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Abstract  This article is based on a qualitative phenomenological case study that sought to establish a framework and 
analytic tool derived from a close theoretical reading of Rosenblatt’s (1978) text. The study took place on a middle school 
campus in southern Californ ia with five participants who were all sixth graders in a bound system. The analytic tool was used 
to analyze the literature-based responses of 11-and-12 year o ld resistant readers in order to determine the extent of their 
ability to engage in aesthetic reading transactions as per Rosenblatt’s (1978) hallmark work. We found that inexperienced, 
resistant readers are able to read aesthetically at modest levels as revealed through this research. Given the complexity of 
processing entailed in aesthetic reading, this important discovery holds significance for scores of struggling students who can 
be nourished as readers through a literature-based approach rather than the strict skill-based ones dominating schools at this 
time. 
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1. Introduction and Background 
Many of the students in our 21st century schools and 

classrooms are experiencing a d isconnect between their 
school experiences and their lives, and all too often have 
come to view reading or their English classrooms as places 
where stories are read and summarized, and questions are 
answered, leaving  by the wayside the experiential 
transaction and opportunity for life connections and social 
consciousness. According to Banks[1], “when school fails to 
recognize, validate, and testify to the racism, poverty, and 
inequality that students experience in their daily lives, they 
are likely to view the school and the curriculum as contrived 
and sugar-coated constructs that are out of touch with  the real 
world  and the struggles of their daily  lives” (p. 18). Often, 
these students who are experiencing th is disconnect become 
resistant readers and resistant learners. Some students are 
resistant simply because they do not see purpose or meaning 
behind the materials they are learning and reading, and 
therefore view the information as inconsequential and an 
insignificant part of their lives[1-4]. Others face resistance to 
learning and reading due to limited access to materials[5], 
reading difficulty[6], and motivation[7]. Ult imately, this 
disconnect between the curriculum and resistant learners has 
served to perpetuate an extreme d isparity between the 
privileged and the underprivileged, as well as condoning and  
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maintaining the dominant monocultural canon and the status 
quo in our schools and our society.  

According to Rosenblatt[8-10], because we are teachers of 
literature, it is our primary  responsibility to foster and 
support personally meaningful t ransactions and experiences 
between readers and books. Through these personally 
mean ingful transactions, resistant readers are given the 
opportunity to grow as indiv iduals when they explore 
literature that is relevant to their worlds as well as literature 
that seeks to explore the worlds of others. As Rosenblatt[9] 
further asserted, “our classroom atmosphere and the 
selection of reading materials should be guided by the 
primary concern for creating a live circu it between readers 
and books” (p. 66). Th is live circuit should generate 
excitement, engagement, and interest between the reader and 
the world  they are exp loring in  the literature they are reading. 
We posit that it is the students whose reading lives are most 
depleted of engaging experiences who should be most 
enriched by school literary engagements that enthrall the 
mind with intricate processing, deep explorations, and 
mindful play with absorbing depths of literary reading. 

1.1. Why Aesthetic Reading and why now? 

As Alvermann[11] contended, our classrooms and current 
definit ion of what it means to be literate is a very narrowly 
constructed definition that leaves cultural practices by the 
wayside. Some students are deemed literate because they can 
assimilate to the academically structured literacy world, 
while others are labeled as struggling or resistant because 
they simply do not understand the purpose and they do not 
identify themselves as a part of the currently defined, 
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traditional literacy world. As Alvermann[11] further 
maintained, the literacy we are providing our students is 
“functional literacy, mean ing literacy that makes a person 
productive and dependable, but not troublesome” (p. 99). 
This is a  second-rate type of education that leads direct ly to 
lower expectations and to severe social injustices and 
inequalities. Greenleaf and Hinchman[6] contended that 
problems with adolescents and literacy exist because of a 
“failure in the system to provide much more than 
cookie-cutter instructional responses that do not address 
youth’s literacy needs” (p. 11). We hold that it is especially 
struggling or inexperienced and “low-performing” students 
who most need schools to help them engage the world 
around them through literature even as they simultaneously 
acquire literacy skills through such active processing. 

Having intricately  explored both a detailed and complex 
profile of a paramount discussion of aesthetic transactional 
reading (i.e . Rosenblatt’s 1978 presentation,[12]) as well as 
an in-depth analysis of the intricacies of five “struggling” 
students’ aesthetic literary  engagements, we are able to 
testify to the comprehensive ranges of this phenomenon and 
thus affirm its importance in  schools.  We ignore this work 
at the peril of students’ academic nourishment. 

Aesthetic reading entails a genuine transaction between 
students and literature that is meaningful, conscientious, and 
deeply comprehensive.  

1.2. What is Aesthetic Reading? 

Rosenblatt’s[12] account of aesthetic reading forwards a 
perspective that has acknowledged a relationship between 
human beings and their social and natural worlds and has 
challenged that meaning is not objective and held within the 
pages of text but rather uncovered through human feelings, 
connections and experiences. Therefore in the words of 
Rosenblatt[12], aesthetic reading is an active process with an 
inner-oriented focus derived from readers and their personal 
moment-to-moment transactions with a particular piece of 
literature. In order to have created a lived experience, the 
reader must pay attention to bits and pieces brought forth 
such as feelings, attitudes, ideas, situations, personalities and 
emotions; these connections and experiences are the essence 
of aesthetic reading. Aesthetic reading becomes what the 
words of the text are “stirring up” for the reader. As 
Rosenblatt[12] pointed out, “the distinction between 
aesthetic and non-aesthetic reading derives from what the 
reader does, the stance that is adopted and the activities 
carried  out in relation to the text” (p. 27). A classroom 
environment structured to facilitate the complexit ies of 
aesthetic reading must consider particular readers who bring 
their lives into the classroom and thus who must be respected 
as engrossing and challenging literature is appropriately 
selected for them – literature that engages their complex 
beings and which culls a  stance of curiosity, interest and 
even intense preoccupation. 

1.3. Aesthetics and Struggling Readers 

The struggles of adolescent readers have been 

characterized from multip le perspectives – alternatively as 
socially constructed and contextually determined[13]; and 
from outlooks related to interventions for them[14-15]. 
Franzak’s[2] review of the literature on marg inalized, 
adolescent readers summarizes reader-response approaches, 
strategic reading approaches, and critical literacy, with 
varying emphases being undertaken within each of these 
three paradigms. Guthrie and Wigfield ’s[16] work attests to 
the critical role that engagement plays in the reading and 
literacy process. Triplett[13] d iscusses how students’ 
struggles with reading are socially constructed - greatly 
influenced by teachers’ reactions, particular school contexts, 
curricular variables and relationships. This premise is widely 
accepted and developed by many theorists and researchers 
who often claim contextual variables as the overarching 
influence in most teaching and research situations[17-20] 
(Gee, 2000a; 2000b; 2001; 2002). Then we hear, yet again, 
Alvermann and Marshall[21] tell us “the term struggling can 
refer to youth with clinically diagnosed reading disabilities 
as well as to those who are unmotivated, disenchanted, or 
generally unsuccessful in school literacy tasks” p. 125). The 
readers who participated in this study had spent all of their 
school lives enduring reading programs that attempted to 
“remediate” them through skills approaches; never had they 
been engaged in a reading program that had any emphasis 
such as that taken with them here. 

2. Description of Context 
This qualitative case study research project took place 

during a three-month period in which five resistant readers 
read and responded to three texts carefully selected for their 
themes of mult iculturalis m and social justice. The texts 
selected were Number the Stars by Lois Lowry, Day of Tears 
by Julius Lester and Seedfolks by Paul Fleischman. The 
participants responded to each text through journals, mid and 
end of book literary  responses, whole class discussions 
videotaped at least twice per week, and book projects. All 
five part icipants also participated in a final interview in 
which their experiences with the texts, the projects and the 
classroom environment throughout the three months were 
shared.  

The participant’s journals, videotaped discussions and 
book projects were analyzed line by line using an analyt ic 
tool developed from a close analysis of Rosenblatt’s seminal 
text[12]. In  order to develop the analytic tool, Rosenblatt’s 
text[12] was reviewed and examined for words and phrases 
used to describe her emphases on (a) aesthethic transaction, 
(b) aesthethic synthesis and (c) social consciousness. Those 
words and phrases were then placed into like categories in 
which a data analysis descriptor statement was generated to 
describe the category. We next briefly discuss the process 
that led us to approach Rosenblatt’s text [12] and cull from it 
an organically faithful rendition of its core moments. As 
readers, we were sensitive to the elements of her text that 
signaled: (a) aesthetic reading, (b) aesthetic synthesis, and (c) 
social consciousness. In turn, we present three tables, each 
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one dedicated to these respective “transactional strands” 
while at the same time emphasizing that we sought to present 
this work in a way that did not reduce its richness to isolated 
fragments. Rather we see the separately highlighted elements 
as the fabric of a process weave in which individual “threads” 
coalesce to form a unique fabric of engagement manifested 
most significantly in our readers’ literary transactions which 
we also depict in alignment with our respective analysis. 

Table 1 presents an analytic account, first, of aesthetic 
reading. Having told us in her chapter 2 that “the text 
becomes the element of the environment to which the 
individual responds” and that “[a] person becomes a reader 
by virtue of his activity in relat ionship to a text which he 
organizes as a set of verbal symbols[12, p. 18] we proceed to 
Rosenblatt’s distinction between efferent and aesthetic 
reading, the latter being her focus. Paraphrasing her work in 
this chapter we see an emphasis on a highly active reading 
process that is cast as an actual experiential, emot ional 
participation whereby the reader draws on past experience as 
the individual consciousness mediates associations, feelings 
attitudes and ideas arousing a personal transaction between 
self and text. A fusion of thought and feeling, of the 
cognitive and the affective results in a “fully lived-through 
fusion with the text” (p. 47). In our table, below we offer an 
analytic phrase in the left-hand column that is aligned with 
specific phrases from her text  in the second column; each of 
the phrases is associated with a code that is applied to 
students’ journal responses and transcribed discussions, to be 
discussed later in this article. In the third column, we present 
phrases used to prompt possible responses from students that 
are akin to that of the theoretical description.  

Table 2 presents an analytic profile of aesthetic synthesis 
(Rosenblatt’s chapter 4); she tells us that the “awesome 
complexity of the[aesthetic] process” (1978, p. 49) results in 
“an organic and vital kind of synthesis” (p. 50). This 
“synthesizing urge” (p. 51) forms the basis of description for 
a significant segment of her work. She speaks at length about 
a reading process that moves beyond aesthetic experience to 
a desire to resolve the tensions, questions, curiosity and 
conflicts in a structure of those ideas. The reader, Rosenblatt 
critically tells us, “feels his way toward a vital principle of 
coherence” (p. 51) and establishes a “tentative sense of 
framework” (p. 54) that results in a “tentative guiding or 
organizing princip le” (p. 59). Our table further delineates a 
myriad of elements that comprise what we see as a stage of 
the aesthetic reading process that moves toward coherent 
form. In the students’ projects, the classroom environment 
was respectful of this stage of the theoretical characterization 
in that students were encouraged to visually  or dramat ically 
represent what they saw as the essential whole of the novels 
they read; after much discussion students were also asked to 
comment on what the novel meant or represented altogether 
for them. Our analytic descriptions are again aligned with 
distinct theoretical elements and then further complemented 
by reader response starter prompts in the far right-hand 
column. This table is meant to depict a stage of the reading 
process that consolidates or further enriches the initial stages 
of aesthetic reading that are presented in table 1. Again, 
numeric codes are aligned with this aspect of the aesthetic 
reading process; the increased numbers relative to table 1 are 
meant to suggest that this stage of the reading process 
becomes more mature. 

Table 1.  Analytic Description of Aesthetic Reading 

Analytic Description of 
“Aesthetic Reading” 

Theoretical Elements from Rosenblatt with Corresponding 
Page Numbers from her 1978 text. Reader Response Starter Prompts 

Active Experiential 
Participation 

Code: 1 

● “highly active” (p. 22) 
● “reader’s focus of attention” (p. 23) 
● “reader responds to the marks on the page” (p. 23) 
● “he fixes his attention on the actual experience he is living 
through” ( p. 27) 
● “actual moment to moment participation” (p. 28) 
● “emotional responses” (p. 136) 

■ What do I notice? 
■ What are my emotions? 
■ What are my feelings? 
■ What are my attitudes? 
■ What is the text “stirring up”? 
■ How am I like any of the characters? 
■ How am I different from any of the 
characters? 
■ What connections do I see between myself 
and the text? 

Personal Experiential 
Significance 

Code: 2 

● “actively draws upon past experiences and calls forth the 
meaning from the coded symbols” (p. 22) 
● “recognition of the individual consciousness mediating 
between symbol and referent is essential to an understanding of 
any reading” (p. 43) 

Range of Feelings and Ideas 
Code: 3 

● “ he pays attention to the associations, feelings, attitudes, and 
ideas that these words and their referents arouse within him” (p. 
25) 
● “Sensing, feeling, imagining, thinking, synthesizing the states 
of mind” (p. 26) 
● “personal and qualitative elements” (p. 27) 
● “what the words are stirring up” (p. 31) 
● “what the words could make them see and hear and feel and 
think” (p. 40) 

Beginning Response 
Structure 
Code: 4 

● “transaction between himself and the text” (p. 28) 
● “the fusion of thought and feeling, of cognitive and affective, 
that constitutes the integrated sensibility” (p. 46) 
● “fully-lived through fusion with the text” (p. 47) 
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Table 2.  Analytic Description of Aesthetic Synthesis 

Analytic Description of 
“Aesthetic Synthesis” 

Theoretical Elements from Rosenblatt with 
Corresponding Page Numbers from her 1978 text. Reader Response Starter Prompts 

Curiosity About Beginning 
Structure of Ideas 

Code: 5 

● “an ambiance of acceptance, approval, incredulity” (p. 49) 
● “a stirring up of certain reservoirs of experience, 
knowledge, and feeling” (p. 54) 
● “a desire to see what happens next” (p. 54) 
● “reader’s need to live through to some resolution of the 
tensions, questions, curiosity or conflicts aroused by the 
text” (p. 55) 
● “verbal symbols activate a structure of ideas and attitudes” 
(p. 56) 
● “the reader may adopt a variety of 
attitudes…identification to spectatorship” (p. 67) 

■ What are my attitudes toward characters or events 
of the story? 
■ What struck me forcibly or shocked me and why? 
■ What “framework” or theme am I beginning to see? 
■ What clues are being put together leading to an 
overall theme? 
■ What meaning strikes me in a powerful way? 

Possible Beginning 
Framework(s) 

Code: 6 

● “feels his way toward a vital principle of coherence for his 
own inner responses” (p. 50) 
● “organizing activity” (p. 51) 
● “putting the clues together” (p. 51) 
●“the reader selects out and synthesizes his response to the 
author’s pattern of words—shaping activity” (p. 52) 
● “click of insight” (p. 55) 
● “falls into shape” (p. 55) 
● “tentative sense of a framework” (p. 54) 
● “grasp the framework – as in sensing the tone, the mood, 
the voice of a poem…establishing the general drift” (p. 55) 
● “reader draws on his own internalized culture in order to 
elicit  from the text” (p. 56) 
“tentative guiding or organizing principle” (p. 59) 

Refining Coherent 
Framework(s) 

Code: 7 

● “sorting the relevant from the irrelevant in a continuing 
process of selection, revision, and expansion” (p. 53) 
●“interplay between two sets of codes, two sets of values” 
(p. 56) 
● “backward flow, a revision of earlier understandings" (p. 
61) 
● “periods of reflection” (p. 68) 
● “tentative organization” (p. 137) 
“as the text presents new elements, he may find it necessary 
to revise earlier syntheses” (p. 137) 

Personally Significant 
Synthesis 
Code: 8 

● “lived through involvement with the text” (p. 58) 
● "the meaning of the story felt  in an intensely personal 
way” (p. 62) 
● “the evocation and the reaction” (p. 65) 
“ living in the world of the work which we have created 
under guidance of the text” (p. 68) 

In our third table we are again respectful of yet a further emphasis of Rosenblatt’s transactional theory of aesthetic reading 
– that of individual and social consciousness. It comes across quite clearly as a cornerstone of her theory as she speaks of 
readers’ awareness and clarification of the reader’s self-defin ition, and “social origins and social effects” (p. 157). Moreover, 
should we fail to recognize the movement of her theoretical spectrum toward individual and social consciousness, she comes 
forth and tells us: “the essential point is[the] emphasis on the reader’s crystallizing a sense of the experienced work as a whole, 
as a structure that, despite its ethereal nature, can be an  object of thought” (p. 133). She speaks of the indiv idual consciousness 
as “shaping a network of interrelat ionships” (p. 172) and comments exp licitly about a reflective self awareness that 
consolidates a relat ionship between the author, text, readers and their cultural environments that is “deeply conditioned by the 
social context” (p. 135). Compassion toward others that have formerly been alien is described at length. In this dimension of 
the aesthetic reading process we find an emphasis on how a reading experience that has been defined to some extent can now 
be reflected upon as the world and those in it are regarded from a deliberate and empathic point of v iew. We present table 3 
and in so doing lead readers to anticipate that these analytic profiles that have been aligned with theoretical characterizations 
and prompts for readers will be realized as we present the results of the work, featuring one resistant or struggling reader in 
particular. Note the coded numbering system that continues in the first column, aligned with phrases characterizing elements 
of this phase of the aesthetic reading process. “Callie’s” reading of … will show us how one reader (like many in her 
classroom) experienced all dimensions of aesthetic reading, aesthetic synthesis, and (now presented) individual and social 
consciousness in the process. 
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Table 3.  Analytic Description of Individual and Social Consciousness 

Analytic Description of 
“Individual and Social 

Consciousness” 

Theoretical Elements from Rosenblatt with Corresponding Page 
Numbers from her 1978 text. Reader Response Starter Prompts 

Awareness of 
Self-in-World 

Code: 9 

● “he can be made aware of the needs, the assumptions, the 
sensitivities, and blind spots that he had brought to the transaction” 
(p. 145) 
● “meshing with the text can foster the process of self-definition in a 
variety of ways” (p. 145) 
● “stimulated to clarify his own values, his own prior sense of the 
world” (p. 145) 
● “self awareness” (p. 146) 
● “social origins and social effects” (p. 157) 
● “reveals the individual consciousness as a continuing 
self-ordering, self-creating process, shaped by and shaping a 
network of interrelationships” (p. 172) 
● “a handling of new situations, new attitudes, new personalities, 
new conflicts in values” (p. 173) 
● “achieves a certain objectivity through reflective self-awareness” 
(p. 174) 
● “seeks to understand his own sense of life, his own values, 
coincide with, or differ from the world that he has participated in 
through the transaction with the text” (p. 174) 
“relationship between the author, the text, the reader, and their 
cultural environments” (p. 174) 

■ What are the ethical (right/fair) or moral 
issues? Did I look at them from both sides? 
■ Who is treated fairly or unfairly and how do 
I feel about that? 
■ What are the multiple viewpoints or stories? 
■ What forms of acceptance are there? 
■ Do I have a new compassion for others? 
■ Has my view changed of the world or of 
other people? 

Compassion and 
Empathy 
Code: 10 

● “reader’s crystallizing a sense of the experienced work as a whole, 
as a structure that, can be an object of thought” (p. 133) 
● “qualitative character of the experience, the assumptions and ideas 
that entered into our shaping of it  and our responses to the 
evocation” (p. 135) 
● “deeply conditioned by social context” (p. 135) 
● “a widely broadened “other” (p. 145) 
● “temperamental learnings” (p. 145) 
● “empathy” (p. 146) 
● “compassion for others formerly felt  to be alien” (p. 146) 
● “contrasts with my own temperament and my own environment” 
(p. 146) 

 

Before we turn to a presentation of one reader’s profile  
that features all dimensions of aesthetic reading, aesthetic 
synthesis, and individual and social consciousness we want 
to pay some attention to the prompts that are featured in the 
third column of each table. They are respectful of 
Rosenblatt’s theoretical depths as well as respectful of the 
predilections and individual interpretive variat ions that 
differing readers might make. For example, in posing most 
of the prompts as questions, we point readers toward generic 
dimensions of a literary text but are never prescriptive – 
never favor any one answer or point a reader to specific 
aspects of the book but always open the door to possibilities. 
In that sense we are carefu l to pose inquiries that may prompt 
reflection but at all times are aware that indiv idual responses 
may vary and change from one reader to the next and evolve 
as the text is read more deeply. The core impetus for 
interpretive direction always lies with each reader and thus 
the questions/prompts fully  respect the reading transaction as 
a unique “actual moment-to-moment part icipation” in each 
literary universe.   

2.1. Findings 

What emerges from the data is a  cornucopia of 
informat ion about aesthetic reading as we have depicted it in 

our tables – to reiterate, we distinguished a continuum of 
responses that evolved from aesthetic reading (codes 1 
through 4), to aesthetic synthesis (codes 5 through 8), and 
individual and social consciousness (codes 9 and 10). Each 
of the five individual students’ journal responses and 
small-group discussions was coded (having recorded and 
transcribed such discussions) for each of the three novels 
they read: first, Number the Stars (22), second, Day of Tears 
(22), and third, Seedfolks (23). It is beyond the scope of this 
article to present a detailed analysis of the each of the 
students’ analytic profiles but we are able to offer summary 
statements about patterns revealed. For example, all readers 
evidenced aesthetic reading across most dimensions (codes 1 
through 4);  not all readers evidenced all aspects of aesthetic 
reading as defined for all three books read. Nor is it apparent 
that as the reading experiences progressed over the twelve 
weeks of the research did readers necessarily display more 
complex read ing patterns; one might predict that as the 
weeks unfolded, more and more dimensions of the process 
might be revealed as the readers gained experience in a style 
of reading and responding which contradicted the prescribed 
reading styles in which they had been taught over the 
previous five years of school. Rather, the exh ibited patterns 
of response seemed to vary in complexity in accordance with 
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books read. For example Callie’s group discussions and 
journal responses with Number the Stars (read first) 
displayed aesthetic reading patterns (codes 1 through 4) 
repeatedly and consistently as was the case when she 
progressed to Day of Tears (read second), and she 
maintained the relative continuum of aesthetic reading 
responses (again, codes 1 through 4) consistently when 
reading Seedfolks (read third). This is also true of the other 
readers who we call Kassandra, Aleisha, Jorge and Ramon – 
none seemed to read “more” aesthetically  (as defined) as 
they moved from one book to another – as the weeks 
progressed in other words and as they became more and 
more accustomed to sharing opinions, asking questions, 
recording journal entries and engaging in small-group and 
whole-class discussions. 

Nor did the readers engage aesthetic synthesis (codes 5 
through 8) more and more as they read subsequent books. 
That is, in  reading and responding first to Number the Stars 
through group discussion and journal entries (data for which 
we have the most quantity and frequency of response) all 
students manifested about the same volume and quality of 
statements characterized  as aesthetic synthesis (again, codes 
5 through 8) with Number the Stars (read first) as with 
Seedfolks (read last). What we can say is that the medium of 
group discussion more readily fostered varied elements of 
aesthetic synthesis than did journal responses. Another way 
of saying this is to report that when discussing each of the 
three novels through group discussion, the five readers 
evidenced varied aspects of aesthetic synthesis across those 4 
dimensions more than when responding via journal entry. 
We must remember, in reading these statements, that this 
research took place over a 12-week period with struggling, 
weaker, or resistant readers – those for whom reading was 
described as least interesting, boring, and not voluntarily 
engaged in - and that this period of time may not have 
allowed students to acclimate fully to the unfamiliar 
practices of open discussion, journaling, and book projects at 
the conclusion of the reading of each novel. One might 
expect that if the students had continued exposure to such 
intensive literary reading, writ ing, discussion, and varied 
arts-based projects they would more and more habitually 
engage a range of such responses. 

Even further, we can report that almost no student showed 
evidence of individual and social consciousness (codes 9 & 
10) in his/her reading of the initial third of each book read. 
This pattern is contradicted only by Callie and Ramon who 
when reading chapters 1 & 2 of Day of Tears ev idenced code 
10 (compassion and empathy) in their journal (Ramon) and 
group discussions (Callie) as they read the first two chapters 
of this novel. For the most part, readers seem to move from 
aesthetic reading in  the relative first third of a novel, toward 
aesthetic synthesis as they approach the 5th, 6th and 7th 
chapters, and then toward individual and social 
consciousness in the latter stages or concluding segments of 
the novels. This pattern is more or less maintained with each 
of the five readers with whom we worked. Th is may be 
explained, one might init ially suppose, due to the order of 

presentations of the prompts. For example, we have 
presented within each of our three “stages” of the aesthetic 
reading continuum differing prompts. But we did not use any 
specific prompts for students’ journal or s mall group 
responses. Though we offer such prompts for teachers who 
may appreciate having them as they undertake such work, 
the students who participated in this project were not 
specifically prompted with any of the starter questions we 
propose. Thus, that we found a pattern of movement in their 
responses from aesthetic reading to aesthetic synthesis and 
then toward the end of the book that they responded with, 
then, an inclination toward indiv idual and social 
consciousness seems more a validation of Rosenblatt’s 
theoretical spectrum than a result of our prompting as the 
book was read. 

Having now discussed certain general patterns of the 
findings among the five respondents, we now turn to a close 
presentation of one student’s patterns of response, offering 
“Callie’s” analytic profiles of engagement for Day of Tears 
(read second). We do this to offer a glance at how the data 
was analyzed  and presented as we moved our way toward the 
general realizat ions we have presented above. 

In her journal for Day o f Tears, Callie’s responses 
throughout the first six chapters showed her responding to 
the text through Aesthetic Transaction in accordance with 
what is termed Personal Experiential Significance (code 2), 
Range of Feelings and Ideas, (code 3) and Beginning Form 
(code 4). Throughout those transactions she shared opinions 
of characters, made connections between herself and 
characters, and made init ial attempts to understand the 
author’s message. An example of her response that showed 
Personal Experiential Significance was in chapter two  when 
she stated, “I am like Sara is because I don’t like the fact that 
back in the day there were slaves. I am different from 
Frances because I don’t like the idea of slaves.” These 
responses showed a personal connection that she had made 
with one character while making it clear that she didn’t see 
herself as being connected with another particular character.   

Callie also had two instances where her responses fell 
under the Range of Feelings and Ideas data analysis 
descriptor (code 3). An example of one of those responses 
was in chapter one when she stated, “I feel that the darker 
colored people are treated unfair. I feel that it is not right that 
people are having slaves.” Through these statements, Callie 
simply expressed her feelings and attitudes that were aroused 
by the text in an effort to make meaning. Callie also had two 
instances when her Aesthetic Transaction responses 
demonstrated Beginning Form (code 4) where she showed a 
beginning synthesis of thoughts and feelings that had been 
building from the beginning of the text. One of these 
responses occurred in chapter four when she stated, “I think 
slavery is wrong and I would never enforce it. I also that that 
Pierce Butler wasn’t even sorry that he sold his slaves, he just 
wanted money.” This response showed Callie’s ability to 
synthesize her thoughts and feelings about a main character 
as well as raise her awareness and consciousness with regard 
to the meaning behind his actions. 
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In our whole class discussion about chapters nine and ten, 
Callie  stated, “I just wonder why were they slaves for so long 
and why didn’t they run away and like I would run away too, 
just like Emma.” This statement falls under the Range of 
Feelings and Ideas (code 4) data analysis descriptor because 
she shared her feelings and attitudes about the concept of 
slavery and she questioned the idea of why the people 
remained slaves and did not run. The expression of these 
feelings and attitudes and her questions are all responses that 
she generated in an effort to make meaning of the text. 
During our whole class discussion of chapters 11 and 12 she 
shared, “I picked I’m glad  you and Joe got away from slavery 
but you are in danger here in Philadelphia. I picked this 
because I think Fanny Kemble is being really thoughtful and 
trying to help them and saying if they were there and Pierce 
Butler caught them they would be transferred to someone 
really bad.” This statement showed evidence of Beginning 
Form (code 4) because Callie  used lines from the text to 
support her opinions and reactions toward characters in  an 
attempt to merge her thoughts and feelings about what was 
happening in the text with what the overall message of the 
book may be. She synthesized her thoughts about the actions 
of particu lar characters and referenced them with  what the 
text’s message is about slavery. 

Moving beyond the Aesthetic Transaction emphasis, 
Callie also had responses in her journal and in one whole 
class discussion that illustrated examples of Aesthetic 
Synthesis. Throughout her journal and our whole class 
discussions Callie had two responses that were in  accordance 
with  Possible Beginning Framework(s) (code 6), two 
responses that fell under the analysis descriptor of Refining 
Coherent Framework(s) (code 7), and one response that fell 
under the analysis descriptor of Personal Significant 
Synthesis (code 8). Under the Aesthetic Synthesis emphasis, 
responses become more detailed and more established with 
what meaning the book created for the reader.  

An example o f from Callie’s journal that illustrates both 
the data analysis descriptors Possible Beginning Framework 
(s) (code 6) and Personal Significant Synthesis (code 8) is 
her response in Chapter six. She stated, “I think slavery  is 
bad. I think everyone has rights and I don’t agree with it. I 
feel really sad that Emma got sold away from her family. I 
think that Joe will be a good person to her now. Slavery is 
wrong because it takes you away from your family and 
friends. And then you have to work for white people.” This 
response exemplified her efforts to synthesize the overall 
mean ing of the book as well as express her deep conviction 
that slavery is wrong. An example from Callie’s journal that 
demonstrates the data analysis descriptor Refin ing Coherent 
Framework(s) (code 7) is when in responding to chapter 
seven, she shared that she thought the overall message of the 
book was “struggle.” She wrote, “I think all the slaves 
struggled being crushed in slave quarters and being whipped 
and children being sold or just family members and it’s a 
struggle for Emma and her parents.” Early on in her journal, 
Callie had referenced the theme or message of the book as 
slavery and in her response in this chapter she changed her 
stance and makes it more p recise by saying she believed the 
theme of the book was “struggle.” 

In addition to Aesthetic Transaction and Aesthetic 
Synthesis, Callie also demonstrated evidence of Rosenblatt’s 
(1978) third emphasis of development of Indiv idual and 
Social Consciousness under the analysis descriptors of 
Awareness of Self-in-World (code 9) and Compassion and 
Empathy (code 10). In her chapter thirteen response in her 
journal in a letter to Emma, a main character, Callie wrote, 
“Dear Emma, I would like to show you our world today and 
how people of all races are free, but I would not want you to 
see that some people can’t get over a blended community and 
I wish that slavery never happened.” In this response, Callie 
illustrated her ability to connect the message of the book to 
her world as well as show empathy and compassion for what 
the characters in the book experienced.    

Table 4.  Callie’s Pattern of Analysis for (A) Aesthetic Reading Transactions, (B) Aesthetic Synthesis, and (C) Social Consciousness with Day of Tears  

Data Aesthetic Reading Transaction 
Code (1-4) Aesthetic Synthesis Code (5-8) Social Consciousness Code (9-10) 

 Chapters(s)       Code Chapter(s)         Code Chapter(s)        Code 

Journal Responses 

1 & 2 
3 & 4 
5 & 6 
7 & 8 

9 & 10 
11 &12 

13 

2,3,4 
4 
3 
1 

n.w.r. 
1 
1 

 

1 & 2 
3 & 4 
5 & 6 
7 & 8 

9 & 10 
11 &12 

13 

* 
* 

6,8 
7 

n.w.r. 
7 
* 

 

1 & 2 
3 & 4 
5 & 6 
7 & 8 

9 & 10 
11 &12 

13 

* 
* 
* 
* 

n.w.r 
* 

9,10 
 

Group Discussions 

1 & 2 
5 & 6 

9 & 10 
11 &12 

1 
1 
3 

3,4 
 

1 & 2 
5 & 6 

9 & 10 
11 &12 

5 
* 
* 
* 

 

1 & 2 
5 & 6 

9 & 10 
11 &12 

 

10 
10 
* 
* 
 

 

Project Presentation 1 8 9 
Note: * indicates that there was data for that particular chapter(s) however, the data did not exhibit evidence of that particular emphasis; “ n.w.r.” indicates that 
there is no written response; “ n.r.” indicates that there is no response for that particular chapter(s) for that particular participant. 
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Callie also showed evidence of Aesthetic Synthesis and 
Social Consciousness in her presentation of her Day of Tears 
Project. Under the emphasis of Aesthetic Synthesis she 
demonstrated the analysis descriptor Personally Significant 
Synthesis (code 2) and under the emphasis of Social 
Consciousness she demonstrated the analysis descriptor 
Awareness of Self-in-World (code 9). An example of her 
demonstration of Personally Significant Synthesis is when 
she stated, “I chose perseverance as my theme because I 
think they just really had to persevere in order to get through 
anything. I also put love on my collage because they have to 
love each other and persevere through everything and they 
can’t just step away from it.” An example of her 
demonstration of Awareness of Self-in-World was 
evidenced when she exp lained why she included the words 
“today’s success” and “slavery” in her collage. She shared, 
“I put today’s success because you can see people are like 
famous now like Obama and Beyonce and everybody. I 
chose slavery because I think that slavery is wrong and I 
think everyone has rights and I feel really sad that Emma got 
sold away. Slavery is wrong because you have to work for 
white people just because you are black.” 

Callie’s journal responses, responses during whole class 
discussions, and project presentation all pointed to her 
aesthetically engaging under all three of Rosenblatt’s (1978) 
aesthetic reading emphases with the text  Day o f Tears. This 
evidence is illustrated in the preceding narrative as well as in 
Table 4.6 that follows. The coded numbers represent the 
specific data analysis descriptors Callie  engaged while 
reading Day of Tears. Columns three and four represent 
Rosenblatt’s (1978) emphases of Aesthetic Synthesis and 
Social Consciousness. The coded numbers in these two 
columns also represent the specific analysis descriptors in 
which Callie demonstrated Aesthetic Synthesis and Social 
Consciousness while reading Day of Tears. Furthermore, the 
asterisks (*) that appear in the table indicate that there is, in 
fact, data for those particular chapters; however, the data 
does not show evidence of falling under that particular 
emphasis. The code of “n.w.r.” stands for no written 
response and the code “n.r.” stands for no response. A 
participant might not have a written response due to the fact 
that he or she drew a p icture in response to that chapter that 
doesn’t elicit enough informat ion to be coded with an 
analysis descriptor. Additionally, a  participant might not 
have a response at all due to the fact that he or she was absent 
or didn’t complete h is or her response to that particular 
chapter. 

The tabular summary  of Callie’s journal responses and 
group discussions shows the range of her aesthetic reading, 
synthesis and individual and social consciousness from 
chapters 1 through 12 of Day o f Tears. She was alive in the 
work as were all of the other five students whose case study 
profiles were depicted with the same degree of detail or all 
three novel read. Cassie’s pattern of aesthetic engagement 
and social consciousness is evidenced by the many specific 
comments she made which were coded one-by-one (as was 
also done for all five part icipants). Though not accustomed 

to offering opinions, raising questions, or expressing feelings 
in classroom reading, she became comfortable with the 
response process articulating a range of all dimensions of the 
elements that have been gathered and depicted in tables 1, 2 
and three. One can only imagine what type of reader she 
might be at age twelve if she had participated in such reading 
with materials with which she had been similarly engaged 
and interested in over her previous five years of school. We 
conjecture that she might be a confident and experienced 
reader, one more ready to enter her middle school years with 
relative fluency and the stance of an alert, crit ical and poised 
citizen. 

3. Summary and Conclusions  
We have presented an account of aesthetic reading in light 

of a theoretical model (Rosenblatt, 1978) and depicted the 
literary reading processes of one specific reader while also 
alluding to the analogous patterns of engagement of four 
other “struggling” readers. We have also discussed the 
complexit ies of the background literature on what it means to 
be a “struggling” reader, casting it as the complex interplay 
of socio-cultural and linguistic factors that are tied to many 
layers of social and school contexts. Our five readers and the 
one reader featured herein are students who school reading 
lives have not been much viv ified by read ing methods and 
materials that have aroused enthusiasm or skill in reading. 
This changed in the twelve weeks of the case study research 
we reported on here. We worry  that the school reading lives 
of many, many “struggling” students are toxic. We 
recommend that students be engaged in readings that elicit 
the ranges of aesthetic interplay that we have discussed and 
shown with one reader herein.  

In both its theoretical description as per Rosenblatt (1978) 
and what we have seen here in terms of one reader and our 
schematic framework about aesthetic reading, it need not be 
an elusive or far-fetched phenomenon. In fact the theoretical 
and practical elements we have presented show 
complementarity. That is, we have seen a reader manifest the 
range of aesthetic reading characterizations outlined in  our 
schematic framework which are the very same elements seen 
in theoretical characterizations. Then we have seen one 
reader exhib it these very reading processes as she has 
engaged one particular novel. Given the dignity accorded 
readers when they are facilitated ever so modestly toward 
achieving such processes, it seems dehumanizing not to 
afford all readers a constant diet of such reading 
opportunities. 

The same can be said o f aesthetic synthesis and socially  
conscious aesthetic reading. Readers – young and old and 
experienced and disenfranchised – ought to be allowed to 
engage literature that brings them into habits of mind that 
naturally align with what we have characterized theoretically 
and schematically. Aesthetic synthesis seems to organically 
emerge when readers are alive and unselfconsciously 
engaged in the deeper transport of some literary texts. It is a 
process that entails significantly complex literary reading. It 
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also follows the more relatively response-oriented 
beginnings of aesthetic reading with a literary  work. That is 
to say, aesthetic synthesis cannot happen, we submit, without 
a reading context that allows readers the relative free p lay of 
responses and somewhat self-directed attention of aesthetic 
reading. The two processes though presented separately are 
seen as deeply related to one another and not meant to be 
appreciated as isolated at all from one another. 

Similarly, socially conscious aesthetic reading emerges in 
a socioculturally sensitive context where aesthetic reading 
and aesthetic synthesis are fostered, where the teacher is 
engaged not in teaching these reading skills but as a 
facilitator of involved reading which  has some profound life 
relevance for the students. The basis for the reading that we 
have characterized herein was based on texts that were 
chosen for their supposed inherent attraction readers would 
have for them. Finally we submit that engaging readers in 
such engrossing literature will also play its role, given 
socioculturally sensitive contexts, to elicit aesthetic reading 
from students. They deserve a genuine opportunity to read 
with all of the qualities we have characterized - theoretically, 
schematically and practically. The reading contexts in which 
teachers and students are so conjoined will be all the more 
humanizing because of such opportunities.  
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