
depicted in the book.

| feel like Esperanza, | would like to
have another name. (Diary n. 9)

Here the reader feels close to the
character in relation to a specific issue,
that is, that they both do not like the
name they have been given.

This part of the book makes rme happy
_ because Esperanza gets two friends
at last. (Diary n. @ ).

This is a good example up fo what extent
the reader can feel identified with the
characier, and even «feel according fo
the book events and the chardacter’s
achievement of happiness.

Curiously, some chapters arouse a higher
interest of trainees, specially «My Names,
and «The Clouds». The first elicited many
trainees’ comments because they were
eager at explaining how their names had
been chosen. Nevertheless, few trainees
were successful at reflecting on the
importance of the name of the protagonist,
The aesthetic appreciation was limited
fo the inferest of the fopic. With regard to
«The Clouds», this chapter deals with the
situation of a group of friends laying on
the ground, looking atf the clouds and
imagining the forms they could shape.
Many trainees had dlso experienced the
same situation and were glad to see it
reflected in Esperanza’s words.

On the contrary, trainees had irregular
responses to some of the chapters. For
example, some trainees avoided
commenting on the one dedicated o
the deaih of Espercnza’s grandfather while
others dealt with the fopic overtly, relating
It to their living expetiences. Especially
remarkable it is the case of one student
whose grandfather was ot hospital at the
fime she was reading this chapter. She
used the diary fo say thait she recognised
her foclings in Esperanza’s words, and that
she could figure out how terrible the: death
of his grandfather would be for her.

Trainees mainly commented on fopics.
cind they were inferested in those chapters
which reflected social issues, especially
those who are the centre of affentionin
Spain nowadays, For example, women
discriminaiion, or imnigration, as it can
be seen in the following diary excerpfs,
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Poor Sally. Imagine living with a man
who [s ordering and forbidding you
alf the day It may be the hell, (Diary
n. 10}

In Spain there are a lof of foreign
people working to earm money to
bring some members of their familios
here, (Diary n. 8)

According fo the data gathered, most
comments were fopichbased, and trainees
tended to relate their own experiences
to the ones showed in the book.
Nevertheless, there are ofher aspects
which were also relevant for trainees.
Some trainees inferpreted the text and
expressed their likes and dislikes:

llike this chapter. It shows how the
girls are growing on Mango Street,
They know that when your hips appecr
you are becoming in a woman, and
that was their moment. (Diary n. 8)

One student included a comment about
using diaries for literary reflection. She
was afraid of showing her feelings,
thoughts, and this, once more, can be
a good. proof-of the lack of personal
contribution when dealing with literature
in her last literary experiences.

I would not like to become too
sentimental on having done this diciry,
but it is what really | was feeling and
remembering while | was reading this
book. (Dicry n. 7).

Few comments referred to literary
language. One student mentioned the
beauty of metaphors and images in
Cisneros’ writing by saying that:

it is recilly beautiful how she compares
the smell of her mothers’ hair with the
smeli of the bread, and how she says
that with that smell she feels safe it is
very beautiful too. (Diary n. 13).

Another peculiarity of rainees’ comments
was that, in some cases, they imilated
the style of the writer, using short and
simple senfences with a strong visual
component:

Reading the second chapter |
remembered a music box, It was of
my cousin X, Hiked it very much. it was
red and it had a litfle dolf inside, when
you opened if, music sounded and
the doll danced. (Diary n. 20).
Images sometimes caused problems
which were commented by the trainees.
For exampile, in the following excerptthe
student made reference o her inaibifity
fo unlock the poetic language, and to
know why the character talked o a tree:

I don’t understand why she talks to
trees and feels understood by them.
(Diary n. 19).

In this case, the lecturer wrote down a
response in her diary, trying to help the
student by referring fo another metaphor
about frees which was related to this
one. The metaphor came from o book
by lsabel Allends, in which she compared
herself with a free which had been
replanted in a different soll, but which
sfill retained her motharcountry earthin
the roots, In this case, the teacher tried
1o play the role of mediator which pertaing
fo an aesthetic oriented teaching
practice, Nevertheless, it also became
plain that trainees prefer fo csk the lecturer
to find out the «winique» and «walich answer.
This is how books seem fo swork» in the
classroom, that is, the teacher always
has the correct inferpretation, and the
student is ready o accept it as it is.

Conclusion

After analysing the data some important
issues arouse, First, the fask of dealing
with a diary wass difficult for many trainees,
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maybe because it was the first time they
used it while reading a book. Even so, if
diaries are considered with regard fo
their individual progress, it becomes
obvious that trainees develop a more
aesthetic approach along fime, as it has
been previously stated, and that their
comments are little by litfle more
inferesting, complex and elaborated than
at the beginning.of the diary. According
fo the analysis, trainees stop using
sumnmaries when they are given the
chance to «diver in the text and find
elements (characters, situations, places,
feelings) they feel related to.

Although in general frainees were able
1o find their own voice while reading, it
is possible 1o state that the aesthetic level
of their comments is very poor.Teacher
trainees very often forgot 1o mention the
book, and in many cases they were so
enthusiastic in linking the text with theilr
own life experiences, that the diary
became a personal diary more than o
recding diary.This may indicate the need
for carrying ocul more guidance sessions
where frainees may be reminded of the
importance of reflecting with and on the
book, and not «from» the book.

There are several aspects which could
have been improved to make this study
more fruitful, and that can be taken info
- gccount for future studies of this type. It
would be advisable to meinforce the use
of diaries with open discussion sessions
in the classroom, As it has been mentioned
before, it would also be useful o hold
some guidance sessions on what dn
aesthetic response is, demonstrating that
it is the reader who chooses his/her stance
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towards the fext (see Rosenblait, 2005
10). In fhese sessions, it is necessary fo
clearly show the role of the teacher as
facilitator and mediator and not as the
giver of knowledge (see Delanoy, 1997).

Further research an this fopic should try
to gain insights about whether there is
any correlation between age, gender
and educaiional background and the
quality of aesthetic responses. Another
aspect to study could be if trainees face
the same task of completing a literary
diary more confidently after some
guidance lessons in which the cesthetic
stance is described and explained. The
fact that students are less familiar with
cettain genres (see Ferndndez Ferdndez,
2005: 164y could also be the focus of a
study which enquires about the type of
stances feacher trainess have according
to the literary genre used. It will also be
interesting fo see how the use of aesthetic
strategies can be implemented in an EFL
literature course, and what the results affer
¢ whole semaster or year are in relation
totrainees’ views of reading and the quiality
and quantity of their learning. These
frainees could be further researched by
observing and anailysing their teaching
practices, and examining how their
reading fraining may influence the way
the use literary texts in their classrooms.

Appendix

~

Wil reading, fave your diary et hand,
Doyt make summaries, weflect on the feelings
and tioughts you fave fad whife reading.
oo do you feel? Do situations in the book,
remine you of awy aspect in your fife? What
are your opinions abewt what you are
reading? Write from 2 1o 4 pages at east
once a week, It is NOT necessary to write
after each ehapter.

& y
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