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Abstract
Literature circles have been used extensively for the past few decades at the elementary level for the purposes of increasing engagement and motivation through peer-led discussion. Some researchers, however, have found that these discussions may not be as empowering as teachers would like to believe. Issues of power and positioning, especially in regards to gender, have been shown to be an issue in some literature circles at the elementary level. This may be due in part to the idea that literacy is gendered and boys and girls think about and enact literacy differently. Both boys and girls have been shown to attempt to gain and maintain power through positioning their peers negatively in literature circles. Because of this, literature circles may not be as beneficial as they could be, and may actually lead to further stereotypes and negative attitudes toward literacy. Based on the issues seen in these literature circles, I will make six recommendations for creating more effective literature circles. The recommendations are: use explicit instruction, create a safe environment, provide discussion support, carefully select groups, frequently assess the literature discussions, and provide a variety of texts. These guidelines will help teachers create positive literature circle experiences for students while diminishing issues of power drawn along gender lines. 
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Gendered Power in Literature Circles
Since the work of Vygotsky came into vogue, teachers have supported the use of discussion as a means to facilitate understanding, motivation, and interaction among students. One of the most prominent places that discussion is used in the elementary classroom is within literature circles. Supporters of literature circles point to increased engagement, higher motivation, and stronger critical thinking skills as the reasons for choosing to implement them. In EDUC 3390, I researched the intersection between literature circles and critical literacy. I concluded that literature circles are a good context for implementing critical literacy. However, during my research I found that issues of equity in literature circles, specifically in regards to gender, detracted from the benefits of literature circles. These findings prompted me to further research how issues of gender can affect discussion within literature circles at the elementary level.
During literature circles, students are often discussing a text in the absence of their teacher, which can cause struggles for power. Some researchers have found that struggles for power based on gender divisions can result in a lack of positive and meaningful discussion about a book. Students attempt to maintain perceived power structures and subtle conflicts often arise. Why do literature circles become a context for conflict? How does gender play a role in these peer-led discussions? Can literature circles benefit students, and if so, how? To understand the answers to these questions, I will first briefly discuss some issues regarding gender and literacy as they pertain to elementary students. I will also summarize the important aspects and functions of literature circles that I researched in EDUC 3390. I will describe some situations in which gender has been shown to become an issue in literature circles. Based on these factors, I will make several recommendations for implementing literature circles in the elementary classroom. Literature circles can be a valuable means of increasing student engagement and learning in the elementary classroom when proper steps are taken to ensure that all student voices are being heard and valued.
Gendered Literacy
In order to understand how gender plays a role in literature circle discussion, it is important to understand that literacy is a gendered practice. Literacy is not neutral, nor do the genders view it in the same way. Some researchers believe that this is in part due to the way that children see literacy enacted by different genders. For example, a boy who mainly sees his father reading the newspaper while his mother enjoys novels and magazines may shy away from reading fiction texts. Millard (1997) recounts a story in which a boy, whose father is a farmer and mainly reads journals, latches on to the non-fiction aspect of Charlotte’s Web, by E.B. White, and uses it as a springboard for learning about the lifecycle of the spider. Sanford (2006) writes that children observe and learn as members of communities, contending that there are gender lines that create boundaries around what children can and cannot do. Whether these lines are consciously or unconsciously drawn, they serve to confine genders to certain roles and expectations. Literacy also becomes part of these gendered expectations and experiences. In general, boys and girls have different strengths, preferences, and motivations regarding literacy practices. 
There are some literacy strengths and weaknesses that fall along gender lines—for example, girls tend to enjoy reading fiction texts more, while boys gravitate towards non-fiction. Barrs (2000) asserts that girls relate better to fiction because “successful reading is likely to involve the ability to decentre [sic], to empathise [sic], to enter the world of the text, and to identify with characters” (p. 288). Girls, she contends, are better at this because they have more experience expressing feelings, role playing, and being imaginative. This relates directly to Rosenblatt’s theory of “aesthetic” or “live-through” reading, as opposed to “efferent” reading, which is based primarily on facts and information instead of feelings or imagination. Another issue that boys experience while reading fiction is the types of masculinities offered to boys in texts (Barrs, 2000). While modern girls have a wide range of role models in texts, from princesses to businesswomen, do boys have the same range of options? Some believe that they do not. Further research shows that while girls feel less restricted by gender in choosing literature, boys experience anxiety and embarrassment over making the “wrong choice” (in the eyes of their peers) of literature. 
Children in elementary school often categorize books as “boys’ books” and “girls’ books.” Books for boys are “adventurous and scary” while books for girls are “more domestic, school- and friendship-centered” (Dutro, 2001, p. 381). In a study of a fifth-grade classroom by Dutro (2001), boys and girls were asked to choose between four books—two “boy” books and two “girl” books. While some girls consciously crossed gender lines to choose a “boy” book about basketball, boys resisted and exhibited embarrassment when they were forced to choose a “girl” book (Dutro, 2001). Not all girls, however, chose to cross gender lines, and some chose to read nearly all “girl” books, just as many boys seemed to prefer to read “boy” books. These same boys that resisted crossing gender lines, however, admitted that they enjoyed the “girl” book and would choose one like it again. Dutro concludes that children “need safe spaces in which to experience, play with, and begin to challenge the naturalized assumptions about gender that construct and reinforce boundaries in reading” (p. 384). Similarly, boys exhibit a difference in their writing preferences, choosing more frequently to write about action and adventure while rejecting school-sanctioned writing assignments, using humor and parody instead (Newkirk, 2000). Often, the aspects of reading and writing that schools value do not line up with the preferences of students, which can negatively affect some students. This may explain some of the differences in how students are motivated (or not motivated) in terms of literacy practices.
Elementary students read for different purposes and with different attitudes, and these differences are often correlated to gender. Millard (1997) writes that “boys have been found to be more likely to read for utilitarian purposes; girls for their own intrinsic pleasures” (p. 12). In general, boys have been found to be less motivated to read than girls. In a study of average third grade readers, although both genders felt equally self-confident about themselves as readers, researchers found that boys were less motivated to read and valued reading less than their female peers (Marinak & Gambrell, 2010). In a similar study, Wigfield and Guthrie (1997) also reported that girls were more positive about reading than boys. They found that motivation, especially intrinsic motivation, was a strong predictor of the depth and breadth of reading. This is an issue because students who do not value and are not motivated to read are less likely to do so, and therefore may not be as successful as their more motivated peers. Barrs (2000) also notes that “boys’ peer group relationships tend to work against their choosing to read; girls spend much more time in reading and networking around books, and become much more committed to the activity” (p. 291). For a practice like literature circles, in which students are working within their peer groups to learn and talk about books, this difference becomes very important.
Perhaps for all of these reasons (and others not listed here), boys and girls have been shown to achieve at different levels in terms of literacy, with girls typically performing at a higher level. Because of the disparities between the success of girls and boys in schools, many educational policy-makers, teachers, and others in the field are looking for ways to help boys be more successful in school. This has resulted in an increase in multiple-choice standardized assessments (Barrs, 2000) and an emphasis on using non-fiction in the elementary classroom (the new Common Core standards include standards for informational texts at every grade level, starting at kindergarten), to name two examples. Barrs (2000) challenges the notion that schools need to change their practices to suit boys, arguing that instead, those in the field of education should look at the strengths that girls exhibit as readers. Similarly, Sanford (2005) contends that “it is critical to recognize that there are still many opportunities not available to girls and that there is considerable work to be done to ensure equity of opportunity and access for all students” (p. 303). It is Sanford’s assertion of ensuring equity for all students (for my purposes, primarily in regards to gender), that guides the recommendations at the end of this paper.
It is clear that boys and girls tend to think about reading differently—they are differently motivated, exhibit different strengths and weaknesses, and resist or embrace crossing gender lines in the books they choose. These differences can be exacerbated in situations like literature circles, in which students are often given more control than in other school activities. The theories that literature circles are based upon, the purposes of literature circles, and the format of literature circles often align more closely with the strengths that girls exhibit rather than boys. The mismatch between literature circles and boys, coupled with the complex issue of gendered literacy, may be leading to the gender issues that arise in this context.
Literature Circles
Theoretical Frameworks
Literature circles are heavily invested in Rosenblatt’s notion of aesthetic reading and Vygotsky’s view of sociocultural learning. Rosenblatt’s transactional theory posits that meaning does not lie solely in the text, or the reader, but in the interaction between them—different interpretations are valid and there are few “wrong” or “right” answers, although she cautions that there should “responsible reading,” and responses can be evaluated (Karolides, 1999). Teachers and researchers who use literature circles are often heavily invested in this “live through,” aesthetic experience of transacting with a text. Clarke and Holwadel (2007) write that the primary theory that informs literature circles is the idea that “reading is transactional…and that meaning is not just found in the text or a reader’s head but also in the transaction between the text and the reader” (p. 21). Another important theorist in literature circles is Lev Vygotsky, a Russian educational theorist who proposed the idea that learning occurs in sociocultural contexts. Raphael, Florio-Ruane, and George (2001), researchers of literature circles, aptly sum up Vygotsky’s theory: “what is learned by any individual begins in the social interactions in which he or she engages” (p. 160). There is a strong agreement among proponents of literature circles that literature circles are grounded in theories from a number of well-known and highly respected educational theorists. The theoretically underpinnings of literature circles inform decisions in regards to the format and purpose of literature circles.
Purpose and Outcomes
	Harvey Daniels (2006), who is one of the most prominent designers and supporters of literature circles, writes that “the consistent outcome [of literature circles] is that kids are falling in love with books they have chosen and talked about with their friends” (p. 11). Others echo this—Burda (2000) writes that she first chose to implement literature circles because she wanted her students to love reading, Peralta-Nash (2000) hoped that her students could find learning meaningful and fun, and Gilbert (2000) writes that she had “visions of children clambering over one another for a good book” (p. 9). Literature circles, when enacted properly, can be a powerful vehicle for encouraging students to love books. In addition, beyond a love of reading, participating in literature circles has also been shown to improve vocabulary, awareness of metacognitive strategies (Kong & Pearson, 2003), and children’s writing (Burda, 2000). 
Format
Literature circles typically follow the same general format. A small group of four to six students come together a few times a week to discuss a piece of literature. Students generally choose the book from a selection of books that relate to a theme (Daniels, 2006; Gilbert, 2000; McNair, 2000). One of the most important aspects of a literature circle is choice. Clarke and Holwadel (2007) write “providing choice is a key to successful literature circles,” and Whitmore (2005), also encourages that teachers provide time for students to examine each offered text so that students can make informed choices. Discussion, while an obvious aspect of literature circles, is also essential. It is the most important part of any book club, adult or student led, for without it, meaning cannot be as fully constructed. Students should discuss “substantial, real-life issues such as honesty, bias, the meaning of life, friendship, and responsibility” (Kong & Pearson, 2003, p. 109). Good discussion not only improves students’ comprehension of a text, it can also create a thoughtful, engaged community. In order for discussion to be thoughtful and reflective, the texts chosen for literature circles must be complex and interesting. Literature circles often include other school-related behaviors, including writing, self-assessment, and mini-lessons about discussion techniques.
The role of the teacher varies during discussion. Short, Kaufman, Kaser, Kahn, and Crawford (1999) identified four common roles that teachers take during literature circles: facilitator, participant, mediator, and active listener. While some researchers, including Long and Gove (2003), found that students got off track during discussions without teachers, others, including Almasi (1995), found that students engaged in deeper, more authentic sociocognitive conflicts, in which “one’s ideas or notions about a given text are challenged by conflicting information and may be altered as a result of the social interaction that occurs” (p. 314). The difference that these researchers found may be a result of the instruction students received prior to discussion, the context in which the literature circles were framed, or the students themselves. In any case, whether the teacher is directly involved in the discussions or not, teachers do play an important role in creating the environment necessary for successful literature circles.
Issues of Gender in Literature Circles
	It is clear that teachers use literature circles because they want to help students enjoy books, engage in a deeper conversation, and give them a voice in the often teacher-dominated classroom. Many researchers, including Alvermann (1995) argue that just providing space for student voice is not enough, and in fact, teachers should be cautioned against trying to empower their students in this way. Leaving room for the voices of students can lead to an inadvertent reinforcement of inequitable social structures. However, caution should be taken while examining the research about gender in literature circles in the elementary classrooms, as the studies are limited and there are only two primary researchers that have examined this complex issue, Karen Evans and Lane Clarke. Their research aligns to show that gender is an issue in literature circles.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Evans (1996) writes that “literature discussion groups are extremely complex academic, social, and cultural contexts” (p. 194). In a number of cases, teachers found that lines of power were drawn on the basis of gender and they became concerned about the ultimate benefit of using literature circles. In literature circles, gender played an important role in the area of positioning, which relates to issues of voice and silence, leadership and oppression. Positioning, as defined by Evans (1996), is “based on the premise that people position themselves—take up a position in relation to other people—through discourse” (p. 195). People can position themselves or be positioned by others in a variety of ways, many of which are demonstrated in the following examples. 
Positioning was a serious issue in some literature circles. In a study by Clarke (2007), boys attempted to maintain their power in their literature circle group by not allowing the girls in the group to speak. The boys frequently interrupted, spoke over, and disregarded Crystle’s attempts to engage in discussion. Likewise, Evans (1996) found that boys teased a girl in their group, Mimi, by calling her a dog and making jokes about her, at which point Mimi employed a variety of strategies, including physical violence, verbal responses, and pleas, in order to regain her power. None of her attempts were successful, but because she continually rejected her new position, she continued to be marginalized by the boys. In contrast, the other girl in Mimi’s discussion group, Vivianne, who originally positioned herself as the leader of the group, was similarly disregarded, and her positioning of herself was rejected by the boys. She eventually became a silent member of the group. Evans’ (1998) reasoning is this:
Since it was the girls who had originally assumed positions of power in the group, the boys' notion of power as property limited their options for how they could gain power. In other words, the only way the boys perceived they could "empower themselves" was to "disempower" whomever they thought currently had the power. (Notion of Power in the Group section, para. 2)
The boys in this instance were plainly concerned with power and how to maintain it in the context of the literature circle.
Girls also show patterns of positioning in literature circles. Clarke (2006), who has also written about the means of positioning girls in a fourth grade classroom, describes a fifth grade classroom in which the girls disempowered and marginalized the boys. In the fifth grade classroom that she observed, the girls became the voices for the boys in their group and positioned themselves as leaders. Clarke (2006) argues that the boys allowed themselves to become positioned because they “aligned themselves with working-class masculine dominance [and] in turn resisted power through literacy practices” (p. 74). This is directly related to the notion of gendered literacy practices—these boys seemed to feel that the line drawn in their community (as per Sanford, 2006) in regards to literacy prohibited them from engaging in school literacy practices. Clarke (2006) also contends that the girls took on power because they had seen similar power structures enacted in their classrooms and in their homes, although they attempted to move beyond the typical structures to create new identities for themselves. The issue of gendered literacy is certainly asserting itself in this situation, as both the boys and the girls were struggling to work within or move beyond societal norms. It is clear that positioning diminished the benefits of literature circles and perhaps reinforced stereotypical gender roles.
In the previous examples, both boys and girls used their power to marginalize the other gender. In single-gender literature circles, such obvious positioning did not occur. Evans (1998) writes about Hannah, who was a member of an all-girls’ literature circle. Although Hannah rarely ever spoke, the other girls in the group first encouraged her to speak, and finally accepted her silence. The other girls in Hannah’s group did not try to ostracize Hannah or dominate her; rather, they accepted her different type of participation in their discussions. Although there has been little research on boys-only literature circles, in some schools, this has become a technique to engage and challenge male students. In a private, boys-only book club near Washington, D.C., fourth grade boys read a variety of books, from Diary of a Wimpy Kid to Bridge to Terabithia, without any (reported) issues of power arising (The Washington Post, 2007). The boys in the group also reached a high level of discourse while discussing some books. Because the research is limited for single-gender literature circles, it is hard to compare the power structures within single-gender and mixed-gender groups, but at the very least, it seems as though power structures within those groups are enacted differently.
Recommendations for Literature Circles
How can we remediate the problems of literature circles? The power structures within mixed-gender groups, regardless of whether the boys or the girls had the power, negatively affected the group dynamic and ultimately stifled student learning. The responses of t hose who were marginalized varied somewhat, but many students became silent and non-participatory members of the group. The discussions and actions of the boys in particular, whether they had or did not have the power, were not based on the text; rather, the boys joked, teased, and were generally off topic, which is directly contrary to the purpose of literature circles. If Barrs (2000) is correct in her assertion that girls tend to be better at the aesthetic, live-through type of reading while boys prefer (or have come to feel more comfortable with) taking an efferent stance, then it is possible that one of the reasons that boys reject mixed-gendered literature circles is that their strengths are not being considered. Literature circles pull heavily from Rosenblatt’s theory, as previously stated. As Kong and Pearson (2003) write, “Literature-based instruction aims to engage students in what Rosenblatt (1978) calls an “aesthetic” reading experience, in which readers engage with the affect character of the text, as opposed to “efferent” reading in which information acquisition dominates” (p. 89). There is a mismatch between the emphasis of literature circles and the skills of the students, but that does not mean that literature circles should be abandoned or completely changed only to suit the boys. What follows are six recommendations for implementing literature circles in the elementary classroom so that there is more room for all voices to be safely expressed and accepted. While these recommendations will not completely remove the issue of gender from literature circles, they will help to return literature circles to being an engaging means of discussing interesting texts.
Explicit Instruction
	The first recommendation for literature circles is for teachers to explicitly instruct their students in how to act in a literature circle. Teachers should understand the differences between the genders in their classrooms so that they can recognize how their practices might be affecting boys and girls differently. Teachers need to explicitly teach their students how to read a text aesthetically, if that is the purpose of literature circles. Many students, not just boys, may have difficulties accessing their feelings about a text or understanding the feelings of the characters in the text, which comprises a large portion of a literature discussion. Reading a text aesthetically includes imagination and empathizing, two skills that girls may have more experience with than boys. Teachers have to provide tools for children to use in order to access this kind of experience. Similarly, if girls are better at understanding affective aspects of the text, boys are drawn to action and adventure (Thomas, 1997). If we expect boys to read aesthetically, then we should also help girls to see the value in discussing the parts of books that boys are drawn to. Structures like sentence starters, the use of the sketch-to-stretch strategy, pre- and during-reading activities, and more, can make talking about a text more accessible to all students. However, teachers also need to be open to discussion of all aspects of the text, not just an aesthetic discussion.
Safe Environment
	If teachers expect students to be able to discuss private emotions, an act that might be uncomfortable or embarrassing for many students, they need to create a safe environment for students. In the literature circles discussed above, the students were not comfortable with their groups. The students felt threatened by the idea that another student could have too much power, so they positioned themselves as leaders, while marginalizing the other students. It is absolutely essential for teachers to have clear rules and expectations for the literature circle discussions. As Evans (1996) writes, “it appears that peer-led discussions are assumed to be “democratic” contexts where all students’ voices will be heard and valued equally because they are members of the same peer group. Whether such an assumption is valid has received little attention” (p. 194). It is obvious that even if students are part of the same peer group, discussions are certainly not always democratic. 
Teachers can remediate imbalanced discussions in a number of ways. First, teachers can talk to students about what it means to have a good discussion (this is also an example of explicit instruction). In a study by Evans (2002), students were able to articulate what conditions are necessary to have a good discussion, which ranged from all students doing the assigned reading, to issues of respect and leadership. When students become metacognitive about their discussions, they are more likely to be thoughtful and open in their groups. Teachers can also do fishbowl exercises (in which the class talks about a certain group’s discussions), modeling, and even critiquing a transcript (real or teacher-created) of a group’s discussion. All of these activities will serve to provide students with similar starting points and create clear expectations. Students will feel safer knowing that they are all expected to act in a certain way. 
Another important aspect to creating a safe environment for students is creating and maintaining the expectation that all thoughts and ideas should be valued. Students need to understand that there is not one correct reading of any single text, as per Rosenblatt’s transactional theory. Rosenblatt’s theory was guided by interchanges she saw in her college-level classroom, in which students had differing views of a single text. In an interview with Karolides (1999), Rosenblatt said that these views showed her “how much what readers make of their interplay with a text depends on what they bring to it, in linguistic and life experiences, in assumptions about the world and in personal preoccupations” (p. 161). If students become too focused on who is right and who is wrong, instead of appreciating the different opinions that their peers have, the issues of power will become more pronounced. However, as Rosenblatt also suggests, there is a “responsible” reading, which at the elementary level includes having logical and text-centered discussion. Creating a real democratic environment requires providing students with clear expectations and safe space to voice their thoughts.
Group Selection
	Literature circles typically allow students to choose books from a selection of books. When children select their own books, they are more motivated. However, issues arise when students have complete control over the books they choose, because the members of the group cannot be controlled. The members of the group will affect the kind of discussion that the group has, so the teacher must be careful about who is in each group. While it is important to allow students to be engaged in the book that they choose, teachers should be cautioned about the methods of allowing students to choose books, and therefore, choosing groups. Some methods are much more conducive to creating groups of students who are interested in the books and will work together well. Some teachers, like the teacher in Dutro (2001), simply had a limited number of spots for each book, and the students were chosen randomly to sign up for the book, one-by-one, in front of their class. In this teacher’s classroom, this method was inappropriate. The students pressured one another into choosing (or not choosing) a specific book, and some students felt embarrassed by the books they chose. Instead of a method like this, teachers may want to provide students with the opportunity to write down their top choices, after which the teachers can pull the groups together. Students will still have had a choice in the books they read, but the teacher can have more control for personality and gender issues. Some teachers might want to have single-gender groups, especially for books with sensitive topics. Teachers should be willing to have a variety of different types of groups so that the students’ interests are truly being served.
Discussion Support
It is unreasonable to expect students in elementary school to understand how to discuss a text fruitfully and democratically without any support. In order to make the discussions between elementary students beneficial, they must be provided, at least initially, some kind of structure. It would seem that at least some of the power issues within literature circles would be diminished if the students knew and understood  their roles (however, as evidenced by Clarke, 2006, simply having assigned roles will not stop negative power structures from emerging). Assigning superficial roles through role sheets has not always proved to be helpful. Daniels (2002), the original creator and supporter of role sheets, saw that assigning roles is becoming detrimental to the group discussion—instead, he suggests, “use written activities to help students harvest their responses during and after reading, not just on role sheets…use open-ended notes…for collecting kids’ connections, questions, predictions, visualizations, and judgments” (p. 45). Using a less structured but still supported form of discussion has been shown to be more interesting for children, resulting in more engaging discussions. If roles are used, they should be used as Certo, Moxley, Reffitt, and Miller (2010) propose: 
Teachers were strongly urged that if they used roles or jobs, to vary them appropriately be specific text and to involve students in selecting and naming roles. Teachers were repeatedly encouraged to eliminate any scaffold when students internalized them and no longer required their support, as the goal was a spirited conversation, not a scripted, round-robin-type exercise. (p. 247)
In order to have healthy, meaningful discussion, students have to know what is expected of them and be prepared to share their thoughts about a book. Using role sheets (at least initially), asking students to come prepared, and maintaining clear expectations for the goals of literature circles will help create an environment in which students can be successful.
Frequent Assessment
	Although literature circles are typically student-run and organized, this does not mean that students should not be assessed. Literature circles need to be closely monitored, as evidenced by the issues that arise when teachers are not involved at all. Although some, including Almasi (1995) found that students engaged in deeper sociocognitive conflicts without the teacher present, others, like Long and Gove (2003) felt that teachers helped students move beyond simple, text-based discussion. In any case, teachers need to be checking in with groups on a regular basis. To assess a literature circle, the teacher, together with his or her class, could come up with a checklist or rubric about what makes a good literature discussion. Possible categories include turn-taking, respectfully agreeing or disagreeing, on-task behavior, and behaving kindly and fairly to the other members of the group. Teachers could assess students based on the rubrics once or twice a week, ask students to assess themselves every day, and even (depending on the class and the age of students) require students to complete peer-assessments. The power issues that arose in the context of literature circle discussions may have been moderated if the students were being held accountable for respectful discussion through assessment.
Variety of Texts
	Finally, teachers need to be sure that they are choosing a wide variety of texts for students to read and discuss. Boys and girls tend to like to read different kinds of texts, and they should get a chance to do so. Teachers should not limit themselves and their students to reading novels only. Non-fiction texts, graphic novels, poetry, and comic books are just a few of the wide variety of genres of children’s literature available today. In younger classrooms, children can read picture books, both fiction and non-fiction, for literature circles and engage in meaningful conversation. As Newkirk (2000) writes: teachers “need to acknowledge the cultural materials (e.g. the affection for parody and action, interest in professional sports, cartoons, video games) that boys (and many girls) bring into the classroom” (p. 299). Teachers should also be careful to include a variety of children’s books that show the different ways that gender can be enacted. Teachers who choose two books about boys playing sports and two books about girls trying to become popular, for example, are probably not meeting the interests and needs of all students. They should instead challenge themselves to think beyond societal norms and include books that have a variety of role models. The common thread among the wide variety of books that can be used in literature circles is that the literature, as Gilbert (2000) writes, “facilitates discussion, captures interest, and keeps [students] wanting more” (p. 12). If teachers are to make this happen for all students, a variety of texts should be used.
Further Questions
	While there is some research on the issues of gender in literature circles at the elementary level, there has not been enough done by a wide enough range of researchers. In order to understand the dynamics of power with literature circles and how that relates to gender, more research should be completed. In addition, there are several questions that have not been fully answered by the research. One of the most important questions is about how the power imbalances correlate to gender and development. Elementary students have not fully developed their thinking and discussion skills. They are, to a certain extent, still trying to navigate school and school culture. Can some of the issues seen in literature circles simply be attributed to the developmental stage of the students in the groups? (Although this seems unlikely, given the research that supports similar power structure emerging at the middle school and high school level, it cannot be ignored.) This question could be further researched through examining single-gender literature circle groups. Similarly, the researchers did not often take into account the personalities of the students in the groups. How much did the students’ personality affect how they interacted in the literature circle setting? Likewise, the students’ popularity was not considered in these studies. Were the students in the groups equally popular? If not, how would that affect the relationships among students? Alvermann (1995) addresses some of these issues in her work with middle school students and literature circles, but more needs to be done at the elementary level. Finally, the research here takes a relatively narrow, dichotomous view of gender. It is necessary to look beyond the simple definition of “boy” and “girl” to understand how the complexities of gender will affect students in literature circles. Although the research appears to support the notion of gendered-power structures in literature circles, there should be further studies into the nuances of development, popularity, and personality that are evident in any elementary classroom.
Conclusion
	Students at the elementary level are struggling to understand their place in the world. Boys and girls have grown to understand literacy differently, which affects their motivation, success, and experience with various literacy practices. Many are concerned that schools are favoring girls over boys because of the ways that schools have come to value literacy. Others, however, feel that boys and girls both exhibit certain strengths that the opposite gender could learn from. Students who are attempting to navigate their own notions of how gender and literacy intersect may exert their power in different ways in school, especially in the context of literature circles. Literature circles have been embraced as a democratic practice that ensures all voices are heard in the classroom; research, however, shows that this practice may not be as democratic as previously believed. However, students who participate in literature circles seem to enjoy reading more than students who do not, and their vocabulary, metacognitive strategies, and writing have been shown to improve after participating in literature circles. Teachers can harness the positive aspects of literature circles while diminishing the negative issues of positioning by providing students with explicit instruction about literature circles, a safe environment, careful grouping, discussion support, means of assessing literature circle learning and behavior, and a variety of texts. Expecting that elementary students will know how to meaningfully discuss sensitive issues in the context of a literature circle on their own is unreasonable, but if provided with the support that students at this age require, literature circles can be a healthy, engaging, and exciting way to learn.
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