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lntroduction. 

Recently ~ there has been a move among educators to incorporate the experiences 

of different ethnic, religious, gender and cultural groups in the standard school 

curriculum.~ which had previously consisted of the experiences of the middle class, 

Anglo-Saxon culture. The beginnings of this movement can be traced back to the mid· 

60s when literary theorists began shift their focus from the text itself to the reader of the 

text. According to Rosenblatt, a text is "simply paper and ink" until a reader evokes its 

meaning and it becomes a literary workl. Therefore, the reader's stance or "mental set" 

towards a text becomes very importanr. 

There are two different readings of any text: an efferent reading and an aesthetic 

reading. If a reader sets out with the intention of seeking information from a text, then 

slbe is taking an efferent stance towards the text. If the reader sets out with the intention 

of experiencing a story or poem, the attention of the reader will then be focused on the 

new experience the reading is creating, an experience which draws on and stirs up 

personal feelings, memories, attitudes and ideas. This second type of reading is termed 

the aesthetic reading3 . Tradi tionally, children were expected take an efferent stance 

towards literary texts in the curriculum. The text was seen to hold intrinsic meaning to be 

uncovered by students4• However, recently, some educators have begun to recognize that 

the aesthetic reading is not only an equally valid way of reading a literary text, but also 

often yields a richer experiences, Therefore in many schools it is expected that the reader 

of the text will bring his/her own identity and experiences to the text and will then extract 

'Rosenblatt., 1974, p. ix. 
2Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 268. 
3 ibid., p. 268-269. 
4Cherlaod 125. 
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his/her own meaning from the text6. In this model, the cultural identities and values of 

students interact with the cultural models presented in the text'. Therefore, a child who 

comes from a different culture than the one on which the text is based will get a very 

different reading than a child whose cultural background is the same as the cultural from 

which the text comes. It then becomes obvious that a homogenous cannon is problematic 

for students of diverse backgrounds. This has lead many educators to recognize that 

literacy is about the values of a culture as well as the acquisition of skills8. Therefore 

some educators are trying to provide a range of literary experiences to the multi-cultural 

classroom to give students more "involvement and choice» in the development of their 

The traditional materials used by the school literary canon have been criticized 

not only for being middle class and Anglo-Saxon, but also for being male. According to 

Swann, analyses of children's stories in the 1970s and 1980s showed that there are more 

males than females in general in these stories. While some stories have no female 

characters at all, stories with no male characters are extremely rare. Males more often 

play the leading role, going on adventures and going further away from home. Females 

play secondary roles and are more passive~ often being restricted to traditional, 

stereotyped roles that are spatially limited to the homelO. In a 1982 study of picture 

books, 65% of the illustrations were of boys and 35% of the illustrations were of girlsll. 

s Rosenblatt 274. 
6Millard 41. 
? Elaine Millard's claim that most children are expected to take the aesthetic stance towards the school 
literary curriculum is disputed by Rosenblatt, who claims that the aesthetic reading is still heavily neglected 
in favor of efferent reading. 
BFerdman 360. 
9ibid.366. 
JOSWalID 98. 
lILangennall 134. 
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Fortunately, the literary gender imbalance has been steadily decreasing since these 

studies were done; writers and publishers as well as educators have made efforts to make 

up for some of the gender imbalances12 . 

Cultural differences between the classroom and the home have been cited as the 

reason that children from non~white ethnic groups have difficulties in the education 

system. However, although the literary curriculum is male dominated, girls in fact do 

better in English and reading than boys l3. 

Meredith Cherland says that part of the reason girls perform better in reading and 

writing than boys is that American culture sets up females as people who read fiction for 

pleasure l4 . The culture, however, discourages boys from reading fiction and instead 

directs them toward reading non~fictionI5. Since girls are encouraged to read fiction for 

pleasure and fiction is used primarily in the literary canon, girls have an edge on reading 

in the classroom. Girls are also culturally taught to read in a way that allows them to 

identify with the protagonist, male or female I 6; therefore allowing them to enter the story 

in a way that enables them to draw their own meaning out of the text. Boys however, are 

taught to read in a different way that utilizes what Cheri and calls the "discourse of 

action," which involves discussing whether events in the book are realistic and exciting 17. 

Girls however use the "discourse of feeling," which focuses on characters' emotions, 

personal relationships, etc. This stance is much more in synch with the aesthetic reading 

of a text. Therefore, in this model, girls tend to do better than boys. 

12Swann 99, 
l3ibid. 114. 
14 Cherland points out that the media is full of images of girls and women reading. These are found on 
notecards, birthday cards, and greeting cards, among other places (Cherland 90). 
15Cherland 198. 
16 Cherland 133. 
17 Ibid. 
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In an effort to draw boys into the reading curriculum, teachers often include more 

books about boys in the classroom, both as a part of the literary curriculum and as a part 

of displays of books in libraries and classrooms. This is because there is an attitude 

among educators that boys will not read books about girls 18and moreover, that there is 

something shameful about a boy reading a "girls' book,,19. This results in a male 

dominance of the literary curriculum2o. 

How does this unequal gender representation affect girls and boys? A study done 

by Elaine Millard shows that girls' favorite stories have female protagonists and boys' 

favorite stories have male protagonists21 . In the classroom~ then, girls are not getting 

access to their favorite books while boys are culturally inhibited from reading and 

enjoying girls' books. The question for my research is what are the implications 011 

literary skills for a boy who is reading a girls' book, or for a girl who is reading a boys'· 

book? Will there be differences in comprehension, the way the story is perceived, and/or 

the child's ability to identify with the protagonist? 

In the classroom, girls are expected to identify with boys' experience, concurrent 

with the idea that "male experience equates with human experience22." However, boys 

are almost never expected to identify with female protagonists because of the perception. 

discussed earlier, that they would be unable to be interested in or identify with the main 

character in a "gjrls' book." 

Elaine Millard has also proposed that females, in general. are socialized to read 

J8ibid. 148. 
19Segel 177-178. 
2°ibid. 180. 
21Millard 57. 
22Cheriand 124. 
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books in a way that is friendly to the aesthetic reading ofa text23. Females apparently 

more successfully identify with any gendered protagonist and find it easier to enter the 

world of the nove124 . If this is so, then in my study, the way the girls and boys respond to 

the text will differ in respect to the degree of identification they have with the main 

character. Another part of the aesthetic stance that is more culturally female friendly is 

that this stance places emphasis on the relationships between characters, feelings and 

sensory perceptions2s . This is more female friendly because, according to Cherland, 

when talking about literature, boys use a discourse of action, while girls use a discourse 

of feeling26• The discourse of action includes ideas such as what happened, when it 

happened, and a general pre-occupation with what Cherland calls "the logic of the text27,'~ 

in other words, how what happens in the book fits in with their own view of how the 

world works. The discourse of feeling, which girls tend to use, includes discussion 

about the very issues that the aesthetic stance emphasizes: relationships, interactions, 

characters' feelings. Therefore, I also hypothesize that there will be a difference between 

the way the boys and girls talk about the text. 

The main difference between the girls and the boys: I hypothesize, will be that the 

boys will be less able to identify with a story about a girl than a story about a boy. This is 

because neither in the classroom nor at home are boys encouraged to read books with 

girls as protagonists. I also hypothesize that girls will not have the same problems 

identifying with a male protagonist because in the classroom, girls are expected to read 

and understand books with boy protagonists. Appleyard, as cited by Millard, claims that 

23Millard 44. 
2.\Bleich 239. 
25Millard 41-44. 
26Cheriand 144. 
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girls often seek to read stories about boys because boys are often portrayed as having 

qualities of rebellion that girls need for their own identities28. However, there are now 

more books with rebellious female characters. Teenage girls in particular have rebellious 

heroines abounding in series books such as the Sweet Valley High. Even so~ the fact 

remains that girls read more "boys'" books than boys read "girls'" books. 

Methodology. 

The subjects for this study were a group of twenty-one nine and ten year aIds. In 

choosing this age group for the study, I took into account several factors. By three and a 

half years, children have acquired gender identity,29 that is, they can identify themselves 

as male or fernale3o• By seven, they already have different ways of approaching the text 

and are beginning to link reading experiences to their gender31. 

But it is in late childhood or the pre-teens, according to Appleyard, where the 

child begins to identify themselves with the hero/heroine of the story and see the story as 

an analog of their own lives32. I have chosen the nine and ten age group for my study 

because they will tend to see themselves in the protagonist's place. Also, this is an age 

group where gender identity is viewed as a dualistic concept (the attributes that boys have 

cannot be the attributes that girls havel\ yet it is before adolescence, when sexual 

identity is a central issue and is constantly being challenged and called into question. 

The story used for the purposes of this study is an Athabaskan legend that was 

2?ibid. 143. 
28Millard 109. 
29Bleich 238. 
300olombok and Fivush 91. 
31Millard 11. 
32Mill.ard 109. 
23Cherland 55. 
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probably unfamiliar to the children (See Appendix A)34. The original story features a 

young girl who turns into a fish and spends a year swimming about with the school 

learning from their ways. She eventually returns to her family to teach them how the fish 

wish to be treated so that the fish will return to her family's fishing camp every year and 

they will never go hungry again. 

In order to make sure that the children respond to the gender of the protagonist 

and not other gendered aspects of the story, in other words, I wanted the only thing that 

made the story gendered to be the gender of the protagonist. Therefore, I tried to find a 

story that had gender neutral content. Children can distinguish girls' books from boys' 

books by content: boys' books have war, animals, adventure~ girls' books are about 

people and their interactions, which mayor may not have the back drop of an 

adventure35 . Although according to this criterion, this siory, which is about the animal 

world, would be a boys' story, there are now many books that feature girls interacting 

with animals36• Another reason that the story might be considered male is that the plot of 

the story is in the home~away-home framework. At the beginning of the story, the 

protagonist is at home. Then, she goes on ajourney far away from home, has an 

adventure and returns home at the end37. This structure is considered by many to be 

male, simply because traditionally, female characters are spatially limited to the home. In 

defense> I would like to suggest that there are many things about this story that are gender 

neutral and some things that are female. 

Traditionally) in addition to being spatially limited to the home) female characters 

34Renner. 
3sIbid. 147. 
36 Such as Julie o/the Wolves by Jean Craighead George and Robin McKinley fantasies. 
3'Diane Anderson, personal communication, 12/5/97. 
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do not exercise agency. Therefore, any ungendered character may be assigned masculine 

gender if slbe exercised agency. However, the fish child in this story does not exercise 

agency very often. The child is standing on a river bank and watching. Then the child 

slips, falls, and is changed into a fish. Later in the story, the child listens to what the fish 

have to say. The only time the child does anything active is when the child remembers 

what the fish say and when she tells her family what the fish have said. The actions of 

listening and speaking to her family traditionally tend to be female actions. Therefore, 

while home-away-home structure may imply maleness, the child's tendencies to listen 

and speak could imply femaleness. Therefore, I think this story, if not perfectly gender 

neutral, could be both male and female because the content of the story contains both 

male and female aspects. 

The subjects were divided in the three groups. Each set of subjects contained a 

roughly equal number of both girls and boys. One set of subjects (three girls and three 

boys) read Story A (Appendix A) and responded to it. 

I have modified the story in Appendix B so that the protagonist is male. Another 

set of subjects (three girls and three boys) read this story and responded to it. 

Appendix C contained a modification with a gender neutral protagonist and the 

third set of subjects (five girls and four boys) responded to this story. Tllis set of subjects 

was asked whether they thought the protagonist is male or female. To gauge whether the 

story was content neutral, I read Story C to some of my peers and asked them whether 

they thought the protagonist was male or female. Most of my peers seemed to thinl( the 

story was about a male. This result was concurrent with a 1987 study by DeLoache, 

Cassidy, and Carpenter, which fOWld that when reading books to their toddlers, "mothers 
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label about 90% of characters for whom gender is unknown as male38." However, I 

could not find studies that ran the same experiment on children. I speculate that the 

difference between the mothers in the DeLoache study and the children in my study is 

that the mothers in the study, as well as my peers may have been exposed to literature 

that contains more stereotyped characters. Since the world of literature has been 

becoming more equitable since the early' 80s, the children in my sturdy may not have 

been exposed to literature which contains such explicit stereotypes. 

The subjects were run individually. I explained to each child that we would read 

a story together and then I would ask them some questions. I asked their permission to 

tape record the interview. The first six subjects were test subjects for my questionnaire 

(Appendix D), which was revised following those interviews (Appendix E). 

The subjects were given a copy of the story, then I read the story to them, having 

them follow along. Then I asked questions about their personal history (Appendix E). 

These questions also served as a distracter to distance them from the story39. This part of 

the interview included questions about their parents' occupations, who they live with, and 

the ages and sexes of all their siblings. This was to ascertain the types of role models 

they have at home. The next part of the interview consisted of questions about their 

reading history. This was to detetmine what kinds of early models they had of reading. 

Questions such as "Who taught you to read?" and "Who reads the most in your family?" 

determine whether they might have a reason to see reading as a male or female activity. 

Questions about what sorts of books they read as children and what sorts of books they 

38Golomhok and Fivush 3l. 
:l?I wanted to use a distracter to more fairly test recall and to let the story "sink" into the children's minds. 
Intuitively, it did not seem reasonable to ask the children questions about the story directly after reading it 
to them. 
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read now determine whether the subject matter of the story will be alien or distasteful to 

them. 

The final part of the interview consists of a set of questions about the story 

(Appendix E). 

According to Cherland, in testing narrative comprehension, there are five different 

types of questions. The first is the recall question, for which the answer is usually a 

single word or noun phrase (What color? What? Where?). The second type of question 

involves asking the subject to recount the plot (Then what happened?) A third type of 

question necessitates a deeper understanding of the story involving character motivations 

(Why did x do y?) The fourth type of question asks the subject to identify the uses of 

literary devices: such as metaphor or symbols. The fifth type of question involves 

extending the ideas in the text to other areas of knowledge the subject already possesses. 

(What does the story say about family life? What were x's opinions on racism?)40 

In this study, all questions were used except the fourth type. In addition to the 

five questions that Cherland identifies, I have incorporated a question that gets the subject 

to identify with the protagonist of the story (What would you have done if you were x? 

How would you have felt if you were x?) 

Then I asked the subject very general questions about how he/she felt about the 

story. (Did you like the story? What was the best thing about it? What was the worst 

thing?) In the trial in which the subjects will read the story with the gender neutral 

protagonist, I asked about the gender of the main character. In all the trials, I asked the 

subject if the protagonist could have been a boy or girl,41 depending on the group. 

4°CherJand 125. 
~ I In Group C, if the subject identified the protagonist as a boy, I asked them if it could have been a girl or 
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The Setting 

All of the subjects except one were in the fourth grade. Twelve subjects (eight girls; four 

boys) were from a public elementary school located in Swarthmore, PA, a suburb of 

Philadelphia. Another nine (six boys, three girls) were from a Quaker private school 

located in Haverford PA, another suburb of Philadelphia One subject was nine, but was 

in the third grade. He attended another private school in the area. This subject was tested 

in the late afternoon in a classroom at Haverford College. He was the only subject not 

tested in a school environment. 

All the subjects at the Swartlunore public school were from the same fourth grade 

class. At this school, I ran the subjects right after their lunch period, during their silent 

reading time. I would use an empty classroom for the interviews. Although empty, the 

classrooms were never quiet, for other teachers and students were constantly roaming 

around. Noise from the playground and the hall also filtered into the classroom. Because 

of time restrictions at this school, four of the subjects were run by two female volunteers 

from Swarthmore College. 

Although the children from the Quaker private school were [rom two different 

fourth grade classes, the two classes seemed to follow the same schedule and curriculum. 

The first three subjects were tested in a noisy hallway outside the classroom. The other 

subjects were tested either in the office of the school's reading specialist or in a hallway 

outside the office. Both of these locations were relatively quiet with few things to 

compete for the subjects' attentions. I ran these subjects continuously during the school 

day. 

vice versa. 
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Both of these schools were predominantly white and therefore only one of the 

subjects was of a non-white ethnicity. All of the children except two girls lived with both 

parents. One of the single parent girls lived with her mother and her step-father and the 

other lived with her father. 

The school reading experience of the children in the Swarthmore public school 

could be divided into three categories. The students had a period of silent reading each 

day in which they could read a book of their choosing. Then, each day the teacher would 

read to them. While I was working with the students, the teacher was reading Are All the 

Giants Dead Yet? by Mary Norton, a fantasy about a boy who wakes up one morning in a 

world peopled by fairy tale characters. He then has to save a princess under an evil spell. 

As a class) they were also reading aloud together, working their way through Dear Mr. 

Henshaw by Beverly Cleary, a book about a lonely ten year old boy and his 

correspondence with his favorite writer. 

The reading curriculum at the Quaker private school was structured in a similar 

manner to the Swarthmore public school's. They also had a silent reading period and 

many students implied that they were spending much time during class reading books of 

their choice when they were supposed to be working. As a class they had just finished 

reading The Trumpet of the Swan by E.B. White, a book about a mute swan who wants to 

learn to play the tnunpet so he can woo his love. They were beginning to read My Side of 

the Mountain, by Jean Craighead George a "survival story" about a boy who goes out to 

live in the woods. Both teachers read aloud to their class every day. They were both in 

the middle of Where the Red Fern Grows, a book about a boy and his tvvo dogs. 

At both schools, all of the books read as a part of the literary curriculum were 
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about boys or male animals. While Beverly Cleary and Jean Craighead George have both 

written books with female heroines, the books chosen for class reading had male 

protagonists. This concurs with the studies ofCherland and others that claim the school 

literary canon is male dominated and that educators are more likely to choose "boy 

books" for class reading. This will be important to keep in mind as we examine the 

children's response to the three different versions of the fish·child story. 

Results and Discussion. 

Fish-girl. Fish~boy? 

Of the four girls and four boys in Group C (gender neutral protagonist), only one 

child (a nine year old girl from the Swarthmore public school) thought that the 

protagonist was a girl. The other children all thought the protagonist was male. The one 

child who did think the fish child was a girl did not use the word girl immediately, in 

contrast to the other children used the word boy immediately. 

Tisha: What happened in this story? 

SubjecJ 7: A child feU in the water cause the salmon was swimming 

Tisha: And then what happened? 

Subject 7: She fell in 1he water and she turned into a salmon 

This girl begins using the word child directly from the story and when the use of a 

pronoun becomes necessary, she uses a feminine pronoun. TI1is subject could not supply 

a reason she thought the fish child was a girl, nor did she appear to realize that the 

pronouns had been left out of the story. 

In most instances, the children would immediately begin to use boy to refer to the 

protagonist, although in the reading of the story only the word child had been used. This 

reference was usually as immediate as the first few words of the response to the fIrst 
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question, What happened in this story? 

Subject 8 (ma/e): A boy was waiting for the salmon to come, he tripped on some gravel and fell in the river 

Subject 2(male): The guy turned into a fish .... 

Subject 21 (female).' A boy who wished to swim like a fish, he went down to the willow trees and he went 

down ". 

Subject: 20(female): A boy fell into a river and became a salmon ..... he finally saw his family again .... 

It was obvious that most of the children did not realize that there were no 

references to the protagonist's gender until the end of the interview when I asked them 

whether they thought the protagonist was a boy or girL Most of the children could not 

give a reason for their answer. Subject 2, a boy, said "That's just how I imagined it." 

This boy tried to supply a reason for his answer. 

Tisha: Do you think the fish child was a boy or a girl? 

Subjec/ 18: A boy. 

Tisha: Why do you feel that way? 

Subjecl 18: (picking up the story and looking through it) because it says here "his brother .... " 

Tisha: No, there aren't any pronouns in the story. 

Subject: There aren't? We1l I guess 1 thought that because a girl would be staying home and knitting or 

something ..... 1 guess it could have been a girl. 

This girl claims at fIrst that she only referred to the protagonist as a boy because 

the gender was not explicit and she needed pronouns for the sake of convenience. 

Tisha: Do you think the fish child was a boy or a girl or do you not know? 

Subject 20: I don't know. 

Tisha: But you've been referring--

Subjecl 20: Yeah, but it didn't really say; like I wasn't -- I didn't think it was a boy but just to talk about 

him ( said boy. 

Tisha: So do you think it's more likely that it's a boy or more likely that it's a girl? 

Subject 20: More likely that it's a boy. 
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Tisha: Why? 

Subject 20: r don't know .... 1 kind of just think it's a boy. 

Even though this child admitted she really did not know the gender of the 

protagonist, she did say that it was more likely that the fish child was a boy. This 

perception probably prompted her to use the word boy to refer to the fish child. Although 

she claims that she only refen·ed to the fish child as male for convenience, she never used 

the word child throughout her interview. In fact, a boy was the first noun phrase she used 

in her interview (see above). This subject later said that because the story did not reveal 

the gender ofthe protagonist, the fish child could have been a girl. 

Another girl was able to supply the reason she thought the fish child was more 

likely to be a boy. Like Subject 20, she had been using masculine references throughout 

her interview. 

Tisha: Do you think the fish child was a boy or a girl or do you not know? 

Subject 21: I think it's a boy. 

Tisha: Why do you think that? 

Subject 21: It'sju~l seems like it. 

Tisha: What makes it seem like that? 

Subject 21.' I think usually a girl wouldn't-- her father wouldn't let her follow him and his son to go 

caribou hunting. I think it just seems like a boy. 

Tisha: So do you think the fish child could've been a girl? 

Subject 21: 1 guess (doubtfully) .... it just seems more like a boy. 

Although the story explicitly said that the childJs parents and brother were going 

to leave to go caribou hunting, it seems that this girl heard that thefather and brother 

were going to leave to go caribou hunting. This may stem from an association of hunting 

as a primarily male activity. It may also be the association of male experience with 
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human experience; somehow,parents meanBfather rather than/ather and mother. When 

1 read my classmates this story) many of the reasons they cited for thinking the story was 

about a boy seemed similarly illogical. It is hard to tell whether there was anything 

explicitly male about the story or whether any gender neutral character would have been 

preswned male Wltil proven otherwise. This would certainly follow the tendency of 

English to assign the masculine gender to pronouns that are supposed to refer to both 

males and females. 

As I have said previously, it may be the interaction with animals or the home

away-home structure that made the children think. the fish-child was male. Also, in their 

school curriculum, all of the children in Group C were reading books that featured males 

in the leading roles. Since they might not have been exposed to canonical1iterature with 

female protagonists, they might have assumed that the fish child was male. If the 

story is not gendered by content, it could be the case that any protagonist that was not 

engaging in stereotypical female activity would automatically be assigned the masculine 

gender, as with the mothers who did just that with picture books. 

Most of the children, both male and female, thought the fish child could have 

been either male or female (Question 10) However~ one of the girls in Group A seemed 

to think that the content of the story was essentially female. 

Sarah (interviewer): Could the fIsh child have been a boy? We know she was a girl, but would the story 

have made sense if the fish child was a boy? 

SubjecJ 12: No ..... because the boy would have to be a hunter and a girl would have to get the fish. 

1 cannot help but wonder whether this particular girl would have thought that the 

fish child was a girl if she had been in Group C. It is interesting that this girl thinks that 
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One of the girls in Group B did not think that the fish child could have been a girl. 

Emma (interviewer): Could the fish child have been a girl? 

Subject 1 J,' No. He was a boy when he started. 

Emma: Couldn't it have been a girl who started? 

Subject /1,' Yeah, it could have but the person who typed it or wrote it wanted it to be a boy. 

I'm 110t sure what the subject was saying when she used the word "started." She 

might have been saying that from the beginning of the story the fish chi1d was a boy. 

This girl eventually reluctantly admits that the fish child could have been a girl, however, 

she is very adamant that the story stated that the fish child was a boy. She even makes a 

reference to the author of the story of the story to prove her point. She may have been 

saying that if the author had wanted the fish child to be a girl, it would have been a girl. 

This girl is the only child in the study who made any reference to the author of the story. 

1t seems that most of the other children in the study considered the world of the story to 

be independent from the intentions of the author. This might show a reluctance to pLay 

the "what if' game by speculating about changes in the story. Or, it might be that the 

subject really thought that the fish child could not have been a girl and was justifying her 

response by appealing to the fact that the author wanted a boy for the protagonist. 

In any case, it is extremely hard to tell whether the story contains gendered 

content, or whether because of their cultural and Literary backgrounds, the children wouLd 

have claimed that any ungendered protagonist was male. 

Overview of Analysis. 

In reviewing the data from all the groups with regard to the gender of the reader 
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and the gender of the protagonist I saw several broad patterns. 

r. Identification with characters in the story. 

A. Use ofthe first person singular pronoun and/or subjunctive 

The children differed vastly in the frequency of their use of the pronoun I Some 

children voluntarily used it to justify their answers, while some avoided it almost entirely. 

Question 6 of the story interview (Appendix E) deliberately invites the child to use 

himJherselfas a referent because it asks, "How would you have felt ... ?H A sentence that 

answers this question would nonnally begin, "I would have felt.. .. " However, some 

children, even in this instance did not use the word I Use of the first person singular 

pronoun in the response to this question is one of the many ways that shows whether the 

child identified with the protagonist of this story. 

Most often, the first person singular is used in conjunction with a subjunctive 

verb) which is also invited by Question 6. The use of the subjunc~ve indicates a different 

world, in this case) the world of the fish child. Some of the children did 110t step into the 

fish child's place with the first person, but still entered the world ofthe fish child, as 

evidenced by their use of the subjunctive. 

B. Identification with the fish 

Question 5 of the story interview is perhaps the most difficult question. It asks 

why the fish would have wanted the drying racks clean, the cutting knives sharp, and the 

waterproof scales turned up in the rain. It is hard for a child from a suburban culture to 

make sense of why the fish would not have wanted to come back to people who did not 

take care of their dead bodies. 

The key to understanding this part of the story is to "step into" the world of the 
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fish and imagine why it would matter how the people of the river treated their dead 

bodies. Question 5 asks the child to do just that. Some children answered the question as 

if they were still in the world of the people, rather than the fish. For example, they 

answered that if the racks were not clean, the fish meat would have germs on it, or that 

the fish meat would not taste good if the people did not follow the fish's instructions. 

However, some children successfully entered the world of the fish and answered that the 

fish wanted to be honored~ respected, paid back for giving their lives to the people of the 

river, etc. 

II. PositivelNegative Emotions 

Both questions 4 and 6 ask the child how the fish child would have felt. Question 

4 is rather obvious, supplied to gauge how much the child will say using the discourse of 

feeling. Question 6 (How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your 

family by leaving them?) however has two implications. The first part of the embedded 

clause deals with a happy event: that the fish child was helping his/her family. The 

second part of the embedded clause deals with a painful subject: that the fish child had to 

leave his/her family. Some children answered this question with exclusively positive 

words: excited, proud, happy. Other children used exclusively negative words: sad, 

lonely, frightened. Still other children used a mix and justified what emotion went with 

what part of the story: happy that he was helping his family, sad that he had to leave. 

Group A: 

Group A (female protagonist) consisted of three girls, two from the public school 

and one from the private school; and three boys, one [rom the public school and two from 

the private school. 
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In this group, none of the boys used the first person singular pronoun in 

connection with the story, while two of the girls did. Their use of the first person is 

conjunctive with the use of the subjunctive. In both instances, the use of I occurs in the 

response to Question 6 of the story interview "How would you have felt if you were the 

fish child .... " 

Subject 3: Good, because I knew I would be returning. 

Subject 12: I'd feel happy that I helped them, but sad to leave 

The girl who did not use] in response to this question is learning to overcome 

reading difficulties. During her interview, she seemed to be very unsure of her answers 

to all questions except those that implied the discourse of feeling. Even so, whenever I 

prompted her (Anything else? Say more? Why do YOLI feel this way?) she became 

unsure of what she was saying and her answers would take a rising intonation at the end, 

as if she was asking me if she was getting the right answer. 

One of the girls answered Question 6 with both positive and negative emotions, 

one of them answered the question with only positive emotions and one answered with 

only negative emotions. Two of the boys responded with both positive and negative 

emotions and one responded with exclusively happy emotions. 

In their responses to Question 4, all three of the female children focused primarily 

on the fish. Each of their responses began either with "the fish" or a plural pronoun that 

refers to the fish. As a result, they focused more on the feelings of the fish rather than 

any value it might have for the humans eating them. It also seems that at least one of 

these girls accesses the discourse of action to answer the question. 

Subject J 7: To be treated nicely ...... it pays them back. 

Tisha: Pays them back for what? 
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Subject 17: For taking them from the ocean. 

This response seems like it implies a balance in which the fish are taken from the 

ocean, but are honored by the people of the river. Another subject also refers to justice in 

her response to the question. 

Subject 12.- lfthey were gonna get killed, they should be killed the right way. 

Although she refers to the fish as primary in her response, she does not refer 

directly to the feelings of the fish. Instead, she implies an understanding of the way the 

world works, that is, people kill fish. But she goes on to say that even though the fish 

will get killed, the people should change their actions by killing the fish the right way. 

Another subject however, relies almost exclusively on the discourse offeeling. 

Subject 3: They thought that just because they were fish, people didn't care about them ... they wanted to be 

treated like life, like living things. 

Of the three boys, one said that he did not know what he thought and could not 

speculate. One who did respond said, "So they (the fish) wouldn't be all dhty". While 

this does use the fish as the subject of his sentence, he seemed to think that it would be 

the people who would suffer ifthe fish were dirty. He also could not supply a reason the 

fish would not want to be dirty if they were already dead. Another boy said that the fish 

"wanted to die with respect." Not only does he use the fish as the subject of his response, 

he refers to what the fish want. In this response he also tends to use the discourse of 

feeling rather than the discourse of action. 

It is also important to note that one of the girls in the group has had much 

difficulty learning to read. She seemed very unsure of her responses and was much more 

comfortable with the questions that necessitated a discourse of feeling. I think that 

especially with questions in which there seemed to be a clear-cut answer, she would be 



much less likely to "go out on a limbn than would students who were more comfortable 

with their reading. 

One boy avoided the discourse of feeling, even when the question called for it. 

Tisha: How do you feel about this story? 

Subject 13: I don't really know. 

Tisha: Okay .. ,.Do you know why you have these ambiguous feelings? 

Subject 13: No. 

n'ha: What was the best thing about the story? 

Subject 13: It actually had a point. 

Tisha: What was the point? 

SubjecJ 13: That the girl turned into the salmon and she swam with the salmon and she figured out stuff 

and came back to her family and stuff. 

Tisha: So you mean it had a plot? 

Subject 13: Yeah ... it had a plot. 

Tisha: What was the worst thing about the story? 

Subject 13: It was short, 

Tisha: You like long books? 

Subject 13: Yeah. 

While this child was able to tell me what he liked best and least about the story, 
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he could not tell me how he felt about the story. This may have been his way ofteHing 

me he did not like the story, however, for him the worst thing about the story was that it 

was short. It may have been that the question did not "make sense" to him or that he did 

not have any strong feelings about the story either way. He was the only child who did 

not have any identifiable feelings about the story. In general, this subject tended to avoid 

using the discourse of feeling whenever possible. His responses to Questions 4 and 6 are 

very terse. However, in Question 7) he had to explain how he felt, so he could not 
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answer. However, he could offer a critique the story, as he did in Question 8. 

In this group, both the boys and the girls used the discourse of feeling as well as 

the discourse of action. In fact, often the girls used the discourse of action where the 

boys did not. I find it significant that the girls more readily used I in response to the 

questions than the boys did. This may show that the girls more easily identified with the 

female fish child. 

GroupB. 

Group B consisted of three girls and three boys. All three of the girls were from 

the Swarthmore public school. One of the boys was from the Quaker private school l one 

was from the public school and one was from another private school in the area. He was 

my only subject from this school. 

All of the boys answered Question 4 with a single phrase. 

Subject 6: Happy .... crying with happiness 

Subject J 5: Happy. 

Subjecf 16: Very excited. 

Tisha.. Anything else? 

Subjecl J 6: Happy. 

The boys in this group also answered Question 6 with terse, one phrase replies as 

well. Only one boy offered ajustification for his answer, he was also the only boy who 

usedl 

Tisha: How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your family by leaving them? 

Subject J 5: Happy ... .if! could help them. 

Two of the girls replied to the discourse of feeling questions with terse, one 

phrase answers. One of these girls told the interviewer that the child was "happy ... very: 
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very happy" to see his family again after being in the ocean. She was obviously 

enthusiastic about the story. The other girl offered a justification to explain the apparent 

contradictions about how she would have felt in response to Question 6. 

Tisha: On returning from the ocean, how did the fish child feel when he saw his family? 

Subject 5: He was very happy. 

(Material omitted) 

Tisha: How would you have felt if you were the fish child and you had to help your family. but you had to 

leave them too? 

Subject 5: I would have fclt sad, but happy when I returned to tell tl1em how the fish wanted to be treated so 

they didn't get treated badly and they would feel bad. 

This child is the only one of the girls who uses J in her response to Question 6. It 

is interesting that in general, she answers the questions in complete sentences. I wonder 

if the tendency to use the first person singular in response to Question 6 is related to 

whether the children answer questions in complete sentences. As I have said before, to 

answer Question 6 with a complete sentence, it is necessary to use the word 1. However, 

if the children are naturally taciturn, then perhaps they would have answered Question 6 

with adjective phrases rather than complete sentences. 

The girl below did not use 1 in response to Question 6, and yet obviously 

identifles with the fish child. 

Emma: Do you think the fISh child could have been a girl? 

Subject 10; Yeah 

Emma: Why? 

Subject 10: • Cause girls can swim too. And girls would probably appreciate helping their family. 

This girl also told the interviewer that the best part of the story was when the boy 

turned into a fish and that she liked it because she liked to swim. Because of her identity 
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as a swimmer~ she saw herself in the fish-child's place. It was obvious to her that the fish 

child could have been a girl, because, first and foremost, a girl like herself would love the 

opportunity to swim with the fish. This child clearly sees that there is nothing about the 

text that implies gender and that everything the boy did in the story a girl could do as 

welL However, this child does not use the word 1 in response to Question 6, even though 

she identifies with the fish child. This supports the idea that using 1 in response to 

Question 6 might just be an indication that the child nonnally answers questions in 

complete sentences. 

Two of the girls in this group answered Question 6 with both positive and 

negative feeling words. In fact both of them used the same phrase "sad but happy." One 

girl went on to justify her response. (This is described above). While the other said "sad 

but happy at the same time." This girl does not justify her response. The third girl first 

said that she did not know and then added "sad» with rising intonation as if she was not 

sure she had the right answer. 

In contrast, two of the boys picked up exclusively on the negative aspects of this 

question. One said that the boy would have felt "Pretty sad and lonely" while the other 

concisely replied that he would have felt "sad." The third boy picked up exclusively on 

the positive aspects ofthe story, saying that he would have felt "happy) if! could help 

them." 

Two of girls respond to Question 5 by using the fish as the subject of the 

sentence. However, one of them says, "So they would taste good." This clearly implies a 

view ofthe question from the people rather than the fish. Another girls answers, UThat's 

how they wanted to die.~' This response sees the question from the fish~s point of view 



by considering the wishes of the fish. One girl did not consider the question from the 

fish's perspective at all. 

Tisha: Why do you tllink the fish wanted to be treated the way they did? 

Subject 5: How he wanted to feeL? Could you please repeat the question? 

Tisha: Sure. The fish wanted to have the cutting knives sharp and the drying racks c1ean

Subject 5: Oh. So they would ... I cause he wanted to know how they felt? 

Unfortunately, this child was one of the first subjects I ran. At that point I was 
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not comfortable with entering into a dialogue with my subjects, even to clarify a 

misinterpretation. It is clear, however, that this girl tried to put the fish in the subject 

position but then choose to make sense of the question in her own way by putting the fish 

child in the subject position. 

Of the boys in this group, one said he did not know and could oot speculate about 

Question 5. Another offered this response. 

Tisha: Why do you think the fish wanted to be treated the way they did? 

Subject 16; So·People were careless they wouldn't-they shouldn't deserve to eat fish. Didn't deserve to 

have them just sacrifice their lives. 

Although this boy uses the people as the subject of his senteoce~ he does refer to 

justice, like the girls in Group A: the fish are being treated unjustly and they will only 

return to people who will treat their sacrifice with the weight it deserves. Another boy 

went on and on in gory detail about how, in the past, the fish had been "left there, 

rotting." Although he speaks with the fish as the subject, he does not answer why he 

thinks they want to be treated the way they do. 

Only one of the girls in this group seemed to both identify with the flsh child and 

enter the world of the fish, as compared with the all tluee of the girls in Group A who 

seemed to identify with the fish. 
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Only one of the boys seemed to enter the world of the fish and another boy.was 

the only one to use first person. None of the boys in Group A seemed to identify with the 

fish child and only one seemed to be able to enter the world of the fish. This suggests 

that both the boys and the girls in this group had trouble identifying with the characters in 

the story. Perhaps, the girls had trouble identifying with a male pro1agonist and the boys 

were not cultured to step into the place of any protagonist, male or female. However, it is 

important to keep in mind that the above is only speculation because with such a small 

sample size, definitive conclusions are impossible. 

Group C. 

Group C was analyzed according to whether the subjects thought the protagonist 

was a boy or girl. Since all of the children except one thought the protagonist was a boy, 

they probably would have related to the story as if the protagonist really was a boy. 

Group C consisted of four boys and five girls. Two ofthe boys were from the 

public school and the other two were from the private school. Three of the girls were 

from the public school and the other two were from the private school. 

Only one of the girls in this group used the first person when answering Question 

6. She uses the SUbjunctive, indicating that she has entered the world of the fish-child. 

Tisha: How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your family by leaving them? 

Subject 20: I would have felt good that I was helping them and good that J had heard what the they were 

saying ... 

Tisha: You would have felt good that you had heard ... 

Subject 20_' So you knew and so the fish would come. 

This girl starts out using first person and then switches into second person, 

perhaps mirroring the language of my prompt. In any case she does put herself in the fish 



child's place and later perhaps puts everyone in the fish child's place, using "you" as a 

universal. 
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None of the other girls in this group used the first person either in response to 

Question 4 or to Question 6. However, three of them did not use one word responses but 

rather justified their responses by adding why they thought the fish child felt the way slhe 

did. Although they were not taciturn by nature. they did not use the first person when 

responding to Question 6. One girl answered Question 6 using the third person. 

Tisha: How would you have felt if you were the fish child and you were helping your family, but you had 

to leave them? 

Subject 21: What do you mean? If I was help- when you were a fish? 

Tisho.: 1f you were the fish child, how would you feel-because the fish child helped the family, but he had 

to leave them. How would that have made you feel? 

Subjecl21: I guess sad. 

Tisha: Why? 

Subject 21: Because he had to leave his family but after he came back. 

Although the question invites the child to use first person, this girl uses third 

person when answering the question, even after I ask her directly "How would that have 

made you feel?", 

Two of the boys in this group use lin cOlmection with the story. Both of these 

boys used 1 without being prompted in response to Question 4. 

Tisha: On returning from the ocean, how do you think the fish child felt when the child saw the family? 

Subject 18: I think he was very happy, cause you know being a fish in the water for three years, I wouldn't 

like that cause I'm used to eating hamburgers. I think he was just very happy to see his family again. 

In addition to using 1 to answer this question in a complete sentence, this boy puts 

himself into the protagonist's position by saying how he would feel ifhe were the fish 
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child. However, instead of using the discourse offeeling~ as one normally would when 

putting themselves in the character's place, this boy addresses the logistics of the 

situation: he would not be able to eat hamburgers if he were the fish child. The boy also 

uses I in response to Question 6. 

Tisha. How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your family by leaving them? 

Subject 18: I would have felt kinda sad but you know, ifI had just fallen into the river and 1 didn't leave, 

I'd probably just freeze to death and that wouldn't be fun. So I think he probably did the right thing. 

Although I wouldn't want to actually leave ... 

Here, this child places himself in the place of the fish child and spins out an 

alternate plot: the child falls into the river and doesn~t leave (perhaps, doesn't become a 

fish?). \Vhen he is describing this alternate plot, he speaks as ifhe is the fish child. Later 

in the interview (see page 35), he suggests an alternative plot as well, but here he does 

not put himself in this place of the fish child. Perhaps this is because the Questions 4 and 

6 suggest the discourse of feeling, which can be accessed through "stepping into" the 

world of the story while Question 8 asks the child to critique the story. 

Another boy immediately uses J in response to Question 4: which does not 

automaticaHy imply a fIrst person response. 

Tisha: On returning from the ocean, how do you think the fish child felt when the child saw the family? 

Subject 19: Very happy I mean, 1 can just imagine how he would feel if- not seeing his family for many 

years. 

While, unlike Subj ect 18, this boy does not literally put himself in the fish child's 

place, he does empathize with the fish child, as evidenced by saying "J can just imagine 

how he felt.. .. " This boy uses the first person in his response to Question 6 as well. 

Tisha: How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your family by leaving them? 

Subject 19: I would -If! were the salmon child I would have felt kinda sad because I had to leave my 
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family. And by seeing the salmon-or by experiencing what it would be like to be a fish, it would be kind of 

interesting. 

In the first part of his response, this boy reiterates part of the question: "IfI were 

the fish child ... " Then, when he is no longer describing what the fish child is feeling, he 

changes from I to it. Still, he is speaking from the fish child's perspective because he 

says "it would have been interesting." His use of the subjunctive indicates that he is still 

in the world of the fish child. 

Thee of the girls in this group picked up exclusively on the negative aspects of 

Question 4. They all used the word sad and two embellished their response with words 

like lonely, frightened, scared. Only one of these girls justified her answer. One girl 

expressed happy emotions in response to Question 4, which she justified. Only one of 

the girls in this group expressed mixed emotions in response to this question. She used 

the words happy and sad. She then went on to explain which emotion went with which 

part of the plot. Interestingly, the part that was happy for her was that the child's wish 

was fulfilled when he was changed into a fish, not what I suggested was happy in the 

question: that the child helped the family. 

In this group, only one of the boys expressed exclusively negative emotions in 

response to Question 4. This boy justifies his response. Two of the boys expressed 

happy emotions; however, neither of them offered justification for their response. The 

other boy expressed mixed emotions in response to this question. Rather than have use 

the "sad but happy" framework, this boy said it would have been "interesting" to be a 

fish. Like the girl who says the fish child would be happy to be a fish, this boy chooses a 

part of the plot that is not implicated in the question. 

Subj ect 19, who appeared to enter the world of the fish child in his response to 



Question 6, does not seem to enter the world of the fish as easily in Question S. 

Tisha: Why do you think the fish wanted to be treated the way they did? 
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Subject 19: So they didn't get-how do 1 explain this?-so they wouldn't be treated unfair so that they caught 

them without any good reason to get them. 

Tisha: Could you explain that a little bit more? 

Subject 19' If you didn't keep your fishing knives clean, you could gel germs and stuff. 

Tisha,' So you think tiley wanted to be treated that way so the people wouldn't get germs? 

SubjecJ 19: I don't know exactly why they would not want to be treated like that. (Multers to himself) 

Keep your fishing knives clean. 

Tisha: Keep going with that. So-

Subjecl19. So they can only take what they need. So they wouldn't take too much. 

Tisha: So the fish wanted the people to only take what they need? 

Subject 19: Yeah. Only take what they need, not spoil themselves with a ton of salmon. 

This boy starts out his response with the fish as the subject, however, he soon 

makes the people the focus of his response by mentioning genns. Even though I try to 

draw the subject back to the fish in my conversation with him, he always returns to the 

people. TIlis boy does however bring up a theme that Subjects 18 and 8 also mention: 

the concept of food and waste. 

Tisha: Why do you think the fish wanted to be treated they way they dId? 

Subject 18: They probably were used to just being beaten at. Like when they were- People had caught 

them and they thought, well we can always just catch more we don't have to pay attention to these fish. 

These fish aren't sacred or anything. They just keep their knives very dull and they wouldn't clean their 

racks where they dried the fish and they wouldn't tum them over. They said, well, we can always just 

catch another fish. They were pretty much-not greedy but just not looking out for what the fish would 

really be the best. Would really honor the fish. 

Tisha: So the fish wanted to be ... honored? 

Subject 18: Yeah, for giving up their lives. 
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This boy mentions that the people think that there will always be an abundance of 

salmon. This is reminiscent of Subject 19'8 response in which he says that people should 

not take more than they need. [t is interesting that although this boy starts out with the 

fish as the subject, he is not really answering the question. Then as he talks, he comes 

closer and closer to making the fish the focus of his response. However, he is still 

making the people the subject of his sentences and only with prompting from me does he 

"subjectify~' the fish. 

Subject 8~ a boy, also mentions the concept of waste as well: "They didn't want 

their meat to go to waste. They felt they should be killed for a reason.:) These references 

to surplus and waste imply an awareness of economy that indicates that they are using the 

discourse of action. 

Subjects 8 and 18 both refer to a justice system as well. Subject 18 implies that if 

the fish give up their lives, they should be honored, while Subject 8 says that if the fish 

have to die, their deaths should not be in vain. 

The fourth boy in this group said he did not know and could not speculate. 

Most of the girls in this group gave relatively brief responses to Question 5. 

Three of the five girls put the fish in the subject position of their response. These three 

girls all said some variation of the fact that the fish wanted to be treated well; however. 

none of them were able to supply a reason. 

One girl stated simply that "Humans didn't do it right." Because she was the first 

subject I ran, I did not press her further. The last girl in this group misunderstood the 

question and although I re-explained it to her. she did not seem to grasp what I was 

asking. 



Three out offoUT of the boys in this group managed to either identify with the 

fish-child and enter the world of the fish. Only one of the girls seemed to identify with 

the fish child and although three of them "subjectify" the fish, none of them are able to 

answer the question that requires them to enter the world of the fish. 

General Conclusions. 
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Since all of the subjects except one thought that the fish child was male, it is 

telling to contrast these fmdings with the results of Group B. Since only one of the boys 

in Group B seemed to identify with the fish child, and one other one entered into the 

world of the fish: it seems that a lot of my results could have depended on the 

personalities of the particular children I interviewed. It seems that the responses of the 

girls in Group C generally concur with the responses of the girls in Group B. However, 

since the responses of the boys do not concUT~ I am wary of drawing any conclusions. 

Overall, it seemed that boys did tend to use the discourse of action. but not 

exclusively. There were several instances where girls turned to the discourse of action as 

well. This does not seem to concur with the findings of the theorists. Perhaps, these boys 

and girls were taught in school to use both discourses. Or perhaps the nature of the 

interview, which implies certain discourses for certain questions made the children think 

in a discourse they would not normally use, so when they finally had the option, they 

used their less used discourse, because they thought it was what [ wanted. 

Although I had suspected that there would be some difference in emotion words 

the children used in response to Question 6, I failed to find any correlation of this with 

gender. 
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Critique of experiment. 

Things that didn't go as expected ... 

One of the most problematic aspects of this experiment is that since I was running 

the children in their school environment, I came across as a teacher expecting correct 

answers. The children may not have felt free to express what they really thought about 

the story. 

I suspect that willingness to express negative feelings about the story varied from 

child to child. Often, the child could not tell me what slhe liked least about fue story, as 

in the case of two girls in Group A, who told me what they liked best about the story, but 

said they "didn't know'l what they thought was the worst thing about the story. 

Although this boy is reluctant to tell me he does not like the story, it becomes 

evident when he says what he likes most and least about the story. 

Tisha: How do you feel about the story? 

Subject J 5: I don'L know .. .I guess it's a good story (reluctant). 

Tisha: What was the best thing about it? 

Subject J 5: I don'l know ... 1 don't know 

Tisha: Okay ... What was the worst thing about it? 

Subject 15: Probably that he actually turned into a fish ... .I wouldn't believe that he turned into a fish 

Tisha: So you don't think the story was believable? 

Subject 15: No. 

Although the child reluctantly said that it was a good story, he was quick to let me 

know that he really did not like it by saying that he did not know what he liked best 

about it. He also admits that he does not like the plot device on which the story turns

that the boy magically turns into a fish. This is in keeping with Cherland's premise that 

boys are preoccupied with the logic of the text. If the story is not believable~ they are 
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quick to criticize, just as this boy was. 

Another boy tells me how the story could be improved through a more believable 

plot device. 

Tisha: How do you feel about this story? 

Subjec118: I think It'S a good story but the only thing that's kind of weird about it is that the kid falls into 

the river and becomes a salmon. I think it would have been cool jf he had landed on a salmon and the 

salmon brought him out into the ocean and he lived there and he learned how to swim under water for long 

periods of time. 

Tisha: So you think it would have been more realistic? 

Subject 18: Yeah .... .1 mean, it's not every day somebody turns into a fish .... unless there's a wizard 

around. 

Here the child also has problems with the story not being logical. Interestingly, 

this particular boy reads a lot of science fiction and fantasy, including a series where a 

group of mice defends their home from invaders. He does not have problems with the 

dubiousness of the child interacting with the fish; he has problems with the inexplicable 

transformation of a child into the fish. He is quick to say that if there had been "a wizard 

around," or something to explain the transfonnation, it would have been okay. 

The Interview. 

Often, certain questions in the interview were consistently misinterpreted by the 

children. An example of this is Question 8 (What was the best/worst thing about the 

story?). I had incorporated Question 8 into the survey to help the child justify Question 7 

(How do you feel about the story?) and to give me mare feed back about how the child 

really felt. I was concerned that the children would hesitate to tell me that they did not 

like the story. I was also hoping that anything about the story that confused or disturbed 
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the child would surface in the response to Question 8. However, many of the children 

interpreted Question 8 as, "What were the best and worst (or even happiest and saddest) 

parts of the plot?" rather than what they liked best/least about the story itself. Indeed, all 

but five children began their responses to these questions with the word, when, indicating 

that they meant a period of time in the story. Often the "worst thing about the story" was 

a necessary plot device, such as the part "when the fish child has to leave the family." 

On the other hand. some children did use this question as an opportunity to 

communicate to me that they did not like the story, or to communicate that there were 

certain plot devices that they did not like, such as the two boys mentioned above. 

One girl communicated that the worst part about the story was that the fish child 

could never become a fish again after he turned back into a child. This was not a part of 

the plot, however, the girl said that she found it "sad" that the fish~child would never see 

the other fish again. This is a critique of the story that utilizes the discourse of feeling. 

However, since most ofthe children did not critique the story in response to Question 8, 

in a revision of the story interview I could make what I wanted from the question more 

clear. 

In the questions I choose for the story interview, I started out with a question that 

implied a discourse of action. This might have unwittingly set the tone for the whole 

interview. Later I turned to questions that implied a discourse of feeling, with questions 

that implied neither sandwiched here and there in the middle. It might have been more 

fruitful to start out with a neutral question, to see which discourse the child automatically 

turned to. Then I could have moved into questions which I implied one or the other to 

see how the children responded to these different types of questions. 
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The Story. 

One fundamental problem with this study was that the story might not have been 

as gender neutral as I imagined it to be. Since, as previously stated, the home-a way

home structure may be inherently male, this story may have been inherently male as well. 

Therefore, the "male" content of the story may have influenced the way the children 

responded to it. However, if the protagonist had stayed at home, the story may have been 

inherently female. Is it even possible to have a story that is perfectly gender neutral? Or 

would any story be considered "male" unless the story contained stereotypically female 

content? It seems that any story in which a character leaves home, exercises agency, or 

demonstrates physical capabilities would be considered male. If it is possible to write a 

story that is perfectly gender neutral, then it would be interesting to run an experiment in 

which the story was read to children. If most of the children still think that the character 

is male, then we could conclude that gender is assumed to be maIe until proven 

otherwise. 

The Analysis. 

I have already called into the question my method of relying of the children's use 

of the fIrst person to demonstrate whether or not they identified with the protagonist. I 

hope I have compensated for that weakness by considering other factors that shows 

whether or not the child identified with the protagonist, such as their responses to other 

questions in the interview. Still, even a child who used the most concise language could 

have fully identified with the fish child, but I would have had no way of knowing through 

the fonnat of this interview. 
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The fact that the children varied so much in the length of their responses was 

another problem. As I said before, often a child would initially misunderstand the 

question (particularly Question 5) and only after I prompted them would reach a response 

that showed an understanding of the question. However, sometimes I did not prompt the 

subjects. A misunderstanding of the question may not be an indication that the child 

could not/did not enter the world of the fish. 

Logistical problems. 

In running the experiment, I ran into a number of unforeseen obstacles. One was 

simply a shortage of nine year old children. The experiment would have been more 

conclusive with a larger sample of sUbjects. While I was very fortunate to have two 

assistants who helped me run the experiment, ideally, I would have run all the subjects 

myself. Also, the way I ran the experiment changed as I gained more experience. Often 

it varied from subject to subject As time went on, I was more likely to engage in 

conversation with the subjects. For example, if a child obviously misinterpreted a 

question, at first [ would just go on to the next question. With time, I began to explain 

the question in another way until the child understood. I also began to ask the child to 

justify hislher answer and if I did not understand the rationale, I would ask himlher to 

explain it. 

Often, if the subject was very talkative, I would be more likely to engage in 

dialogue, rather than just recording his/her answers. Sometimes a child would answer 

Question 6 (Why did the fish want to be treated this way?) by saying that the fish would 

not want to be dirty, etc. Often I pursued this answer by saying, "But why would it 
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matter if the fish were already dead?'\ but just as often, I did not. Part of this is because I 

was not comfortable engaging the children in dialogue at first, and often I was afraid that 

I would frighten them into silence by questioning what they said. With experience, I 

think I would learn to consistently engage in dialogue with the children. 

I felt that some children did not feel secure about speculating if they did not the 

"right" answer immediately. For example, a few children would initially say they did not 

know the answer to a question, but after I prompted them, they could at least tell me how 

they interpreted the question. However, some children, even after prompting would 

continue to say they did not know. Intuitively, I felt that these children did not want to 

risk telling me an answer that they felt might be wrong or "stupid." Rather than risk 

speculating, it was safer to say that they did not know and could not speculate. In the 

case of these children, an envirorunent where they would have felt free to speculate and 

discuss the questions would have yielded different results. Perhaps a discussion group 

would have worked better for the purposes of this experiment. Another possibility would 

be a scenario where the children would have had plenty of time to get accustomed to me 

and would therefore not have seen me as a teacher. 

One of the largest problems with my study was the lack of contTol of the variables 

in my experiment. Because I was dealing with such a small sample size, variables like 

socio-economic class, race, religion could have had great effects on the children's 

responses. Another unforeseen problem was that since I tested children from three 

different schools, the differences in teaching philosophies could have affected my study. 

Although I started this project with the intention of seeing whether girls or boys 

would have any trouble reading a text with a protagonist of the opposite gender, I have 
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not been able to draw any conclusions. There are several ways this experiment could be 

redesigned, discussed above, which may yield different results. 

However, based on the fact that the children at these two schools are reading male 

centered texts as a part of the literary curriculum at their school, I recommend that efforts 

are made to incorporate the female perspective into the curriculum. I also recommend 

that boys are encouraged to identify with the female heroines. Whether or not there are 

literary implications for a boy reading a girl's book and vice versa, there are definitely 

social implications. By holding the attitude that boys cannot ideutify with female 

experience, it is implied that boys should distance themselves from the inferior other, the 

girl. In order to foster in both boys and girls a sense that female experience is equally 

valid to male experience, both genders should have to read books with strong 

protagonists of both sexes. I feel that this should be encouraged and enforced through the 

school curriculum, where many children have their first experience reading fiction. 
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AppendixA. 

The Girl who Swam with the Fish 

Long ago, during the moon when the leaves turn green, a young girl stood on the 
steep bank of a clear river, waiting for the fish to return. At this time of year, the fierce, 
fiery sun hung in the sky all day and all night, and mosquitoes buzzed and hummed 
everywhere. 

Still, despite the heat and the biting insects, the girl waited for the fish to return. 
Farther up the river, her family lashed together longed poles of spruce to make the drying 
racks. Soon~ fresh salmon would hand from the racks. Preserved by the sun and flavored 
over smoky fires, the fish would help them survive during wintertime. 

Often during the past winter, the girl's family had been hungry. Now, gazing out 
at the water, she hoped the fish would honor the people by returning to the river. 

Though dressed in a summer parka of a tanned moose hide, the girl felt 
uncomfortably wann. Although behind her, there was a stand of white birch trees nearby 
which offered shade, the girl chose to stay on the swmy riverbank. 

She wondered what it would be like to be a fish, to glide through cool waves, 
hearing only the silence of the water. Where did fish travel? What sights did they see? 

Suddenly, the girl heard a sudden loud splash in the river. They were here! The 
majestic king salmon had returned! Mighty fins and tails churned the water where the 
salmon swam against the current to the place of their birth. 

The girl marveled at the sight and longed for a closer look. Gripping some 
willows that grew along the bank, she began to climb down to the river. But her foot 
slipped on loose gravel and she tumbled into the water. 

The weight of the wet clothing pulled the girl under. Frightened, she twisted and 
struggled, when suddenly she began to swim. 

How can I be swimming? I do nol know how to swim, she wondered. Then 
looking down, the girl saw a salmon's body. She had been changed into a fish! 

In the days that followed, the girl lived in the river, seeing big salmon spawn and 
swimming with the newly hatched ones. 

At times, the girl watched her family on the shore and saw the sadness in their 
faces. She tried to call to them, but of course, they could not her. The girl felt very 
lonely and wanted to go back to her family's camp. 

When the young salmon were read to swim to the sea, the girl looked back toward 
the family's fish camp. Soon her parents and brother would leave to hunt caribou. But 
since the girl was now a fish, she could not follow them. 

For days and months, the girl traveled down the river with the fish. The water 
became muddy until at last, they came to the place where the river met the sea. 

Here the child saw creatures never seen before. Sometimes, she saw big fish 
eating little fish. But none of them ever bothered the fish child. During that first year at 
the ocean's edge, the girl's own fish body grew bigger and bigger. 

When spring came, the fish gathered to speak of how they wished to be treated by 
the people of the river. 



For example, the people did not al ways clean the drying racks before they hung 
up the fish. The fish agreed they would return only to the people who cleaned their racks 
every year. 

The girl listened to the fish and remembered what they said. 
As another year passed, the fish girl's body grew even bigger. Again, the fish 

gathered in the ocean. This time, the fish agreed to return only to the people who kept 
their cutting knives sharp. 

The girl listened and remembered. 
Over time) she learned more about how the fish wished to be treated. If fish meat 

was drying on the racks and it began to rain, the people must tum the fish over so the 
shiny, waterproof scales on the other side would protect the meat from getting wet and 
rotting. 

The girl listened to all these things and remembered. 
Finally, the fish child grew big enough to journey back to the river. After 

swimming for many days, she saw the family's camp. 
She was so happy to see the family that the child leapt out of the water and onto 

the shore, where her fish body became a child's body again. Joyfully, they rushed to the 
girl and wondered where she had been all these years. "I fell into the river and became a 
salmon. And I swam to the ocean." 

Then the girl told them how the fish said they wished to be treated. From that 
time on, the her family always cleaned their drying racks and sharpened their cutting 
knives. When rain came, someone made sure the silver, shiny sides of the fish were 
turned up. 

And the fish always returned to the family's camp by the river. 
The people decided to call the girl The Girl who Swam with the Fish. 'The girl 

lived happily for a very long time. And each summer, she would go to the river to wait 
and watch, waiting for the fish to return. 



AppendixB. 

The Boy who Swam with the Fish 

Long ago, during the moon when the leaves tum green, a young boy stood on the 
steep bank ofa clear river, waiting for the fish to return. At this time of year, the fierce, 
fiery sun hung in the sky all day and all night, and mosquitoes buzzed and hummed 
everywhere. 

Still, despite the heat and the biting insects, the boy waited for the fish to return. 
Farther up the river, his family lashed together longed poles of spruce to make the drying 
racks. Soon, fresh salmon would hang from the racks. Preserved by the sun and flavored 
over smoky fires, the fish would help them survive during wintertime. 

Often during the past winter, the boy's family had been hungry. Now, gazing out 
at the water, he hoped the fish would honor his people by returning to the river. 

Though dressed in a summer parka of a tanned moose hide, the boy felt 
uncomfortably warm. Although behind him, there was a stand of white birch trees nearby 
which offered shade, the boy chose to stay on the sunny riverbank. 

He wondered what it would be like to be a fish, to glide through cool waves, 
hearing only the silence of the water. Where did fish travel? What sights did they see? 

Suddenly, the boy heard a sudden loud splash in the river. They were here! The 
majestic king salmon had returned! Mighty fins and tails churned the water where the 
salmon swam against the current to the place of their birth. 

The boy marveled at the sight and longed for a closer look. Gripping some 
willows that grew along the bank, he began to climb down to the river. But his foot 
slipped on loose gravel and he tumbled into the water. 

The weight of the wet clothing pulled the boy under. Frightened, he twisted and 
struggled, when suddenly the he began to swim. 

How can I be swimming? I do not know how to swim, he wondered. Then 
looking down, the boy saw a salmon's body. He had been changed into a fish! 

In the days that followed, the boy lived in the river, seeing big salmon spawn and 
swimming with the newly hatched ones. 

At times, the boy watched his family on the shore and saw the sadness in their 
faces. He tried to call to them, but of course, they could not hear him. The boy felt very 
lonely and wanted to go back to his family's camp. 

When the young salmon were ready to swim to the sea, the boy looked back 
toward the family's fish camp. Soon his parents and brother would leave to hunt caribou. 
But since the boy was now a fish, he could not follow them. 

For days and months, the boy tra.veled down the river with the fish. The water 
became muddy until at last, they came to the place where the river met the sea. 

Here the child saw creatures never seen before. Sometimes, he saw big fish eating 
little fish. But none of them ever bothered the fish child. During that first year at the 
ocean's edge, the boy's own fish body grew bigger and bigger. 

When spring came, the fish gathered to speak of how they wished to be treated by 
the people of the river. 



For example, the people did not always clean the drying racks before they hung 
up the fish. The fish agreed they would return only to the people who cleaned their racks 
every year. 

The boy listened to the fish and remembered what they said. 
As another year passed, the fish boy's body grew even bigger. Again, the fish 

gathered in the ocean. This time, the fish agreed to return only to the people who kept 
their cutting knives sharp. 

The boy listened and remembered. 
Over time, he learned more about how the fish wished to be tTeated. If fish meat 

was drying on the racks and it began to rain, the people must turn the fish over so the 
shiny, waterproofscales on the other side would protect the meat from getting wet and 
rotting. 

The boy listened to all these things and remembered. 
Finally, the fish child grew big enough to journey back to the river. After 

swimming for many days, he saw the family's camp. 
He was so happy to see the family that the child leapt out of the water and onto 

the shore, where bis fish body became a child's body again. Joyfully, they rushed to the 
boy and wondered where he had been all these years. "I fell into the river and became a 
salmon. And I swam to the ocean." 

Then the boy told them how the fish said they wished to be treated. From that 
time on, the his family always cleaned their drying racks and sharpened their cutting 
knives. When rain came, someone made sure the silver~ shiny sides of the fish were 
turned up. 

And the fish always returned to the family's camp by the river. 
The people decided to call the boy The Boy who Swam with the Fish. The boy 

lived happily for a very long time. And each sununer, he would go to the river to wait 
and watch, waiting for the fish to return. 



Appendix C. 

The Child who Swam with the Fish 

Long ago, during the moon when the leaves turn green, a young child stood on the 
steep bank of a clear river, waiting for the fish to return. At this time of year, the fierce, 
fiery sun hung in the sky aU day and all night, and mosquitoes buzzed and hummed 
everywhere. 

Still, despite the heat and the biting insects, the child waited for the fish to return. 
Farther up the river, the child's family lashed together longed poles of spruce to make the 
drying racks. Soon, fresh salmon would hang from the racks. Preserved by the sun and 
flavored over smoky fires, the fish would help them survive during wintertime. 

Often during the past winter, the child's family had been hungry. Now, gazing 
out at the water, the child hoped the fish would honor the people by returning to the river. 

Though dressed in a summer parka of a tanned moose hide, the child felt 
uncomfortably warm. Although there was a stand of white birch trees nearby which 
offered shade, the child chose to stay on the sunny riverbank.. 

The child wondered what it would be like to be a fish, to glide through cool 
waves, hearing only the silence of the water. Where did fish travel? What sights did they 
see? 

Suddenly, the child heard a sudden loud splash in the river. They were here! The 
majestic king salmon had returned! Mighty fins and tails churned the water where the 
salmon swam against the current to the place of their birth. 

The child marveled at the sight and longed for a closer look. Gripping some 
willows that grew along the bank, the child began to climb down to the river. But the 
child's foot slipped on loose gravel. The child tumbled into the water. 

The weight of the wet clothing pulled the child under. Frightened, the child 
twisted and struggled, when suddenly the child began to swim. 

How can I be swimming? r do not know how to swim, the child wondered. Then 
looking down, the child saw a salmon's body. The child had been changed into a fish! 

In the days that followed. the child lived in the river, seeing big salmon spawn and 
swimming with the newly hatched ones. 

At times, the child watched the family on the shore and saw tile sadness in their 
faces. The child tried to call to them, but of course, they could not hear the fish-child's 
voice. The child felt very lonely and wanted to go back to the family camp. 

When the young salmon were ready to swim to the sea, the child looked back 
toward the family's fish camp. Soon the child's parents and brother would leave to hunt 
caribou. But since the child was now a fish, the child could not follow them. 

For days and months, the child traveled down the river with the fish. The water 
became muddy until at last, they came to the place where the river met the sea. 

Here the child saw creatures never seen before. Sometimes, the child saw big fish 
eating little fish. But none of them ever bothered the fish child. During that first year at 
the ocean's edge, the child's own fish body grew bigger and bigger. 

When spring came, the fish gathered to speak of how they wished to be treated by 
the people of the river. 



For example, the people did not always clean the drying racks before they hung 
up the fish. The fish agreed they would return only to the people who cleaned their racks 
every year. 

The child listened to the fish and remembered what they said. 
As another year passed, the fish child's body grew even bigger. Again, the fish 

gathered in the ocean. This time, the fish agreed to return only to the people who kept 
their cutting knives sharp. 

The child listened and remembered. 
Over time, the child learned more about how the fish wished to be treated. If fish 

meat was drying on the racks and it began to rain, the people must tum the fish over so 
the shiny, waterproof scales on the other side would protect the meat from getting wet 
and rotting. 

The child listened to all these things and remembered. 
Finally, the fish child grew big enough to journey back to the river. After 

swimming for many days, the child saw the family's camp. 
The child was so happy to see the family that the child leapt out of the water and 

onto the shore, where the fish body became a child's body again. Joyfully, they rushed to 
the child and wondered where the child had been all these years. "} fell into the river and 
became a salmon. And I swam to the ocean." 

Then the child told them how the fish said they wished to be treated. From that 
time on, the child's family always cleaned their drying racks and sharpened their cutting 
knives. When rain came, someone made sure the silver, shiny sides of the fish were 
turned up. 

And the fish always retW'ned to the family's camp by the river. 
The people decided to call the child The Salmon Child. The child lived happily 

for a very long time. And each summer, the child would go to the river to wait and 
watch, waiting for the fish to return. 



" Appendix D 

Personal Information 

Subject # --

Name: _ _ ______ Age: __ Birthdate: ___ _ _ __ Sex: 

What does your mother do? __________ _________ _ 

What does your father do? ___________________ _ 

Who do you live with? _________________ ___ _ 

Ages and Sexes of all Siblings: ___ _______________ _ 

I. VVho taught you to read? ___________________ __ 

Can you remember any of your first books? ____________ _ _ 

II . What kinds of books do you enjoy most? ______________ _ 

Who reads the most in your family? _________________ _ 

DoeslDid anyone read to you at home? Who? _____________ _ 

Do you like reading? Why or why not? _______________ _ 

III. What kinds of books do you read at school? ____________ _ 

Does the teacher read to your class? What kinds of books? ___ ______ _ 



Story Interview 

Girl / Boy / Neutral 

]. What happened in this story? _________________ _ 

2. What kind offish did the {girl, boy, child} tum into? ________ _ 

3. What did the fish child hear the other fish say about how they would like to be treated? 

4. On returning from the ocean, how do you think the fish child felt when {the child, she, 
he} saw {the, his, her}family? 

5. Why do you think the fish wanted to be treated the way they did? ______ _ 

6. How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your family by leaving 
them? -----------------------------------------------

7. How do you feel about the story? ______________________ _ 

>1<8. Do you think the fish child was a boy or girl, or do you not know? ____ _ 

Why? ____________________________________________________ __ 



Appendix E 

Personal fnformatioD 

Subject# __ 

Name: Age: __ Birthdate: Sex: --------------- -------- Race: ---

What does your mother do? 
---------------------------------------

vrhmdoesyourfutherdo? ________________________________________ _ 

Who do you live wjth? _______________ _ _____________ _ 

Ages and Sexes of all Siblings: ______ _ ____________ _ 

I. Who taught you to read? _____________________ _ 

Can you remember any of your first books? _ _____________ _ 

II. What kinds of books do you enjoy most? ______________ _ 

Who reads the most in your family? __________________ _ 

DoesfDid anyone read to you at home? Who? _ ___ _________ _ 

Do yOLl like reading? Why or why not? ________________ _ 

III. What kinds of books do you read at school? _____ ________ _ 

Does the teacher read to your class? What kinds ofbooks? ________ _ 



/ 
Story Interview 

Girl / Boy / Neutral 

1. What happened in this story7 _________________ _ 

2. What kind of fish did the {girl, boy, child} turn into? _________ _ 

3. What did the fish child hear the other fish say about how they would like to be treated? 

4. On returning from the ocean, how do you think the fish child felt when {the child, she, 
he} saw {the, hi s, her} family? 

5. Why do you think the fish wanted to be treated the way they did? ______ _ 

6. How would you have felt if you were the fish child, helping your family by leaving 
them? ----------------------------

7. How do you feel about the story? _____________ _ 

8. What was the best thing about it? ________________ _ 

The worst? -------------------------------

*9. Do you think the fish child was a boy or girl, or do you not know? ____ _ 

VVhy? ___________________________ __ 

10. Could the fish child have been a boy/giri? _____________ _ 

Why? _____________________ _______ __ 


