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Abstract

This article aims to address the need for research on a collective response to poetry reading and the need
for research on poetry pedagogy. Our goal is to develop a teaching method called: the languaging
approach. Languaging is understood as a socio-culturally applied and embedded practice that has the
potential to improve students’ metacognitive understanding. The article examines the differences
between dialogue-based student discussions and teacher-led conversation and whether the languaging
approach and collaborative dialogue can offer new teaching approaches for literature education. The
context of our study is Finnish teacher education. The data were collected during a teaching experiment
that was conducted as a part of student teachers’ pedagogical studies. The data were collected from two
groups of 13-year-old students (n = 31) during their L1 lessons. The structures of the lessons differed from
each other: A) the teacher led the discussion, or B) a languaging approach was used in a group discussion.
Eighty minutes of video data were analysed using a directed content analysis. The study revealed that
several students who were encouraged for languaging were able to describe their thoughts to each other
and build meaningful analytical discussions together. The languaging approach encouraged students to
communicate their own thinking processes and present argumented representations of poems, but also
express their hesitations and doubts about their readings. With the languaging approach, students’
various orientations to interpret the poem were made visible. Student’s discussions also give an insight
that facility with terminology can help students describe their thoughts more accurately.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the context of literature pedagogy, poetry reading pedagogy is not heavily
present. Internationally, as well as in Scandinavia, the number of studies focusing on
teaching poetry is small (Sigvardsson, 2017, 2020). A systematic literature review on
poetry reading pedagogy in secondary education (1990-2015) reports on 28 peer-
reviewed articles that discuss questions about teaching poetry. Articles that dealt
with teaching poetry in primary education were not included in the search. The
articles found in different databases (Web of Science, Scopus, ERIC, Google Scholar,
JSTOR, and the local database in the library of the Lulea University of Technology)
were written by authors from the UK, Canada, the USA, Ireland, and Australia.
Sigvardsson (2017) did not name any Scandinavian peer-reviewed articles. A
Scandinavian view on this field is needed, although a couple of articles dealing with
empirical research of teaching poetry have been published since 2017 (e.g.,
Gourvennec, 2016; Jusslin & Hoglund, 2020). The effort put into literature education
in Nordic countries has only had a slight impact on Finnish literature education and
related studies. For example, only some Scandinavian researchers of literature
education were mentioned in the references used in Finnish dissertations concerning
literature didactics (2000-2017).

According to Sigvardsson (2017), the main theoretical frameworks were reader-
response theory and especially Louise Rosenblatt’s (1994) transaction theory, in
which the interaction between the reader and the text evokes a poem. The
theoretical ideas of Wolfgang Iser (1978) and Michael Riffaterre (1978) appear in
some articles as well. This literature and text views have played a major role in the
latest Scandinavian literature didactics during recent decades (Degerman, 2012;
Ewald, 2015; Hoglund, 2017; Krogh et al., 2017; Rejman, 2013; Skaftun & Michelsen,
2017). Vischer Bruns (2011, pp. 82-92) has noted that textbooks and guides on
literature teaching published from 1980-2012 present two approaches to teaching
literature: literary education as the instructor’s activity and literary education in
which students are actively involved. However, text-oriented literature education
has not been totally neglected in Scandinavia (Gourvennec et al., 2020), and
according to Rikama (2004), reader-response-oriented literature education has
opened space for more text-oriented and literary-history-oriented teaching since the
1990s.

Sigvardsson’s systematic review (2017) points out that the main emphasis in the
articles (2000-2017) on teaching poetry is on students’ personal interpretation and
experiences of poetry. Sigvardsson (2017, p. 588, 595) suggests that it is important
to develop research on how the collective process of reading differs from the
individual process. The same kind of communicative or socio-cultural orientation or
paradigm shift in Nordic countries has been presented in more general approaches
to literature education (Gourvennec, 2017; Gourvennec et al., 2020; Rgdnes, 2014),
not just teaching poetry.
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This article focuses on answering the branch of research that the systematic
literature review suggests: research on a collective response to poetry reading. Our
small-scale study is based on socio-cultural learning theory and will discuss the
differences between dialogue-based student discussions and teacher-led
conversations. The context of our study is Finnish teacher education, specifically
subject matter didactics courses for L1 student teachers.

2. THE SOCIO-CULTURAL APPROACH AND THE PERSONAL RESPONSE APPROACH
TO TEACHING POETRY

2.1 Transitions of teaching poetry

Research on poetry pedagogy presents two traditions of teaching poetry: one
emphasises close reading, while the other focuses on students’ reading experiences.
These traditions can be found in several publications dealing with literature
education (Dressman & Faust, 2014; Sigvardsson, 2017). The schools of thought are
‘The Formalist’ and ‘The Populist’ traditions. As the titles imply, the Formalists are
interested in the form and structure of the poem, whereas Populists discuss the
reader’s practical and creative relationship with poetry (Dressman & Faust, 2014;
Sigvardsson, 2017, p. 585). These schools are linked in general literature didactics as
they can be viewed through paradigm shifts from content-orientation to student-
orientation literature teaching (see, e.g., Pieper, 2020). Poetry teaching traditions
can be linked to these polarities by their relations to the teacher’s role. The
traditional way of teaching English includes closely read canonic works and the
teacher’s role as a guide towards the right interpretation, while the progressive way
gives room for the individual, aesthetic growth of a student and creative reading of
poems (Dressman & Faust, 2014; Naylor & Wood, 2012). The latest articles on poetry
pedagogy have not focused on formal close readings and have concentrated more
on the personal response approach (Sigvardsson, 2017, p. 590), though some
differing views have been presented, like Lockett (2010), who claims that
postmodernist theories have led towards more individual responses of texts. The
monographs dealing with literature teaching in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden have
pointed out the same conjuncture towards the personal response approach (Krogh
et al., 2017; Ohman, 2015; Skaftun & Michelsen, 2017). This kind of division in
teaching approaches to either an analytical or experience-based approach to reading
has been found in Scandinavian research of teaching literature (Rgdnes, 2014).
While many articles on teaching poetry originate their theoretical framework on
transaction theory by Rosenblatt (1994), our research explores different views from
a collective response. These ideas and learning theories emphasise, to a greater
extent, the collective construction of new knowledge. The methods used are
thinking-aloud methods and verbal protocols. One of the methods is ‘focal reading
practice’, which was created by Sumara (1995) and takes into consideration the
collective interpretation of a text. His main argument is that meaningful reading is
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created together with others’ readings and understanding of the text. The same kind
of research strategy was used by Naylor (2013) when analysing the poetry reading
moments of 15- to 16-year-old students. She claimed that students need several
readings and collective reading moments to discover different angles to interpret the
poem.

Although reader-response-oriented teaching has been criticised, its impact on
teaching has been tremendous, since it has opened the classroom doors to the
readers’ own knowledge, experiences, and beliefs (Hennig, 2017; Krogh et al., 2017).
This can offer students a more empowering agency in the classroom if the classroom
is no longer a courtroom, but a marketplace (cf. Faust’s (2000) metaphors for literary
experiences).

2.2 Languaging approach as a socio-cultural framework for teaching poetry

From the student-centred orientation or paradigm, the role of students is extensive
as meaning-makers and experiencers. The oral or written utterances of students are
the way teachers can reach students’ cognitive processes in teaching situations.
Through languaging, the idea is articulated—and as an object—it can be reflected by
the students themselves, other students, and teachers. These fields of reflection
(self-reflection, metacognition, teacher’s role, and constructing knowledge) have
received attention in didactic research on languaging (Gynne & Bagga-Gupta, 2013;
Joutsenlahti et al., 2014; Joutsenlahti & Ré&ttya, 2014; Kallgvist, 2013). The
foundation of studies using the concept of languaging originates mainly from three
ways of using languaging. Sociolinguistic research refers to languaging, defined by
biologist Maturana (1995), for whom languaging means the use of language in
interaction and even interaction without words. The other line of research could be
called situated languaging, which is mainly based on the writings of Linell (2009) and
Garcia (2009). For them, languaging is the use of language and, quite often, the use
of language in translingual situations. Interesting educational research on languaging
has been conducted in second language learning (e.g., Ishikawa, 2013; Gynne &
Bagga-Gupta, 2013, 2015; Suzuki & Itagaki, 2009; Swain, 20064, b).

Languaging in teaching situations is used quite often to refer to the use of other
languages. In most of these cases, the languaging concept does not have a
theoretical relevance to the meaning of the learning process seen from student’s or
teacher’s actions. However, there exists yet another interpretation of languaging as
well: the concept of languaging in mathematics education and the concept of
languaging in methods used in data collection during research. Swain (2006a)
presented the latter concept—concerning the roots of concept languaging and
verbalising—as do articles that discuss the roots of languaging in the Finnish
educational field (Joutsenlahti et al., 2014; Rattyd, 2013). Swain (2006a) linked the
idea of languaging to verbalising, verbal reports, and the thinking-aloud method,
which is part of the introspection used in cognitive psychology. Verbalising refers to
clarifying thinking and reporting thinking processes (Brown, 1987; Van Someren et
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al., 1994). Instead of collecting data on mental processes produced by informants,
we are interested in the instructional use of language in a way that students and
teachers can learn using the languaging process. This was also Swain’s starting point:
what languaging can provide from a socio-cultural learning framework.

When students use specialised language to describe their thinking, they gain a
deeper understanding of the subject at hand. Swain (200643, b) linked languaging to
socio-cultural theory and to Vygotsky’s (1987) work. Since Vygotsky saw language
and thinking as fundamentally connected, languaging as an activity can make the
thinking, or the process of making meaning, visible. Languaging is thus a part of the
learning and teaching process (Rattya, 2015; Swain & Watanabe, 2013). Swains’ use
of the term ‘languaging’ focused on teaching and the process of making meaning.
Processes, meaning, and teaching practices are manifested in several articles (e.g.,
Brooks et al., 2010; Knouzi et al., 2010; Swain et al., 2009). Students’ languaging is
described as making meaning, giving deeper understanding, shaping knowledge, or
providing new information. Emphasis is placed on the teacher’s role in learning
situations. This refers mainly to teachers’ observational roles but also to teachers’
modelling languaging or raising awareness of languaging as a tool. Even teachers’
access to students’ thinking is mentioned. The aspect of reflection also seems to play
an important role. Languaging opens a source for further reflection; it reveals gaps
and inconsistencies and provides tools for reasoning. This is possible when
languaging is seen as a tool for articulation. It articulates thinking and turns it into a
visible or audible product that can be used as a tool for self-scaffolding. Swain and
her co-authors described oral and written languaging, and they concentrated on
looking at a collaborative dialogue.

The very core of languaging is the verbalisation of cognitive processes: by
languaging, students describe their thinking processes and therefore organise and
construct knowledge through language (Rattya, 2015). In this article, we focus on the
languaging approach as a teaching method. In the Finnish context, the languaging
approach as a teaching method is defined as describing (mathematical) thinking
through language. Mathematics didactics has been connecting the term languaging
to the construction process of scientific concepts and with discussions about the
features connected to concepts as well as the reflection of the discussions. The socio-
constructive aspect in the process of languaging has been linked to the
understanding of the concept together with other learners and the teacher. The
meaning-making process can utilise different strategies. Five different models have
been found to present problem solving in written mathematics exercises. These
models mix in different ways natural language and mathematical symbolic language
(standard model, story model, road map model, commentary model, and diary
model). Verbalisation of the thinking processes in mathematical problem solving has
been found to deepen students’ understanding of mathematical concepts and
improve their attitudes towards the subject (Joutsenlahti & Kulju, 2015). Following
the success in mathematics, the languaging approach, in which students are
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encouraged to describe their thought processes and strategies when working on an
exercise, has also been applied to L1 teaching (Kulju, 2012; Rattya, 2013).

In this experiment, we explored how the languaging approach can be applied to
poetry teaching. Our interest in the languaging concept arises from the use of
language during learning processes. We understand the languaging approach as a
teaching method that is based on constructive, socio-constructivist, and socio-
cultural learning theories. The approach points to students’ meaningful learning
(Mayer, 2002; Novak, 2002), which enables them to gain factual, conceptual,
procedural, and metacognitive knowledge. During the constructive learning process,
students interact with knowledge by understanding, applying, analysing, evaluating,
and creating new ideas. This socially shared cognition is facilitated with different
kinds of study methods, such as oral or written languaging, visualising, and using
symbolic or tactile language, which are performed either alone, in pairs, or in groups.
Learning environments can vary according to their subject fields and the study
objects, which are based on the idea of problem solving. Both students and teachers
gathered information during the languaging process for the assessment and
evaluation phase.

Languaging can be oral or written, conducted individually, or in collaboration
with others. Oral languaging, especially when done collaboratively, has the benefit
of social interaction. Conversely, languaging through writing gives the student more
time for reflective thinking (Rattya, 2017, p. 42). Both oral and written languaging
require students to describe their thought processes, elaborate ideas, and reason
their answers so that the thinking behind the answers becomes at least partially
visible to the teacher. The whole focus of the interaction moves from the final
answer to everything that leads to the answer and what lies behind it. Thus,
languaging can also give a more precise picture of students’ actual knowledge of the
matter at hand (Kulju, 2012, p. 13). In previous research, languaging has not only
been proven to promote interaction between the students and the teacher and to
increase students’ motivation, but also to produce successful learning results
(Rattya, 2017, p. 42). When summarising the main features of the languaging
approach from the perspective of students’ participation, we found four main
threads: students producing answers with interpretation, students reflecting on
their own thinking process, students reflecting on each other’s answers, and
students reflecting on each other’s thinking processes.

3. METHODS

3.1 Research context and data collection

The study relied on qualitative research methods, and the methodological
framework was Educational Design Research (EDR). EDR is a genre of research in
which the iterative development of practical solutions is combined with theoretical
understanding (McKenney & Reeves, 2012). This study was an attempt to further
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develop the languaging approach in the context of literature education. The earlier
development cycles have focused on grammar education and on the theoretical
understanding of processes and strategies in languaging tasks. In this experiment,
we focused on how the four threads found in the languaging approach can be
observed in poetry teaching.

The data were collected in 2018 during a teaching experiment that was a part of
L1 student teachers’ pedagogical studies. Finnish teacher education includes
pedagogical studies, didactics courses, and practical training periods in schools and
other learning institutions. The last practical training period of the pedagogical
studies covers themes such as classroom research and experimenting in the
classroom setting. All the student teachers conduct a small-scale study on a
phenomenon they are interested in and present the findings in a final report. During
all the practical training periods, all the student teachers have a supervising teacher
who also mentors the student teachers and gives feedback on their performances.
This study was originally conducted as part of L1 student teachers’ training in
adjacent didactics courses. During the same course and training period, another EDR
teaching experiment of languaging approach was made. It focused on the teaching
concepts of literary studies in upper secondary education.

Most of the practical training was conducted in teacher training schools, and so
was also our study. Teacher training schools operate under universities and thus
offer an environment for case studies and experiments. The parents of the students
in these training schools give their yearly permission for studies conducted in classes.
The students themselves were also informed of upcoming studies and their right to
withdraw from them before any data collection. In the case of any withdrawals, they
would take part in the class activities but be omitted from the data.

Two groups of 13-year-old students were chosen for the study. These groups
were selected for the study because poetry was included in their L1 syllabus during
the teacher-students’ training period. These groups were also the ones the student
teacher was the most familiar with: they had the most lessons taught by the student
teacher. Conducting the experiment as part of teacher studies at a teacher training
school presented its own limitations to the time frame of the study and selection of
the groups, since there are only a certain number of classes in pre-selected groups
that are allotted to each student teacher.

The groups chosen for the study were named as A and B. In total, there were 31
students: 15 in group A and 16 in group B. Both groups shared the same teacher,
who also acted as the student teacher’s supervising teacher during the experiment.
The topic for both groups was reading and interpreting a poem ‘Morot’ (‘Bogeymen’)
by Kari Hotakainen.

There were also two introductory lessons focusing on characteristics of poetry
and language typical of poetry before the data collection lesson. The goal of these
preceding lessons was to familiarise the students with poetry as a genre, poetic
figurative language, and poetic terms. Common features of poetic language, such as
alliteration, simile, metaphor, and repetition, were covered and discussed along with
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examples during the introductory lessons so that the students would have the
terminology fresh in their minds for the discussion. The student teacher taught all
three lessons, two introductory lessons, and one data collection lesson for both
groups under the direction of the supervising teacher.

The activities used for the groups during the lesson differed from each other:
because the history and dynamics between the students in group A can be described
as challenging, the supervising teacher recommended a more teacher-led approach.
Because teacher-led discussion was a familiar activity for the students, incorporating
the languaging approach to the teacher-led discussion rather than letting the
students discuss in pairs seemed the most suitable option for this group. Involving
the whole group in one discussion was thought to have a positive effect on the
group’s mood and sense of community. The goal of the experiment with group A was
not only to see the benefits of the languaging approach in a group discussion, but
also to build trust in the classroom.

With group B, it was possible to engage the students in discussions in pairs and
in small groups before a teacher-led discussion with the whole group. After a short
introductory teacher-led discussion, the students were directed to describe their
findings to each other and discuss them in small groups. All the groups were also
provided with a short list of possible questions to discuss. The questions were open-
ended and focused on both the language and contents of the poem: for example,
‘What kind of juxtaposition can be found in the poem?’ and ‘How would you describe
the speaker of the poem?’. Besides questions, there were also small tasks, such as
‘choose one metaphor and decode it together’. Finally, a short, teacher-led
summarising discussion with the whole group followed.

3.2 Data analysis

The data collection lessons were recorded on video, and the recordings were then
transcribed. In total, there were 80 minutes of recorded data: 40 minutes for group
A and 40 minutes for group B. The standard length of one school lesson was 45
minutes, and the experiment was planned to take one whole lesson. The transcripts
in total were 41 pages: 19 pages for group A and 22 pages for group B. The first 10
minutes of group A’s recording were omitted from the transcription because they
focused on reviewing the main ideas from the previous lesson in a teacher-led
questioning.

Since the interest of our study lies in how the students were able to reason their
interpretations, the data analysis focused on sequences in which students described
their interpretations and observations. The data were examined using directed
content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), which allowed us to use coding categories
determined by the previous research on the languaging approach and to begin
coding instantly.

First, all sequences in which students described their interpretations and
observations were collected. Then, these sequences were coded based on the usage
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of the languaging method; there were expected to be sequences both with and
without languaging. Focusing on the verbalisation and reasoning of thought
processes, the collected sequences were thus coded into two predetermined
categories: the first category consisted of analytical discussions that included an
explanation or other reasoning and the second group of utterances that lacked
explaining elements. The aspects of languaging were determined using the summing
up of the students’ activity (see Chapter 2.2 Languaging approach as a socio-cultural
framework for teaching poetry) and focusing on the four categories, though applied
to the context of the literature lesson:

a) students produce an answer with interpretation (e.g., codes: using earlier
knowledge, understanding the meaning of poem and giving a notion of
question or problem, reflecting the answer with an argument, analysing the
problem, using relevant terminology, creating new connections);

b) students reflect their own thinking process (e.g., codes: telling the strategy
of problem solving, telling that they do not know or understand the poem);

c) students reflect on each other’s answers; and

d) students reflect on each other’s thinking process.

A category above these was students producing an answer without interpretation
(e.g., code: repeats the word or phrase or term). In the first student group, the
languaging method was in use, and in the second group, it was not used as widely
and or with such versatility.

4. RESULTS

When comparing students’ responses during these two lessons, the differences
between groups A and B are clear: in group A, there was hardly any verbalising of
the thought process, but in group B, several students used the possibilities for
languaging their ideas. They could describe their thoughts to each other and build
their interpretations together in an analytical discussion.

4.1 Unelaborated answers

A rather passive mood continued in the lesson for group A, during which the teaching
experiment was conducted. The group had shown some active participation in the
discussions in previous lessons, but the structure of the lesson and the chosen
method of teacher-led questioning quickly left the students in a relatively passive
state. There was no dialogue, because the students focused only on the teacher
when answering. The answers were mostly correct and shared by other students,
but they lacked all the explaining elements and references to the poem. True
discussion and interpretation of the poem together in a collaborative manner
seemed impossible:
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(01) TS: No millaiset on savikiekkosilmat?
(So, what are clay disc eyes like?)

1: Sokeet.

(Blind.)

2: Isot.

(Big.)

(02) TS: Millaiset on lapiokadet?
(What are shovel hands like?)

5: Semmoset tidksaa lattanat.
(They are like, you know, flattened.)
6: Isot.

(Big.)

Interpretations in both excerpts are possible, but because the students do not
present anything that would back them up, the whole thought process behind the
interpretation remains hidden. Decoding the metaphors and languaging the
decoding process proved to be especially challenging for the students; they were
able to produce only brief and unelaborated observations and impressions.
Languaging and elaborating the answers seemed to be the biggest obstacle, since
when asked to be more precise or just to tell more, the students closed in and
responded quickly with ‘1 don’t know’, which cut off the interaction and any
possibility of dialogue. The stress of the situation seemed to affect both their ability
and willingness to take part in the discussions.

(03) TS: Entés jos syddmena on lapio, niin millainen ihminen on?

(How about if someone has a shovel as a heart, what kind of a person are they then?)
3: Se heittaa kaiken turhan pois.

(They throw away everything they don’t need.)

TS: Joo, perustele?

(Yeah, elaborate?)

3: En maa oikein tiia.

(I don’t really know.)

Student 3 provides an interesting interpretation in the excerpt above, but again, the
thought process is not verbalised and thus remains hidden. To continue a meaningful
discussion, it is important to present ideas and elaborate on them. Only then can the
ideas be discussed, evaluated, and reflected upon (see Rosenblatt, 1994).



AN EXPERIMENT WITH LANGUAGING APPROACH 11

By encouraging and giving immediate positive feedback to the students, it was
possible to gain more elaborate interpretations:

(04) TS: Millainen sydédn on puinen sydan?

(What kind of a heart is a wooden heart?)

4: Se ei 0o niinku lempee ja kiltti vaan se on ilkee.
(It’s not like gentle and kind, but rather it’s mean.)
TS: Miks?

(Why?)

4: En ma tiia.

(I don’t know.)

TS: Se oli ihan hyva vastaus, ihan hyvédksyn sun tulkinnan,
mutta ma haluaisin ettd sa kerrot miksi siita tuli sulle
sellainen vaikutelma?

(It was an okay answer. | do accept your interpretation, but I’d like you to tell me why
this is the impression you had?)

4: En maa-tai siis. Nii ku. Koska se on niinku kova ja silleen kylma?

(I don’t-or well. Like. Because it’s like hard and in a way cold?)

Student 4 first answers the question but provides no further explanation or
description of the thought process behind the answer. When the students were
directly asked for a more precise answer and encouraged to tell what led to it, they
could provide some kind of explanation for their interpretation. The students seem
to hesitate to share their thoughts: they need direct encouraging and verbalised
acceptance for their initial answer before further languaging is possible. The
explanation the student could give is still rather incoherent, but the associations that
led to the interpretation still offer a glimpse of the students’ thought processes.

Systematic requests for explanations made some students slowly give more
elaborate answers. For example, the same student as in the previous excerpt now
unprompted gives a more elaborate interpretation of ‘cardboard legs’:

(05) TS: Jalat on kartonkia. Millaiset jalat siis on?
(The legs are cardboard. So, what are the legs like?)

4: Jotenki siis tosi ohuet silleen, et niinku, et ne ei paljon kesta mitdan. Kartonki on
semmosta.

(So somehow like very thin, so that like, that they don’t really hold up to anything.
Cardboard is like that.)

This answer is clearly more in-depth and thoughtful than before since the student is
trying to describe how they reached their conclusion by describing the impression
they have and then connecting that impression to the poem with a direct reference.
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The student decodes the metaphor and manages to describe the thinking process to
others. However, even though the students were able to decode some of the
metaphors, the discussion and final interpretation fell short. Because the teacher-
led method of questioning leaves little room for students’ own unprompted
participation, languaging their reasoning and arguments remains in the background.
Though the student teacher was open to interpretation, the attempt towards a
collective response might have resembled the courtyard rather than a reconstructed
marketplace (cf. Faust, 2000). None of the students used the terms learned in the
introductory lessons; they were able to point out, for example, alliterations when
asked to do so, but no one used the terms unprompted. The terms learned in
previous lessons did not seem to connect with the text material in the students’
minds; the terms were meaningless to them in the interpretation process.

4.2 Active conversationalists

In their analytical discussions, group B was more active than group A. Group B could
produce more or less defined interpretations of the poem immediately after reading
it. Group B’s students were also able and willing to describe their thought processes
and connotations. Before the languaging exercise in small groups, one student
produced a rather well-rounded interpretation using the term metaphor, which was
learned in the previous lesson:

(06) 1: Tota morkdahan vois periaatteessa jos tohon tekstiin sijoittais? Niin noita

morkoja niin ne vois olla niinku metafora, niinku toi mérko, niin muutokselle. Koska
muutosta ihmisethan pelkaa. Ihmiset pelkaa kaikkea uutta.

(That bogeyman could basically if you’d place in that text? Yeah, those bogeymen then
could be like a metaphor, like that bogeyman, for change. Because change is what people
are afraid of. People are afraid of everything new.)

Student 1 linked the bogeymen of the poem to the idea of change. They suggested
that the word ‘bogeymen’ could be replaced with the word ‘change’, and thus the
bogeymen could be read as a metaphor. When asked to elaborate, the student put
emphasis on a certain line in the poem: ‘We replace all your things with something
else: moon we / call a blob, heart a lump, artis / planning to us and literature a library
card fuelled with A4ds’. With these verses from the poem, the student verified their
theory and linked the interpretation to the poem. That is, Student 1 described their
thought process and their reading of the poem to others through languaging.

After the teacher-led short introduction, the students were divided into small
groups to discuss the poem together. In these collaborative discussions, students
were able to present their ideas, elaborate on them, and together build more
rounded interpretations. Some groups were better equipped for the task and had
satisfying discussions, but others struggled with the poem and the task. The more
productive groups worked systematically question-by-question, negotiated, and
then eagerly engaged in a collaborative interaction, where all kinds of remarks,
feelings, and connotations were welcomed and developed further together:
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(07) 4: Ja sit silmina savikiekot.

(And then clay discs are like eyes.)

5: Nakee vaan harmaata.

(They see only grey.)

6: Nakee vaan harmaata tai ihan. Ei varmaan nad mitaan? Tai ei ndd asioita.
(They see only grey or just, perhaps, don’t see anything? Or don’t see things.)
4: Nii.

(Yeah.)

Compared with the interpretations presented in group A, here the idea of blindness
is developed further. Both groups read the same verse as a metaphor for blindness,
but students in group B could give more insight into the process of decoding the
metaphor. In an ideal situation, Student 6 would also explain why clay discs are
linked to blindness in their mind. It is notable that, unlike the students in group A,
the students in group B could also connect the themes and metaphors to their
everyday lives; they often brought their own experiences and attitudes to the table
during the discussions.

The productive groups of students in group B also actively negotiated and
evaluated ideas before deciding on the most satisfying interpretation. During these
negotiations, students had to reason their ideas and describe their thoughts to each
other. In the following excerpt, students 1 and 2 negotiate and question each other
before reaching a satisfying interpretation:

(08) 1: Sydanta motkaleeksi. Siis sydamelld on arvoa (- -) sitd voidaan
kuvata my6s mutkikkaana.

(The heart is like a blob. So, the heart has value (- -); it can also be described as complex.)
2: Sydan ei ole mutkikas. Tai no oli oikeestaan silloin kun siina oli
tunteita.

(The heart is not complex. Oh well, actually, it was when it had feelings.)
1: Niin mutta nyt puhutaanko biologisesta syddmesta vai henkisesta
syddmesta?

(Yeah, but are we talking now about the biological heart or the

spiritual one?)

2: Molemmat minun mielestdni pumppaavat verta.

(Both in my opinion pump blood.)

Similar collaboration can be seen in the following excerpt, in which students 4, 5, and
6 ponder the nature of the bogeymen. They utilised their own experiences and
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knowledge of the world, and through these shared experiences and memories, they
reached a conclusion:

(09) 5: Ihmisilla on siitd semmonen mielikuva. Niinku kaikesta tummasta alueesta. Et se
pelottaa.

(People have that kind of image of it. Like about all the dark

areas. That they’re scary.)

4: Niin. Vaikka niinku pimeessa vaikka eihdn siind oo mitdan pelottavaa.

(Yeah. Like in the dark even if it’s not scary at all.)

5: Niin ja sit kun niitten silmat ei naa.

(Yeah and then their eyes won'’t see.)

4: Niin ja sit niinku pienendhan kaikki vahan pelkas.

(Yeah and then, as a kid, everyone was a little scared.)

6: Nii ja just sita niinku et pienend kaikki pelkds morkoja.

(Yeah and that’s exactly what | mean, as a kid everyone was scared of the bogeymen.)
The less productive group of students in group B still had major problems with the
poem and languaging task. They were able to produce some incoherent remarks and
impressions, however, developing these ideas further seemed challenging. The
problems with languaging were pretty similar to the problems group A’s students
had. Students in these groups were eager to abandon the task or to not take it
seriously. Nevertheless, they were able to utilise their common knowledge of the

world and tie it to the poem. In the following excerpt, students make a reference to
the animated science fiction comedy film Monsters vs. Aliens:

(10) 7: Sitten. Mika vastakkainasettelu runossa on?

(Then. What kind of juxtaposition does the poem have?)

8: No. Niinku maitopurkkimiehet vastaan muu maailma. He he. En ma tia.
(Well. Like milk carton men against the rest of the world.

[laughing] | don’t know.)

7: Maitopurkkimoérét vastaan muu maailma! Morot vastaan muukalaiset!

(Milk carton bogeymen against the rest of the world! Monsters versus aliens!)

The same students who offered less elaborated responses in group B also had
difficulties with teamwork skills. Although working in a small group offers a more
intimate setting for collaborative dialogue, the students had problems with adjusting
their actions accordingly and focusing on the task at hand together. Students in these
groups seemed to be confused about what was expected of them. It is also
noteworthy that even the productive groups depended heavily on the list of
questions when working together. The questions guided their discussions and
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notions, and only a few students were able to let go of the questions and let the
poem speak for itself.

After the small group discussions, the teacher led a short, summarising
discussion. Each group chose a metaphor from the poem and decoded it to others.
Besides an interpretation, they were also required to explain how they reached the
interpretation. Finally, three different interpretations of the entire poem were
presented to the students. In this final discussion, the students chose the
interpretation they felt was the best and then reasoned their choice. The most
popular interpretation of the poem reads the bogeymen as adults or grown-ups. One
student could tie the interpretation to the poem but also to their own personal
experience:

(11) 10: No munki mielesta toi kakkonen koska tassa on hirveesti tallastad ettd nda morot
on silleen ettd vahan niinku ettd me ollaan parempia kun te. Mutta ja te ette kiitd meita

tarpeeksi. Ja taa kuulosti tosi paljon aikusilta jotka on silleen ettd ma oon kasvattanut
sut mutta sd et silti arvosta sita.

(Well, I too think that option two is best because in the poem, there are so many of these
kinds—like, of bogeymen, that are like: We are better than you and you don’t thank us
enough. And this sounded a lot like adults who are like: | have raised you and still you
don’t appreciate it.)

Student 10 starts with a reference to the previous speaker. This kind of dialogue and
collaborative discussion was typical for students in productive groups. These
students, who were ready and willing to take part in a collaborative discussion in
smaller groups, actively built new knowledge and developed ideas further in the
teacher-led discussion.

5. DISCUSSION

This study answers Sigvardsson’s (2017) request to develop research on the
collective process of reading and shows how a socio-cultural languaging approach
offers students possibilities to discuss their interpretations more vigorously than
during teacher-led lesson discussions. As Sumara (1995) and Naylor (2013) claimed,
more collective interpretations are needed for meaningful reading experiences. This
research shows what kind of difference between the classes there could be when
collective interpretation is offered. It shows how the teacher’s instruction and
teaching method can promote students’ unrestricted thinking and thus create a
courtyard to the classroom (cf. Faust, 2000; Hoglund, 2017). This study also shows
how the languaging approach can activate the students to produce personal
responses to texts and encourage the students to take a more active role (cf. Miller
2011), thus offering a new perspective that combines the languaging approach with
poetry teaching.

Teacher education can improve the teaching of poetry. This study is a concrete
example of how focusing on the needs presented in research can be met during
pedagogical courses in subject teacher education. Finnish teacher education is
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research-based, and it contains courses that include small-scale studies of teaching
experiments—and the theoretical background for studies is covered during the
preceding courses. The studies were executed in teacher training schools, which are
closely connected to teacher education. This arrangement offers both a great
opportunity and an environment in which to experiment in the classroom and
develop teaching methodology.

The languaging approach has been used before for teaching grammar and solving
mathematical problems. This is the first study concerning the approach to teaching
literature and to reflect the interpretative responses of students in different
collaborative lesson contexts. The findings propose that more collective
interpretations of poems should be used in teaching if responses from students are
expected. However, there are many factors to be considered when applying the
languaging approach in practice. Group A’s dynamics and general mood proved to
be a challenge, and the supervising teacher’s knowledge and experiences pushed the
exercise to a more teacher-led approach than was intended. Because the teacher-
led discussion seemed to passivate the students, there was no real interaction or
dialogue; the students had only limited scope to verbalise their thoughts or build
knowledge together through languaging. However, as group B showed, a teacher-
led discussion can produce genuine interaction if the group can work together. The
students in group B produced answers with interpretation and reflected not only
their own thinking process but also each other’s answers and thinking processes. It
is evident that the most fruitful discussions also required the group to have good
teamwork skills. The languaging approach might also develop these skills if exercises
are planned and instructed carefully.

The most advanced discussions also linked terminology to close readings of the
poem and the readers’ own experiences. Discussions like these required the students
to combine knowledge on multiple levels and verbalise their connotations and
conclusions. In the most elaborated interpretations, the students reflected their own
thinking process. One key factor also seemed to be how safe the students felt they
were in the classroom: A safe space promoted acceptance and nurtured the
students’ willingness to try to experiment together. Collective interpretations and
collective meaning-making could thus not only promote meaningful learning but also
strengthen students’ sense of belonging. Teacher-led instruction might be too
structured for this kind of free thinking and experimentation, which results in the
students’ desire to work individually and answer correctly. The difference between
a normal classroom discussion and languaging is also the metacognitive
understanding the teacher can grasp: understanding how students become aware of
their thoughts. Languaging research has shown that the teacher gains a deeper
understanding of students’ knowledge of the subject when students use languaging
and argue their responses.

Languaging research has shown how students’ responses have contained better
argumentation if they have used the required terminology. This study does not
provide additional evidence on this, but it hints at how terminology can help
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students describe their thoughts and findings more accurately. This study is a small-
scale study drawing data from only two different classes; further experiments with
more classes and perhaps with different age groups would improve the quality of
our findings. It must also be noted that group A’s teacher-led discussion might have
been different with the teacher instead of the student teacher, although previous
experiences of the classes prognosed that the languaging approach would have been
more suitable for group B instead of the teacher-led method. There is a need for
iteration of the experiment with more emphasis on the selection of the groups, as
well as the more detailed instructions for short introductory teacher-led discussion
and a rewritten list of possible open-ended questions to discuss. The questions were
now open-ended and focused on both the language and the contents of the poem.
These might be more directly connected to the previous lessons.

When students are languaging their thoughts in a learning context that
encourages them, they do not have the pressure of answering correctly because the
collectiveness supports and empowers them. There might be a need for this kind of
support if the poem is deemed difficult to interpret. In this experiment, the poem
included figurative language, which might have affected how the students
experienced the poem.

Conducting the experiment as part of the teacher studies at a teacher training
school also presented its own limitations to the study. Because of this, there were
no comparison groups. The languaging approach, its theoretical background, and its
use have been included in study modules in some Finnish teacher education
programmes and continuing professional development. Student teachers have been
using it during their training periods, and they have focused on the use of it in their
bachelor’s or master’s theses. The use of languaging in teaching poetry is a relevant
approach, and the variance in teaching methods—especially collective responses—
needs to be further inspected.
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