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raphy, each word and image then served as a sign that potentially mediated new 
thinking about the play. The students thus composed a shared meaning for the play 
as they produced a collaborative representation of Ophelia and used each articula­
tion as the basis for further development of their thinking about the play. 

This example illustrates a process that is a key aspect of composing a meaning­
ful text. Enciso (1992) reports that, in her research with young readers’ evocations 
of stories, “the readers who were most involved in the stories they read were also 
more able to describe and discuss the events and implications of the story in greater 
depth and detail” (p. 99). The experience of the students I have described suggests 
that a reciprocal process can also take place: A reader’s exploration of events and 
implications of a story may cause greater involvement in the reading transaction. 

Culturally Constrained Subjectivity in Reading 

The construct of the evocation suggests that intertextuality, typically described 
as the juxtaposition of texts, more precisely concerns the ways in which readers jux­
tapose and connect their associations with those texts. Whether inchoate (sense) or 
represented (articulation), these associations in turn potentially generate new evo­
cations and texts. Because meaning emerges from these newly generated associa­
tions and texts and because evocations differ from reader to reader, depending on 
the kinds of relationships they have had in life and the kinds of conventions they 
invoke while reading, the meaning that emerges for readers is inherently idiosyn­
cratic. As I have argued previously, readings have a codified and cultural basis in 
what I have called the transactional zone. If subjectivity is construed as having a 
codified and cultural basis, then unbridled subjectivity is possible in this zone. 

I next describe a highly idiosyncratic reading of “The Use of Force” that illus­
trates the way in which an interpretation that departs from the story line takes place 
within the transactional zone. Jane and Martha, who choreographed an interpreta­
tion of the story, described how their image of the doctor’s emotional state caused 
them to design a different ending in their dance from the one provided literally in 
Williams’s text. According to Jane: 

We did another dance at the very end and we were practicing on it and like 
she’s sheltered like the little girl is hidden. She won’t let anybody find out 
what her secret is and that’s what she is doing. She is hiding and the doctor is 
trying to follow in her footsteps to try to figure out what is going on. And at 
the very end when it says that she did have [diphtheria], in the dance we made 
her die. She just fell and the doctor picked her up and carried her. Because 
like we were going to have the doctor die with her because it was like the third 
patient he had died and he was dying inside, but [our teacher] didn’t really 
like that. And after we started thinking you know how he gets underneath the 
skin real hard, it is like we started thinking about it too and he doesn’t really 
die. He tries to help her and stuff. We went further than the story went. 

Jane and Martha’s reconsideration of their representation following their 
teacher’s intervention resulted in a final effort to choreograph the story’s climax: 

That is when they finally figured it out. It is like at the very end they walked 
together. It’s like they walk two steps and when you do a little pause, the doc­
tor shelters her and just looks at her because he’s died with her. His whole life 
has just gone down the drain because it’s another kid, he feels it’s all his fault 
this time. And that is how I really felt when I was doing the dance. 
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This representation of the story’s ending departs radically from the literal action 
of the story, where the girl attacks the doctor in a rage. Jane and Martha’s decision 
to represent the feelings of the doctor in their dance, however, focused their inter­
pretation on his experience of loss. Rather than strictly depicting the story line, they 
constructed a new text that represented their emotional resonance with the doctor, 
who emerged as a threatening figure in the image constructed by Dexter. These 
texts represent different reconstructions of the story, each highly subjective yet 
responsive to the codes of the original text. As such, they have been constructed, 
I would argue, in the transactional zone. 

Intertextuality and Emplotment in the Cultural Construction of Meaning 

I have already referred to the role of intertextuality—the juxtaposition and con­
nection of evocations—in the construction of meaning. I next elaborate the ways 
in which the texts that readers compose as a consequence of their evocations are 
related to prior texts of their knowledge. I illustrate two types of intertextual con­
nections I have found that readers make in their engagement with literature in 
classroom settings. The first comes from a text evoked from personal experience; 
the second comes from artistic texts recalled by students that informed their com­
position of a newly constructed text. 

Text Evoked From Personal Experience 

I illustrate this process with stimulated recall interview data from Martha, one 
of the girls who choreographed a dance to interpret “The Use of Force.” Martha, 
who danced the role of the girl, said that she identified strongly with the experi­
ence of the character because she shared her reluctance to open up to other people. 
Like the girl in the story, she felt “scared”: “I felt like the little girl because we live 
in two different worlds. . . . I felt like the little girl because she was always trying 
to hide from the doctor and I was like hiding myself from the doctor” in the dance. 
Martha’s feeling that she needed to hide from the doctor was based on her own 
fears of being examined and pried into. Her emotional response to the story illus­
trates the ways in which her reading was emplotted in the broader narrative of her 
life’s experiences. At one point, she was asked “When you dance a role, is there 
any real part of you that gets played out in the dancer”? 

Martha: It’s tough for me. When I was hiding from [Jane in the dance] she 
was the doctor and I was the daughter, the little girl, and it was just 
like me. I hate people trying to find out who I am so I was basically 
hiding the way I always hide but I was hiding to be somebody else. 
I felt like I was hiding in the little girl, but it was me that was hid­
ing, because I do that all the time. I hide from everybody. 

Interviewer: Did you feel for the character then? 
Martha: Oh yeah, I felt for the character. When I was dancing I was thinking 

about what I would do. I hated what the doctor did to her. I wanted 
to kill him. 

Later in the interview, Martha returned to her feelings about her character. 

Martha: My feelings for the kid started when I was reading the story because 
there have been many times when I have had some problems. I’m 
like, I’m okay, get away. In a way I kind of knew how this girl was 
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feeling whenever the doctor was trying to get into her mouth. I am 
like that with dentists. I hate dentists. I won’t let them get into my 
mouth. I’m afraid they’re going to pull out my teeth. It scares me. I 
try to keep my mouth shut too. I put myself in her position through 
the whole story knowing she was scared and very insecure because 
she knows she is going to die. She knows through the whole story 
she’s going to die. She doesn’t want her parents to know about it. 

Interviewer: Is it just dentists? Earlier you were talking about how you don’t 
like people in general getting inside you. So was it just a dentist 
or was it— 

Martha: Well, for people to know me, I don’t like for anyone to know me, it 
is really scary for people to know me. Who I am or anything like 
doctors, and stuff like that. I don’t like them to look inside my 
mouth. With her I feel like she doesn’t want the doctor to know she 
is dying because I am pretty sure because she could feel her tonsils. 
She knows she is dying. She knew it, she knew it was there and she 
knew she was going to die and she didn’t want her mom to know. 
She didn’t want her parents to know. 

Martha’s description of her portrayal of the character reveals the emotional 
quality of her response to the story, an aspect of Vygotsky’s work that I think is 
unfortunately overlooked. Yaroshevsky (1989), discussing Vygotsky’s doctoral 
dissertation on Hamlet, states that Vygotsky 

was inspired by the idea of an inner link between spiritual assimilation of the 
world and its practical transformation. Revealing the mechanism of art’s 
impact on the real behavior of a concrete individual, without restricting one­
self to determining its sociological roots and aesthetic specificity—that was 
Vygotsky’s purpose. He endeavoured to prove that art is a means of trans­
forming the individual, an instrument which calls to life the individual’s 
“vast potential, so far suppressed and constrained.” The view of art as orna­
mentation of life “fundamentally contradicts the laws of art discovered by 
psychological research. It shows that art is the highest concentration of all the 
biological and social processes in which the individual is involved in society, 
that it is a mode of finding a balance between man and the world in the most 
critical and responsible moments of life.” (Yaroshevsky, 1989, pp. 148–149; 
Vygotsky quoted in Psikhologiy a iskusstra [The Psychology of Art], pp. 320, 
330–331) 

This perspective resonates with Rosenblatt’s (1978) view that evocations are 
the source of meaning, with my view that readers compose new texts through their 
engagement with texts, and with Bruner’s (1986) idea that literature subjunctivizes. 
If literature, as Bruner claims, is our only hope against the long gray night, then I 
would define literature rather broadly to include any text that allows for the com­
position of new texts. Yaroshevsky argues that Vygotsky assumed that the princi­
pal focus of psychology should be personality, “a character of the drama of life on 
the social state” (p. 219). This drama of life contributes vitally to the development 
of personality through the composition of meaning from engagement with the texts 
afforded by culturally channeled experiences. I would conclude, then, that from a 
pedagogical standpoint it is critical for teachers to make strong efforts to under­
stand how students emplot their literary readings in their life narratives as dramatic 
occasions in their development of personality. Doing so would require a move 
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toward not just allowing but encouraging the kinds of idiosyncratic and imagina­
tive representations provided by the students in John Coppock’s class, a move that 
would need to take textual conventions into account but would also require teach­
ers to appreciate the kinds of relationships and experiences that students bring to 
their reading and the constructive ways in which their life narratives can help to 
produce new texts in transaction with literary texts. 

Intertextual Associations With Formal Texts 

In addition to evocations from experiential texts, the students I observed drew 
on formally produced texts during their transactions with literature. Another group 
interpreting “The Use of Force,” for instance, produced a dramatic interpretation 
of the story. They drew on images from films they had seen, including The Exor­
cist, as part of their composition of their dramatic interpretation of the story. In the 
following excerpt, they discuss the images they drew on and produced. 

Wes: I tried to play the doctor. The story reminded me of The Exorcist, with 
the girl and the devil. . . . The way she was resisting him and not open­
ing her mouth and stuff. . . . 

Bart: They were trying to help her. 
Wes: Yeah, and they were trying to help her, and she was like spit coming out 

her mouth, that made me think even more about [The Exorcist]. 

As described previously, intertextuality exists on two levels. First, the students 
juxtaposed the texts of The Exorcist and “The Use of Force” because of the paral­
lels between the young girls and their fierce behavior. Second, the students juxta­
posed the texts they composed from each: the evil image they generated from the 
girl in The Exorcist and the rage and resistance they perceived in the girl from “The 
Use of Force.” Dyson (1999), among others, has argued that the role of popular 
culture in students’ lives should receive greater recognition in schools. The stu­
dents in this group illustrate the ways in which a film from popular culture pro­
vided them with both the images and the emotional content of the character of the 
girl as they represented her in their dramatic interpretation. 

Depth and Dynamics of Context in Engagement 

Previously, I argued that reading can be a mediating process; that is, it con­
tributes to the construction of meaning. Here I describe how reading is a mediated 
process, one channeled by reliance on cultural practice. Much of my argument has 
been predicated on the idea that one’s evocations are grounded in cultural practice. 
While personal and idiosyncratic, they rely on the codification embedded in texts, 
both those read and those generated (intertextuality), and the conventions embed­
ded in recurring social practices (intercontextuality) (Floriani, 1993). These signs 
and tools are grounded in culture writ large, such as the Enlightenment and Roman­
tic traditions of Western thought described by Taylor (1985) and Wertsch (2000). 
Culture is also writ small, often highly localized in settings such as the idiocultures 
described previously (cf. Cole, 1996; Fine, 1987; Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-
Allen, 2000). An illustration of an idioculture would be the alternative school for 
recovering substance abusers that provided the setting for the interpretations of 
“The Use of Force.” The reading of the students I have described was thus medi­
ated by the cultural practices of the school, in that emotional readings were sanc-
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tioned as valuable, and mediating in that their process of producing new texts con­
tributed to the meaning that emerged during their transaction. 

Other groups I have studied have demonstrated considerably less acceptance of 
the potential for literary reading to contribute to the development of personality, to 
lead them out of the long gray night. The students from Cindy O’Donnell-Allen’s 
mainstream high school class, for instance, exhibited varying degrees of engage­
ment with both school and literature. During my yearlong observation of her class, 
I was tremendously impressed with the effort she made to construct a classroom 
environment that valued meaning construction, student empowerment, and open-
ended thinking. This effort resulted in many remarkable progressions for a num­
ber of students. There were nonetheless students who resisted the idea that school 
should be a site for personal development. I attribute this opposition to culture writ 
semilarge. The school as a whole had a college preparatory emphasis in which 
meaning was generally located in texts and explained through lectures, thus mak­
ing her meaning-centered approach alien to many students. Furthermore, the school 
lacked the emotional intensity that was central to the therapeutic mission of the 
alternative school, thus making introspection less urgent in the lives of the students. 
Finally, because the school was large and diverse, there were simply many students 
whose priorities did not include advanced literacy or engagement with literature as 
a means to personality development. These students typically ended up in the 
school’s general track, which categorized the class that I observed. 

Our analysis of groups that included disengaged students (see, e.g., Smagorin-
sky & O’Donnell-Allen, 1998b, 2000) led us to reconsider the depth and dynamics 
of context in engagement. In spite of our hopes that Cindy’s classroom environ­
ment would lead to transformations in students’ priorities, the continued disen­
gagement of some students led us to consider the degree to which certain students 
bring personal histories that create barriers to engagement with schoolwork. 
Among the students who interpreted Hamlet through body biographies was a group 
that interpreted the character of Claudius (see Figure 4). This group included two 
students who were hostile to Cindy throughout the semester and, in general, hos­
tile toward school and other students. When in groups, they tended to undermine 
other students’ efforts to work harmoniously on the task. The next excerpt is typ­
ical of how a boy named Jerry worked against the group and class goals, demon­
strating an apathy that showed up in his group’s body biography. The group was 
discussing how they might draw a crown on Claudius’s head as part of their depic­
tion of his character. 

Jay: The crown can be something that he stands for. 
Cale: Somebody draw the crown. 
Jay: For incest. 
Cale: Draw the crown, what? 
Jay: Well— 
Jerry: What are we supposed to do now? Don’t be disappointed if this doesn’t 

look so good. 
Cale: I don’t understand. [inaudible] Jerry! Jerry, why did you do that? 
Jerry: Because it doesn’t matter what it looks like as long as we get our rep­

resentation. He told me to draw the crown, and I said, “OK, but don’t 
get mad at me if I draw it badly.” And everybody goes—[makes a 
grumbling noise.] 
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FIGURE 4. A body biography constructed by a group of students representing their 
interpretation of Claudius. 
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Cale: That looks like trash, Jerry. Jerry, that is one rotten crown, dude. 
Jerry: Do you like it? Incest! 
Cale: Actually, incest could be adultery. 
Jerry: Oh, who cares. 

Jerry’s remarks reveal his eagerness to impress on others his apathy and to 
inscribe it in the group’s body biography. In doing so, he undermined the kinds of 
relationships that can lead to the consonant sorts of discussions we found in other 
groups. In this case, Jerry interpreted Cindy’s assignment as a license to produce a 
sloppy interpretation. Cindy had told the students that they would be graded on the 
ideas they were representing, rather than on the quality of their artwork. Her think­
ing was that she did not want to reward good artists and punish the artistically chal­
lenged, since the goal of the activity was to interpret the character rather than to 
demonstrate artistic prowess. Jerry’s view that “it doesn’t matter what it looks like” 
was typical of his indifferent attitude toward school and toward the other students 
in his group. The other students did not appreciate the trashy appearance of his 
drawing or his general conduct during the group activity. And we had to agree that 
he drew one rotten crown. 

We observed a similar kind of disengagement in one other group. Our reflec­
tion on their dynamics led us to recognize the role of the relational framework in 
any social setting (Smagorinsky & O’Donnell-Allen, 2000). We concluded that a 
consideration of context must go beyond what happens in individual classrooms 
and take into account the social worlds of the students and their prior experiences 
and relationships within the school culture. The establishment of a predominant 
motive for a classroom does not preclude other motives from surfacing or devel­
oping. Within the idioculture of a classroom, then, alternative idiocultures may 
develop that subvert or complicate the overall dynamics of the interactions and 
affect the degree to which students see the potential for constructing meaning. 

Our study suggests the need to reconceive the notion of engaged reading. The 
classroom can suggest a motive that channels activity but does not necessarily 
facilitate it in any one direction. What is needed is a consideration of engagement 
in a much more social sense, including readers and texts but extending to relation­
ships beyond them. Lensmire (1994) argued that notions of engagement require 
“the participation of all children in the community’s important activities” (p. 147) 
so that each has a voice, contributes to the classroom, and is heard by others. Stu­
dents’ engagement with texts thus requires engagement with each other, thereby 
establishing an environment of mutual care and concern. 

I would extend this view further to account for students’ prior experiences with 
school and other contexts for literacy development, taking into account learners’ 
cultural and social histories and viewing their relationship with texts in terms of 
this vast web of experiences that they bring to particular classroom episodes. Engage­
ment, like other aspects of activity, is “nested” (Cazden, 1988, p. 198) in multiple 
social contexts that must be acknowledged and accounted for. Gallas (2001), as a 
practicing teacher, wonders why texts mediate for some students but not others and 
is vexed by the problem of how she can make texts more approachable to students 
who resist them. A major obstacle for elementary students, she argues, is the cul­
tural dissonance that some students experience between reading as a conventional 
school activity and reading as they practice it outside school. 
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In terms of both Gallas’s concern for reading as a cultured practice and my con­
cern for large-scale engagement with school and its discourses as central to a stu­
dent’s identity (Gee, 1990), teachers face tremendous challenges in creating 
contexts and social practices that can make their classrooms receptive to all of their 
diverse students and the life narratives they bring to their appointed times together 
in school. On the basis of my studies of students’ responses to literature, I would 
conclude that their potential for engagement comes from their volition to read in 
whatever ways are endorsed in the school and classroom, their congruence with 
the goals of the school and classroom, their congruence with the codes and con­
ventions that govern both reading and social practices, and their congruence with 
the cultural values and practices that constitute classroom life. 

Conclusion 

In this article, I have argued that reading is a constructive act in which mean­
ing emerges through the composition of a new text in the transactional zone. 
Meaning is constructed through two related processes. Initially, meaning 
emerges through the process of articulation as sense achieves expression through 
the medium of a psychological tool. This process produces some sort of image, 
a newly constructed text, that provisionally serves as the repository of meaning. 
This text is protean, changing with new reflection on its form. Its articulated 
potential thus makes it available as a tool for new transformations. I would argue 
that when a sign becomes a tool—when an exploratory, tool-mediated process 
leads to a representation that in turn leads to reflection and new evocations that, 
when articulated, generate further evocations, with the process potentially 
extending indefinitely—a new concept emerges. This process of concept devel­
opment is at the heart of the construction of meaning. The richest meaning, then, 
comes through transactions that are most generative in the production of potent 
new texts. 

The tool mediation I have described has a cultural basis. As a result, while 
idiosyncratic, the evocations are also culturally grounded. The influences of cul­
ture may come at the very general level, such as when a high-stakes standardized 
test drives a curriculum toward uniform and authoritative rather than idiosyn­
cratic readings of texts. Culture may also mediate at more local levels, such as 
when advanced placement literature courses teach to the text-centered assumptions 
about reading embedded in advanced placement assessments (Olson, Metzger, & 
Ashton-Jones, 1989). Resisting culture to construct more personal meaning is, I 
would argue, a futile quest. As the notion of prolepsis suggests, cultural mediation 
is often invisible, and so the effort to escape culture is simply the effort to flee its 
most visible influences. From an educational standpoint, this view of reading sug­
gests the importance of creating contexts and attendant social practices—what 
Moll (1990) describes as zones of proximal development—with the potential to 
enable students to have rich transactions with texts, keeping in mind that even 
the most conducive context can be resisted by students whose goals do not 
include having rich transactions with texts or becoming engaged with school. 
Within these contexts, in contrast to current trends toward standard curricula 
and assessment, schools can provide more opportunities for imaginative 
responses to reading to enable the richest transactions possible for the broadest 
range of students. 
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Issues of culture inevitably involve issues of power, in that cultures are driven 
by predominant practices and discourses. The culture in which reading takes 
place, then, suggests better and worse ways in which a reading might unfold and 
advantageous and less advantageous ways in which readers might position 
themselves through the capital provided by their readings. Imaginative transac­
tions with literary texts might be discouraged in school systems situated in a cul­
ture of authoritative relationships and standardized testing; collaborative 
approaches to learning practiced by some cultural groups would be disallowed 
in schools predicated on notions of individual competition (Moll, 2000); and 
conventions followed by authors outside the traditional school canons might 
mark their work as inferior and thus inappropriate for school study (Lee, 1993). 
Indeed, readings of Vygotsky at all were suppressed by the Soviet leaders of the 
1930s and 1940s who deemed his theories too bourgeois and anti-Marxist for 
their socialist state (Kozulin, 1986). The context of reading is thus in part con­
stituted by the power relationships that grant different kinds of readings differ­
ent degrees of capital. 

The consequences that follow from unevenly distributed capital can be dra­
matic. Bleich (1975) and others have argued that what matters most is the mean­
ing constructed by the reader. Perhaps this is true, although it might be hard to 
persuade the many goats and virgins who have been sacrificed to the thunder gods 
that their slayers’ impressions should be paramount. Textual readings can, as this 
illustration shows, potentially do violence to other readers, both afield and in the 
classroom. As educational researchers have found, many classrooms provide little 
space for students who “resist the normative institutional practices of the class­
room, or whose local and cultural knowledge are often displaced” by the middle-
class norms and practices followed in schools (Gutiérrez & Stone, 2000, p. 156). 
An acultural and exclusively personal view of reading, then, can overlook the power 
differentials and social inequities that can ensue when some readings have greater 
cachet than others in a particular setting. 

My studies have focused on the material texts that high school students have 
produced as codified designations of their evocations of texts. From my analy­
sis of these transactions, I hypothesize that readers reading alone in the solitary 
confines of their dens similarly engage in text construction, if more ephemerally. 
Rather than producing the material texts of body biographies and plays, they pro­
duce mental representations that, while not tangible, linger yet. Though alone, 
they engage in culturally mediated processes, in dialogue with the great history 
of texts, contexts, intertexts, and intercontexts. Though alone, they act in rela­
tionship with other readers and readings, participating in communities of prac­
tice where social positioning and powerful readings have consequences for 
others. Through their role in this process, and through their contributions to 
it, meaning emerges for the worlds they inhabit and the lives they lead within their 
worlds. If the question is “If meaning is constructed, what is it made from”? the 
answer lies in the transactional zone and the kinds of processes and practices that 
readers engage in as they emplot the associations they make with the text with 
their broader life narrative, generating new texts that in turn make that narrative 
more comprehensible in terms of the cultural and ideological drama that com­
poses their life story and locates that story in a broader social community’s polit­
ical life. 
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Notes 
1As a native Southerner and current resident of Georgia, I personally find it racist and 

offensive. 
2This realization came about through conversations with Allan Luke. 
3At least, I think this is a false premise. 
4This realization came about through conversations with Mark Faust. 
5This realization came about through conversations with Michael W. Smith. 
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