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Rationale:

Can the use of bibliotherapy, using young adult literature, lead to better motivation and production in the classroom?  Bibliotherapy has been known to have positive results in a one on one setting in dealing with emotional and behavioral issues.  Librarians and therapists have used bibliotherapy for decades in order to try and help individuals cope with personal issues that can be discussed in a literary capacity. 

I currently teach at an “alternative” school and find that these students often have trouble reading something that they cannot relate to. In teaching English in the alternative school setting, one of the biggest complaints from my students is that they “can’t feel” the story. They are having a hard time comprehending character and making inferences about characters’ actions might mean. An inability to relate to the text then causes lack of comprehension which can lead to failure or less than ideal outcomes. Flowerday, Schraw, and Stevenson (2004) found that students’ interest in the situation greatly increased engagement and positive effect on readers. By using bibliotherapy and selecting literature that students can relate to through similar character traits and situations, I am more likely to gain student interest. Students should display better achievement in English class as well as develop coping skills necessary for a successful life.
Bibliotherapy :
In its simplest terms Aiex (1993) defines bibliotherapy as “the use of books to help people solve problems.”  Since teenagers naturally experience difficulty growing up in the world around them, it seems natural to use literature that can help them make sense of their everyday problems while at the same time teaching literature and reading skills.  Given that students in alternative schools deal with emotional and behavioral issues and bibliotherapy addresses academic as well as behavioral, social, and emotional difficulties, it seems like a natural fit.  In their study in School Psychology International, Heath, Sheen, Leavy, Young, and Money (2005) found that bibliotherapy did offer students a opportunity  to learn coping skills in a setting that was safe for the student.  Sridhar and Vaughn (2000) added that bibliotherapy can be used for students with learning and behavior problems as a tool for enhancing reading and comprehension.  In essence, bibliotherapy when used with students in the alternative school setting helps the student with academic achievement and emotional and behavioral difficulties.
Application:

I currently teach a student; we will call her Jill.  It has come to my attention through previous assessments that Jill is a very capable student.  Jill reads independently and I sometimes have to separate her from what she is reading in order to get her to do class work, or class readings.  However, Jill stopped both reading in class and participating in discussions.  Jill does not sleep and does seem to follow along but rarely turns in any work, this makes checking for comprehension difficult.  It is clear that she is able to do the work, and I know from previous classes that she is capable, but she just sits there looking at it.  There is no motivation to really analyze the novel she is being asked to read in class or do any work. Something must be causing this disconnect. 
 This is my second year teaching Jill, and it has also come to my attention that she deals with issues that manifest themselves in self mutilation.  In simpler terms, Jill cuts herself, which leads me to believe she has an internal struggle that may be affecting her ability to progress academically.  
After talking to Jill’s other teachers it seems they were having similar troubles, and they seem to be getting worse.  I noticed that Jill is a little more distant than in the previous years and she pretty much just stopped performing academically.  Angela Belcher-Epps, my colleague in the English department, who has taught Jill and got her involved in her school book club, had this to say:

“For a while, Jill was less communicative.  Then one day she “crashed” and seemed to be more introverted than usual.  One day another student came to tell me that Jill was in the bathroom and seemed upset.  I went in to find her extremely distraught not answering questions, with a distant expression.  I took her to the office to the social worker”

Clearly an intervention was necessary.  From previous research I was aware of bibliotherapy and thought it would be a worthwhile endeavor.  After consulting my principal, the school psychologist, and the school social worker, we decided an intervention would be appropriate and realistic in an alternative school setting that allowed us to properly monitor Jill because of resources and small class sizes.
Young Adult Literature:

Having identified the fact that Jill cuts herself, I needed to identify a novel in which the protagonist is suffering from the same issue.  Cut by Patricia McCormick is that novel.  Cut is a 2000 novel targeted at young adults. In 2002 it was named one of the American Library Associations "Best Books for Young Adults" for that year.  Cut is a well-reviewed young adult novel that has been recognized for its literary merit.  I find it also a perfect connection that this is a Young Adult Novel aimed at Jill’s exact age group.  Controversy can surround YA novels, especially ones that lack literary depth.  The fact that this novel was recognized by the oldest and largest library association in the world, according to Wikipedia, offers evidence of its literary merit.  
Team:

In addition to the school psychologist, Jill’s aforementioned teachers, I will also consult Jill’s guardians and my peer in the English Department, Mrs.Belcher-Epps.  This peer is aware of Jill and her issue and has developed a strong relationship with her.  Jill often seeks her out when she is having trouble in school.  
Plan:


As I said before, Jill is currently in my English III class.  We had just begun reading The Crucible by Arthur Miller when it became obvious that she quit performing in the classroom.  I decided I would offer her an independent study, basically exchanging The Crucible for Patricia McCormack’s Cut.  In the meantime I would monitor her progress in my classroom, as well as communicate with her classroom teachers, in order to monitor progress outside of my classroom.   This was an extra load for me as a teacher, which required quick reading and lesson planning.  It was also going to obviously take collaboration, however this is made possible by the alternative school learning environment and the attention that I am able to give to students that need it the most.  
I designed a unit that was intended to last about two weeks.  I assigned readings and assessments by page number and met with Jill to talk about the reading and assignments.  Aiex (1993) provided five basic procedures for bibliotherapy.  These included: (1) motivation with introductory activities, (2) reading time, (3) incubation time, (4) follow-up discussion time, and (5) evaluation and closure. 
 
Jill and I met after she completed each reading selection that was assigned to ensure “follow-up discussion time.”  I would always give her the opportunity to “incubate” longer if necessary.  Since we are dealing with sensitive issues it is important check her comfort level.  The lesson was planned for two weeks, which should allow plenty of “reading time.”  I was able to “evaluate” her through discussions, learning activities associated with the novel as well as her reading journal.   
Gathering Data:


I relied largely on qualitative data.  Pre and post tests were administered to assess the student’s willingness to read and do the work associated with literary analysis and the text itself.  Pre and post-tests assed the student’s feeling toward reading “traditional” text versus reading a selection based on the students own interests and feelings.  This process elicited feedback from the one who matters the most; the student.  Jill was asked to meet with the school psychologist throughout the process in order to monitor her personal feedback as well as emotional well being.  I met with Jill after she completes each assigned reading section to offer an opportunity to discuss and process the novel, as well as any feelings associated with the readings.  Lastly, Jill was asked to keep a reading journal as she completes her nightly readings.  

Jill’s guardians have also been made aware of what is happening and are in full support.  I asked them for their feedback regarding Jill’s behavior and motivation to complete assignments in the home setting.  Lastly, Jill’s other teachers were consulted for feedback throughout the process.  
Findings:

Can the use of bibliotherapy, using young adult literature, lead to better motivation and production in the classroom?  I believe the answer to this question is a resounding, yes.
Likert Surveys (pre and post)  

When Jill completed the pre-test it seemed obvious that her personal issues were making it hard for her to work.  When asked if emotional distress distracts her from classwork production she marked “strongly agreed.”  Jill felt that her teachers prepared her and when asked if not being able to “relate” to the material affected her motivation she marked “disagreed.”  Jill seems to also be saying that she is capable, just distracted by internal struggle.  Jill “agreed” that she was excited to read a Young Adult novel that represented her age group.


Upon completion I post-tested Jill, using the Likert scales for more feedback and I gave her some exit questions.  When asked if Cut helped her deal with emotional issues that distracted her in the classroom she “agreed.”  Jill also changed her mind and “agreed” that not relating to information in her classes causes her motivation to suffer.  Seeing her own motivation change seems to have made an impression on her.  If this study helped her motivation she may want to stay motivated and realizes relating to the material does help.  


The exit questions allowed Jill to give more specific feedback.  When asked if reading about a character you can connect to emotionally helped deal with her own emotional stress she replied, “Yes, because I like reading about a character that has the same problems as me.”  When asked if she believed that dealing with her emotions helped her concentrate on her school work, she said “Yes, because they (emotional problems) distract me from doing my work.”  Jill also said the best part of the reading and unit was, “I am more interested in it.”  This seems to support my assertion that she wants to be motivated and understands that relating to the information will help her do that.
Meetings and Assessments 
Jill started slowly and at first did not do the assignments associated with the reading.  However, she did read and we were able to meet and discuss.  Jill and I have always had a good relationship and she trusted me enough to try this research with her, however it was very surface level and never delved into her feeling or emotions, especially relating to her cutting herself.  Throughout our discussions about characters, motivations and plot details, it became obvious to me that Jill was sharing about herself.  Jill would talk about how she felt similar and different to the girl in the novel and compared their situations.  This showed a new level of awareness on her part.  Jill also began sharing more of her personal feelings about her own cutting and the emotions that surround it.      
After a few sessions Jill began to complete work and catch up on what she was missing.  We also began having discussions about her other classes.  Jill and I also began to make a list of work she needed to make up for other classes in order to catch up where she had fallen behind.  

The plan was originally slated to last two weeks, however because of breaks in school (Thanksgiving), we extended the timeframe to three weeks.  Also, because of the slow start.  I wanted to follow the guidelines of bibliotherapy and make sure there was proper incubation time.  For this particular issue, I wanted to be sensitive and give her enough time to process what she was experiencing.    
When asked if she had been cutting herself since starting the bibliotherapy unit, she said, “No.” 
Other Classroom Teacher:

I communicated with Jill’s world history teacher, Robert Escamilla, throughout the process.  He expressed strong concern about Jill’s grades and motivation before the start of my study.  When Jill and I completed our bibliotherapy unit, he had this to say, 

“Jill has made a major transformation in terms of performance in history class.  She has moved to from the bottom of the class (40 average) to the top at this point in time (B average).  She seems to have clear purpose and motivation, and it does not appear to be a momentary phase.”

Bibliotherapy and dealing with emotional stress has not only increased her
motivation in my English class, but across the curriculum as well.

English Department Peer:


Mrs. Belcher-Epps, who was able to describe her view of Jill’s state prior to our work, also noted many improvements-improvements that I believe speak for themselves.  Before the intervention Mrs. Belcher-Epps said,
“Jill displayed a great deal of angst.  She communicated with me on a regular basis. She was often distant and distracted.  She had a very troubled demeanor, and was not very interactive.  She would come in, appear to be down, and be rather nervous or jittery.  She was more often in distress than not.”
During the period of bibliotherapy she noticed the following behaviors,

“During a book club meeting, she made a personal statement about her early childhood and how the character in the book was similar to her mother. I thought this was of note because she felt comfortable enough to share it with the group-- displaying a greater level of engagement and trust with peers.”
“Jill resumed her visits to my classroom with much less angst. She has been coming to ask for a snack-- saying that she hasn't eaten breakfast and is hungry. She seems more aware of her physical state. Before she seemed totally detached from her physical state except to express concerns about her appearance. She would accept a snack if I offered it. Now she seems more self aware.”

“Jasmine stayed after school two days to make up her work with one of her least favorite teachers. She was not in distress, and afterwards, when I asked how it went, she said it went fine. This was not the norm.”
“Jill’s grandmother shared that Jasmine has been self-advocating re: taking her medication.”
“Jill has not visited for a few days, but she has not seemed as detached from her surroundings. I noticed her walking and talking casually with a male classmate, which I haven't seen her do before. She definitely seems somewhat more engaged with her peers.”

School Psychologist:

Anna Chaney, our school psychologist was enlisted to be a part of this action research team.  Anna met with Jill before the intervention, during and after.  She had these observations to contribute:

· Pre Book: Jasmine made no eye contact, looked down, shaking leg constantly, baggy clothing, body concealed with lots of clothes, quiet voice, no verbal initiation only short answers to my questions, low affect, no art material out.
· Book Started: She initiated verbal interaction with me for the first time ever!, some eye contact for the first time, posture more erect, short verbalizations, positive feedback expressed.
· Next Meeting during Book: Jasmine maintained eye contact considerably longer than ever, verbal responses were lengthier than ever before, she was able to effectively express some uncomfortable feelings surrounding the upcoming holidays (Thanksgiving) in an appropriate manner, she held art materials in hand with a drawing she was working on (from this point on and in subsequent meetings she seemed to have a work (art) in hand and in progress)

· Meeting after Book: Jill maintained eye contact the entire time, expressed positive feelings about the book and anticipation of doing another book. Her posture was erect, not extraneous/nervous fidgeting, her clothes were more tailored to fit her body (not too baggy, not too tight), art material drawing in hand, still body concealed by clothing, and reports that she is doing her work in her classes.

In her opinion Jill, “truly benefited from the project.”  
Discussion:


How many of our beloved students are failing or being held back because of emotional stress?  How many students are we leaving behind because we simply can’t help them?  How many are falling behind because they can’t relate to the material they are learning?  Everyone has a background and life beyond school and we can’t expect it disappear in the classroom.   As educators we must find ways to reach all of our students and provide opportunities to do so.  We need educators to offer other options to struggling students because failing grades are not always skill related.  In the English classroom I believe this means constructing a classroom library and growing those options.  We must find ways to bring in Young Adult literature that relates to our students lives and experiences.
Jill is an extreme case that had results I could not even be prepared for.  Her turnaround has been remarkable.  Things will be ongoing, we have made plans to meet weekly and discuss her workload, we are also looking of another good read, but most importantly the “bad” days seem fewer and farther between and she is completing work and making plans to graduate.  How many other students can we help by providing options that they relate to?  Students who have emotional or behavioral distress should have other options in their classrooms, especially when that distress is not allowing the students to succeed.

I also see other implications for bibliotherapy.  Maybe there are children in gangs that could be helped by reading about that experience, not running from it.  Many African Americans and other minorities struggle in the classroom; perhaps Culturally Relevant Pedagogy can help them connect to the material better and increase motivation and succeed.  What about the digital twenty first century learner: the ones we can’t keep off of their cell phone or ipods?  Perhaps using media he can relate to like, Twitter, Facebook, or Instagram can help him succeed.

We have a quickly changing world in a country that is one of, if not the most diverse on the planet.  As educators we have to continue to challenge ourselves to teach every student.  There could be many perfectly intelligent and capable students, just like Jill, that are dropping out, failing, or just causing havoc in the classroom simply because we are not changing our instruction to include them.  It could be emotional stress, behavioral issues, issues involving race, but if we do not get to know our students, and in some cases modify instruction to them, there will be many children we can’t help; and this is not and should not be an option.

Extended Discussion:


Throughout this process I could not be more thoroughly happy about the school in which I teach.  A student like Jill, and many of my other students, could not get the help they need anywhere but here.  The alternative school setting that I teach in has a school social worker, psychologist, and a small enough setting that allows collaboration with other teachers and peers.  We are able to give our students the attention they need in order to succeed in the classroom.  Not all students are “traditional” and there must continue to be options that allow teachers the ability to diversify their instruction to meet the needs of their student populations.  We have to make sure that we promote alternative options for struggling students.  Not “easier” or less strenuous workloads, but instruction that matches their particular needs and gives them the same opportunity to succeed as anyone else.  Many of the students we receive have been placed out of other schools; in some ways we are their last hope when other schools have deemed them un-teachable.  I am not sure what would have happened to Jill if she never came across the doors of our alternative school, and for the sake of every student like her that struggles because of issues unrelated to skill, I hope I never have to find out.        
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Action Research Release Form

We ___________________and_______________(parent/guardian) of __Jasmine Portee_______(student participant) are aware of and agree to the action research project being conducted by __Curtis Harris__(NC State Graduate Student).  We are aware of the content of this research project and offer it our full support in the effort to encourage the aforementioned students’ academic and emotional progress.  We understand that this is an Action Research project being done in association with North Carolina State University and its Graduate student researcher and not Mary E. Phillips High School or Wake County Public Schools.  The research will be presented to students, faculty and teachers of North Carolina State University.  Name of student participant will not appear in research.

Participant Signatures:

Guardians:






Researcher:

___________________




_________________

___________________  

