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THE RELATIONSHIP OF FICTION-READING TO ADULT DEVELOPMENT

‘J .
PURPOSE

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship

of fiction-reading.to adult development. At the core of the
study is the chgtruction of a taxonomy.of developmental themes
which emerged when adult readers described the Ympact of fiction

on perception, attitude, or behavior. A principal concern was
to distingulsh parallels between the reader-text transaction

-

N

and the mentorshlp experience which nurtures adult growth.

/
DESIGN OF THE STUDY

The genesis of the study derived from the researcher's

ekperience with literature students at an urban adult educatlion

qenter. The students as a group, highly motivated and responsive
| .

to challenging and time-consumiug assignments in the work of

| N .

#uch authors as James Jo&ce'and Virginia Woolf, were evfdéntly

Vs , -
/concerned with literature as aesthetic experience. Yet there

i
h
i

|

| . _ _
were indications that xheiruCOmmitment to fiction-reading had

something of an element of queét, that théy-were searching for

-

meanihg directly relevant to their experience as adults.

Tnat thesz2 were indiviguals whose lives seemed marked by

' N




transition gave rise to the question of whether their experience
of 1iterature was related to thelr adaptations to change both
cuitural and personal, ultimately to growth and development. The
new awareness of the .demands of developmental growth prompted an
inquiry into the impact that developmental preoccupations and
concerns have on the response - of the adult reader to the text.
Literary theorists (e.g.,‘Bfeich; 1975,u1978; Fish, 1972;
holland, 1975; Rosenblatt, 1938, 1978) have tended to move
- beyond the exclusive focus of the New Critics on the text. Their
attention to the subjective response of the reader and its role h
in the reader-text transaction (Rosenblatt, 1938, 1978);and their
recognition that the reader's response:is based on personai
needs"and concerns, prepared the way for the present investigation
and 1ts employment of the findinéSfof adult development research.
‘  The adult development researchers (e.g., Erikson, 1978;
Levinson, i9783 Vaillant, 1978) have establishedithat adulthood ’
- 1s characterized by a’dynamic evolution of life'structures. While
each individual proceeds through stages in a unique way, there
iIs'a “basic pattern that underlies the processes of adulthood,
each phase of which is characterized by particular tasks.l_
‘ Levin<on s description of mentoring relationships in\
adult development (1978) provided a conceptual link for thisxstudy
between the findings on giowth and transition in the lives of
adults and the theories of the response of readers to

texts. In his recent work he describes some of the
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various mentoring roles: teacher sponsor, host and guide
etemplar, and counselor. The mentor, as a transitional figure,
_helps “to shape one 's 1deal of the self in the world or what
Levinson terms the Drean. o

The ﬁays in qnich students were relat}ng;to fictionfreading

‘suggested?that‘they might be engaged in_symbolic mentoring ' N

relationships; The assumotion underlylng'the present study was
*that the insights’ derived from research on adult development
and particularly on the mentorship role in adult development
vcouldjsérve as a useful guide,to an analysis of’ the response

of these adult readers to fiction.

The. studJ undertaken was exploratory Ininature and did
“not seek to check out explicitly formulated hypotheses.’ Rather
the strategy was 1o accumulate data which would reveal themes
and patterns of significance ln the study of the response of

readers as it relates to adult development.

Subiects

L P

!

In the spring os 1979, this researcher selected potential.,,
S . . : //::
sub jects from.personal‘records as an instructor at a privately
endowed nonprofit center for adult education, where courses are

offered during four semesters a year. Class size varies at the.
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center from:approximately seven to twenty adult students.

| Each of the students invited to participate was known by
the researcher to have completed at least one full course in
literature witn this instructor within the five yedrs previous
to the study. Of those who agreed to'participateJ8O students,
20 men and 60 women,wcompleted"questionnaires. Because they

were, for the most part, university educated, and therefore,

"in a sense, a select population of readers, a profile of the

subjects 1s outlined below to distinguish this group from -

others who might be surveyed. ‘ ) — ;

: B The Questionnaire'n f//////f/

A research methodology was employed which was both
J

_ quantitative and qualitative. " The purpose of the questionnaire

was shared wich participants. to elicit responses regarding thelr

reading of fiction, as well as enough information about thelr

adult experience to establish~a&context in which to examine
the role of fiction-reading for them.

'Thelinstrument, developed by the researcher, incorporates
questions on the backéround of the students: their resldence,

education, career, marital and family situation, and lelsure

activities.. Some questions focused on the pattern of ficuion-

reading and its distinctive features, whether, - for example,

students read specialty fiction such as science fiction or

mysteries.



Open~ended questions were intended as prods, separately and
cumulatively encouraging students to offer narrative descriptions

»

of the impécfbof fiction on experience. Two of these‘COre_ - N
questions were: '
Describe an eXxperience of fictlon-reading which
challenged your attitudes, perceptions or values 1in
a significant way.
? Describe an experience of fictlon-reading which
. made you feel that an attitude or experlience of your
' own was something shared by others.

' There was no direction to partigular‘theﬁes; rather the questionnaire
was designed to permit such themes to emerge in a pattefn of |
frequency that'reflected the group's preoccﬁpations and concerns.

Particlipants were encouraged to be explicit about both the
fiction; e.g., charactér and incident, and thelr eiperience, Beoy
person and situation. It was suggested that they discuss works
read in the last several years, iaeally but not wccessarily in
the courses the researcher had shared with them. Such a
suggestion imposed some constraints but wés offered as a guldeline
rather than as a requirement:‘ It had the advantage of nar;owing,
to a limited extent the rather broad focus on fiction in the study,
wh11é permitting eéch student latitude for the selection of fiction

~to be discussed.




ANALYSIS OF THE DATA
: Profile of the Sample

’The age range of the 80 reSpcndents, 20 mensand 60 womeua,
was 21 to 79. Half of the women and more than-half of the men
were in the 26-35 age range; ‘Only 11 percent of the men and
‘women were 46. and over. / o

Approximately 90 percent of the group held a minimum of a
college degree. * At ‘the highest academic level, 25 percent of
the women in the sample had a master's degree, while ingercent'
of the men had a doctorate cr professional degree. Purves and
Beach.(1972) point out‘that 20 percent of the readers account
for‘70 percent of the books read, and education is a.strong |
determinant of that 20 percent. |

Several of the questions were desianed to probe to'whac /
.extent respondents had experienced transitlion in their lives,
pafticularly within the last five yeams, the pemiod duringlwhich
they were 1itemature students-at the center.

| There 4s evidence in the data of considerable“fiux,,change

which demands adjustment and'adaptation. Results.indicate, for
example, that 45 percent of the men amd %7 pércent of the women
had had a change in marital status dur‘né thatmtime.“ﬁurthcr,
75 percent of the group had experienced a change in an important

rioke
N

personal relationship other than marria

. More .than twofthirds
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of the‘sample had taken academic'courses within the 1ast"five

—_— yearéland alsmot half planned further academic study. Approximately
two=-thirds of the group had had a careér chznge within the last
five y2ars and 40 percent wWere planning a career change.

Information. on lelisure acti§ities has speclal relevance

in a study of readers.| Reading was scored as an important
leisure aétivity by 985percént of the‘grdup; Only 22 peréeﬁt
valued televiéion viewling as a lelsure activity, while a
greater pgrcentaga 35 percent, sald writing was an impgrtant'
activity for themn. Filmgoing attracted 82 percent of the group..
‘The rangg of other 1eisure:activities, alluded to by 100 pe;Cent
of the men and 95 pércent of the women, was wide, ranging#érom

/

playing a musical instrument to backpacking to gourmet cooking.

ReédingﬁPatterns

Over 90 percent of the sample sald that they ;ead'either
a good aeal or a mcderate amount of fiction. Over 80 percent
of the grﬁup.qlSO reported a good deal or a moderate amount of\
nonfictioh or professional reading.

'Thgif pattern of fiction-reading wasmdescribed by 55
perceﬁfias periodic-a;d by 45 peréent as cohsistent. However,
more thap 70 peréentAof the group cited‘pefiods within the
last five years as a -tlme of most fiction-reading. That‘is
a consliderable nuﬁber of participants roticed a riée in fiétion-
reading during the last while; a time of transition for most of

them.

¢
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Almost 70 percent of the group did not have a particular
interest in speclalty fiction such as science fiction and
mysteries. 0f the total group, 53 percent reported that tliere
are books they once valued which are no longer as lmportant
to them. | |
‘When authcrs were named who were important to respondents,
almost all the men~an§ more than twc-thirds of ‘the women'named

a same-sex author'as-important to them.

f ' ‘Codins Procedures

\
Central to this study of the relationship of flction-reading
to adult development is a2 set of developmental themes or recurring !
motifs which emerged wnen adult 7eaders reported on thelr
transactions with fictional texts.

The orientétion‘fcr estatlishing categories after a close
examination of the subjects? written responses derilved frcm the
material on the developmental tasks facing adults which had

' been outlined by such researchcrs as Levinson (1978). His discussion,
for example, of the relations“ip of an individual to his family
and the role of tnat relationship to development prompted an
alertness ‘to the aprearance 0oZ tais theme in the protocols and
thereby to.the formulation of the caiegory, Family of Origin.
There was no attémptito adhere to a pre-established schema.of
themes. The responses were scrutinized for all themes relevant
" to the issues of adult development and the frequency with which

\

they -appeared.

i0 |




Three broad divisionsayere employed for grouping the
categories: | '
1. 'Intrapersonal-l themes that reflect the pre-
occupation with the self
2. Interpersonal: themes concerning the interaction
between the self and others
3. Transpersonal: themes that point to concerns of
the individual with issues beyond face~to-face
. relationshlps
The broad divisions, like the categories, derive in part from the
adulv development reSearch focus on the self in theﬂworld; the
self in its full context. o
Divisions,'categories, a d‘indicants tﬁat emerged from the:
classification procedure are displayed in Table 1.
| An effort was made to empify.terms‘for_category designation
that would be ess?ntially self-explanatory, such as "Marital
and Love Relation%hips" and "Friendship H Analysis;focused on
manifest content. That is, wherever possible, explicit reference
'to themes was sought for tabulétion. 'There was no demand then,
to make interpretive declsions regarding. for example, a
respondent's sense of guilt for an entry in the category 1abe1ed
YGuilt." Rather ﬁhe response was scrutinized for ; self-report
= of the experience of guilt.’ - é |
g\\*f theme was entered once for a respondent'nhetner it appeared
: only'once in his responses or sereral timés. 1To compensate for
this limiation of the numerical data, sample responses were

included to illustrate the intensity of\particular motifs in the
S .\.\

a |

~pro uocols_. S | ' ' \



94

TABLE 1
THEMES FOR CONTENT ANALYSIS

‘Theme , | indicatgrs

t

I. Intrapersgnal

1. Maleness/Femaleness 1. Gender idemntity; sex rb6le
, : 3 expectations
2. Personal Disequilibrium 2. Depression; mental insta-
: | : - bility; suicidal impulses
3. Autonomy 3.-Self-direction; independ-
R ence; strength
4, Separateness 4. Privacy; solitude
5. Creat1v1ty/Ach1evement 5. Accomplishment in career
' or avocation
6. \Emotlon 6. Explicit¥*
7. Guilt \ 7. Explicit
8./ The Inner Self 8. Imagination;
the)"unconscious™
-IX: Interpersonal ' _
9. Family or Origin 9. Parents; siblings
10. Marital and Love 10. Explicit
"Relationships ,
11. Motherhood/Fatherhood 11. Parenting experience
. 12. Contrasting Others 12. Those who differ in cul-
' . tural or psychological
~ experience
| 13. Friendship : 13. Explicit

'I1I. Transpersonal

14. Ethnic and Religious 14. Explicit
Hcrltage

15. Conventional Mores and 15. Traditionalhvs. innovative
Morals codes of behavior
16. Life Cycle: Maturing, 16. Age\§pecific\concerns
Aging, Death :
17. Aesthetic Response 17. Attention to form and lan-
‘ ‘ guage of texts; engagement
with text
18. Beliefs/Concepts 18. Personal paradigms and con-
: . : structs; individual philos-
- ophies
19. Political/Historical” 19. Matters of national and
t - Issues -international impact .
20. Natural World ' 20. Appreciation of natural-
: ' phenomena; ecological
.concerns

*¥"Explicit" indicates here that subcategories are not essen- -
tial for coding.

,
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"AS a check on the mutual etclnsiveness and consistency ofiﬁ
.the categories, a group nf raters comprised of three doctoral
candidates was formed to act as a_jury. - They helped to dztermine
the'appropriateness'of terminology used for themes and indicators
‘ andrto deéide whether and to what extent other persons could
place an incident in this category system.
All - coding was carried out by the researcner. An interrater
reliability procedure was utilized to check on objectivity and
to validate the categorizing process. Three coders wére trained
to examine questionnaires for indicators of the established
themes. In an‘independent coding procedure, there»was a .9C

agreement amoug raters according to categories.. The high percentage

of agreement among raters sugaests that this category system is

/
(]

useful  for researcn on addlt response 4o 1iterature.

Distribution of Themes

"Tables 2 and 3 present the data on the distribution of ,

~

,themes in two formats which display total frequencies for each

theme as well as frequenciles a0uording to reporter age and sex.
After the general pattern ofvdistrihution is reviewed here, the
results will be cons idered as they vary with age and sex of
respondents.

The theme Maleness/FemaleneEs\was referred to by.71 percent

of the respondents, slgnaling its iﬁportanceatb this group. The

other theme thed with similarly high frequency by 70 percent of

the group, is Marital and Love Relationships { Response\gas also

I ! \ -

high in the category Beliefs and Concepts, 64 percent. T~
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TABLE 2~

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF THEMES
GROUPED "ACCORDING TO REPORTER AGE

~.

A - T o Ages i ]
Theme ‘9I-25 26-36  36-45 - 46 & Over Total
ﬁ (N=10) (N=43) (N=18) (N=9) (N=80]
1. Maleness/ ‘ . , - ,
. Femaleness - 8072 ° 81 507 56% 717
2. Personal /. . :
Disequilibrium 70 . 58 28 22 49
3. Autonomy - 50 49 56 22 48
4. Separateness 30 28 33 11 28
5. Creativity & ' N o
. ‘Achievement - 50 33 33 0o - 31v
6. Emotion . 50 47 44 56 48
7. Guilt 0 14 11 1 11
8. The Inner Self -10 47 17 33 34
9. Family of Origin /80 58 33 44 54
10. Marital & Love . -
- Relationships 40 74 83 56 ‘ 70
11. Motherhood/ : SR ' -
. Fatherhood - 20 33 56 .22 - 35
12. Contrasting _
Others 60 44 22 22 39
13. Friendship . 30 9 ~17 0 13
14, Ethnic & Reli- ' _
. gious Heritage 40 37 28 - 33 35
15. Conventicna™l ’
Mores & Morals 20 37 33 44 , 35
16. Life Cycle: o /
~ Maturing, Aging, / -
... -Dedth 40 37 .17 ' 44 34
+17. Aesthecic Re- : ,
' sponse : 50 60 . = 61 56 59 .
- 18, Beliefs/Concepts 60 67 . 56 67 64
19. Political/His- - o A :
torical Issues 30 - 37 )28 22 - 32

20. Natural World 10 19 11 n 15




CTABLE L3 4

PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF THEMES GROVPED ACCORDING T0 REPORTER AGE D SEX
Bt DLVISION

'Intrapersonal
WD %% - A5 G6&Over . Total
Theme Vale Ferale Male Tonale Male Famale ltale Female Male Female
| ) OE) OE0) () ) (Rl (D) () (R0 (D)
1. Maleness/ \ | . . |
Fenaleness 1 861 %07 97 sh Smo o ob e d0h 8a
7, Personal , | | L
Disequilibrim 67 71 30 6L 9 .3 8 55
3. hutonomy (TR R I
4, Separateness - 0 4 100 » 0 W B o0 103
5, Creativity & | . | | :
Achlevement S L7 A [ O Y L ) 0 0 2 33 .
6 Emotion 67 13X 46 25 %0 6 50 N W
e, 0 0wl BT 05w
8. The Inner Self 0 14 4 @ % 1o B3N B

|

T

|
I
|
“

(continued on next page)

g0t



g | . TABLE M{continued)

B R Intérpgrsbnal
- PE: ww B Meoer Tl
Tene - lYale Femile Valo Foale VYale Femele lMele Female Yale Female
S o) ORI () ) (90 0 (O (L) (560

g milyettrigh 6% 8 60 0D woe s W
10, Marital & Love | | ‘ |
" Relationships 67 29 60 79
1L, Motherhood/ . : o o ,
; Fatherhood 33 14 0 30 57 0 33 ‘15 v
1. Contrasting Others, 67 5750 W 0 9 0 B % W
I Priendship 0 801D 0o 0 00 7

w9 B 66 n

- - Iggnsperéonai
14, Ethnic & Reli~ | L
- gious Heritage 100 S U [ .
15, Conventional - B - S
" Mores & Morals 29 30 39 0 43 1Boo50 200 0
16. Life“Cycle:-Métur-. o e - :
e e, Death B b 0 % B 1B R
17, hesthetic Response 67 43 60 NIRRT I L 8
18, Beliefs/Concepts 100 43 80 e 75 50 10 50 8 57

.19, Political/His- LIS R BT
| ‘ 29 & % 4 29 o0 3 N 3B

torical issues - o |
20. Natural'World;. i 330 | o120 25 ﬁf_§7 01T 1w

o on B B bW

oot ..
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Further indication of the nature of the reading experience

- of this sample emerged i? the references to Aesthetic Response,

a theme cited by 59 percent of the participants. The protocols

are marked by referenbes to form and language, to what one student
describes as "the impact of words agalnst one. another,. the firmness '
of good prose.? - .

Four of the categories were each cited by approximately

. half of the respondents., Personal Disequilibrium, Autonomy,‘

Emotion, and Family of Origin. The theme of Contrasting others\
recurred at a 39 percent frequency. | | - \\4
N ‘The remaining themes were each mentioned by one-third or '

fewer of the participants. | : h ,

JThe Age Variable
Table 2 reports the distribution of themes in terms of

totals for each age group, and Table ) displays frequencies of
response for men and ‘women within each age group.

A strikingly high 80 percent of those between 21 and '

15, and 81 percent of ‘those 26 to 35, referred to the theme . -

Maieness/Femaleness.' Half of the respondents between 36 and

-45, and more than half of those 46 and over, made reference

- to this salient theme as well. Levinson d1978) saJs that the

O

Masculine/Feminine polarity was of great imporuance to all thoseQ§

in his study
| Levinson s work 1s particularly recalled by\the hign frequency

of . reference to the theme Family of Oricin by those between 21 H'

and;25t The figure falls sto a still hibh 58 percent for:those

rg . : N
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in the two later ‘age categories. Levinson sees separating

: from family ofsorigin as a major task of the early adult years. |
Further, he points out that there is‘often\considerable difference
‘between theVStyle of 1ife of young'adults and the style of 1ife.

' they were involved in when they were in a pre-adult pPhase.

References to the theme Contrasting Others was highest for
those in the 21 to 25 age group,_60 percent, and, dropped for
those in the three later age groups. '

The concern with Personal Disequilibrium.is evident in
reference to the‘theme by 7Q percent cf those bew:een 21 and'25
~and'58 percent of those 26 to 3‘. ﬁpequancles for this theme
drop sharply for this category for the two later age groups.

The recurrence of reference to Marital and Love Relationships
is 40 percent for those 21 %o 25 and 56 percent for those 4o and
'oVer; Frequency rises to T4 percent for those 26 to .35, ages
within what Levinson calls the Vovice Phase when forming love
relationships is a centraL\task and peaks at. 83 percent for

those| in the 36 to 45 age group.

. o !
l C 1§

£

The majority{of the responses contributed to any one
categor by those 46 and over, 67 percent, was contributed to
Beliefs/Concepts.' Both Beliefs/Concepts and Aesthetic Response

_wWere each referred to by half to two—thirds of each of the age

i

\ 1
i
/

| groups, %tout half of each group referred to Autonomy./

A
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Worth noting is that while 50 percent of those in the 21
to 25 age group referred to Creativity and Achievement, none 1in
the 45 and over group cited this theme.: Similarly_ 30 percen+
of those ia the youngest group reiezred to Friendship, while

none in the oldesc group made specific reference to 1t.

-

:Thé'Séx Variable

;
/

Wwhen results are examined in'terms of the sex varlable,

some strikirg contrasts emerge. For example, while- male students
omitted mention of Autonomy, there is a 63 percent frequency of
reference to the theme by female students. Further, the protocois
of the female respondents reveal an intense preoccupation with the
issue ox self—direction. A student ﬁrites that author Mary Gordon

(1979) enabled her to recognize tnat:.

--sec.Women have a /way of turning over: responsibility
for their inner 1ives to men...who compel them.
Trying to fight my way out of that particular paper :
bag, I realized with this book what I'd done to X
myself and suddenly my actions and reac'tions seemed ’
reasonable and ordinary rather than bizarre and
shameful. , v . :

The motif haleness/Femaleness, wnich is comprised of
those issues specific to. gender ideLtity, was the theme that
received most frequent-reference'from female respondents, 85
percent.' It ‘Was mentioned by only 30 percent ‘of the male’

¢

respondents.

The theme Motherhood/Fatherhood, which was. mentioned by
42 percent of the women and only 15 percent of the men, and
vthat of- Separateness, mentioned by 33 percent of the women and

only 10 percent of the men, can also be related to sex’ role.
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- Concern with rapid change in sex role expectation is .

reflected'in the higher frequency of reference by women to the

, them'of Convetional Mores and Morals. Response for this therie

" was 40 percent for women and 20 percent for men.

The greatest number of contributions to a tiheme made by male
students was to Beliefs/Concepts, wnich was referred to by 85
percent of the men and 57 percent of the women'

Both men and Women frequently mentioned Love and Marital

Relatlionships: 65 percent of the men and 72 percent of the women.

Many of the total group discussed taeir reading,éxperience in
terms of Aesthetic Response, 60 percent of the men and 58

percent of the #omen. Approximately half cf‘the men and half

rof the‘women made reference to Personal Disequilibriu,,_Emotion,

and Family of Origin.

Distribution of Responses within Divisions

Table 4'summarizes'the frequencies.cf themes within divisicns. .
About a quarter of the total responses cited themes that are T
Interpersonal,‘while.about a third referred to themes that are ;
Transpersonai. The highest number of responses, 40 percent,
were to'themes that are Intrapersonal. o L /

Most of the men's responses treated themes that are Transpersonal,

/
45 percent, and most of the women's responses, 42 percent, dealt

.-Wwlth themes that are Intrapersonal.‘




TABLE 4

R
PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF RESPONSES IN DIVISIONS
GROUPED ACCORDING TO REPORTER SEX

. Percentage of Responses Total
: Male Female ) M &F
.Division Number ) Number Number of
- of of Answers:
Answers: Answers: 643 -
125 508 _
1. Intrapersonal 307 427 407
II. Interpersonal 25 | 27 26
III. Transpersénal 45 - 31 o 34

,,,,,,,




DISCUSSION

\

The results of the study yleld a picture of a group of
adult ‘readers whose lives are marked by rapid social and
personal change and who assimilate the experience of transition,
inner and'outer, in part via the aesthetic transaction with
fiction. The reports of the*participants on fictlion-reading

~are replete with reference to the central developmental tasks
and themes of adult life. The following passage from the '
protocols underscores the findings.
{
I seem to read more when I am engaged in
a spurt of emotional’ growth, when the assumptions
and attitudes about 1i°e wnich I use to order my
perceptions are uriergolng revision. Part of my
process of synthesizi £ a new world view and a
definition of my personal role 1s to beccme aware
of the perceptions of others. I read to see how
other people deal with the problem of -existence... ;!
in order to better reiefine my own role. ‘

‘That so many of the men and women in the study referred to.'
love and marital- relationships in their discussion of fiction/
seems to be consonant with both a popular vision human preoccupations
and of the nature of fiction. Similariy, the frequent indication
of the concern of male respondents wi/h beliefs and concepts is
in harmony’with a traditional conceprion of men as having a
primary facus beyond self and relationship-,

A striking outcome is the extent to which ‘women's responses‘

" focused on matters of gender identity._ That autonomy 1s a salient
issue in the protocols of female respondents might have been
anticipated from the recurrence 0f the theme in the work on

/

women of psychologists and critics (Bardwick 1979; Heilbrun, 1979;

Miller, 1976) B ',/’. | -




The MentoringbRelationship and
the Generactive EXperience

A'principal concern of the researcher was to trace
existing parallels between the relationship of students to
texts and authors, and the mentoring relationship. Levinson (1978)

had emphasized the importance of mentoring relationships in

9

adult develonment. To distinguish “the mentoring aspects of @
fiction-reading from personal mentoring, a new construct is
offered here. An essential element of the construct is the
emphasisnon the’aesthetic,transaction which is central to_the

relationship of reader and text. The researcher introduces the

term generactive experience for the construct to suggest'the

Y

‘generative and transactive aspects of the reader-text transaction N

that parallel mentoring. Generactive experience is here

defined as that experience that derives’from_the aesthetic

‘transaction with the’text and that promotes growth and development.
| That- ftction-reading facilitates growth and development

. | for this group of readers, that it has what is termed in this

study a generactive aspect, seems borne out by reports in the

: protocols of the many moments of_awareness or'recognition about -
vﬁvexperience inspired by texts and authors. Responses tend to
indicate‘that'through the reader;text transaction, themes central
\to'adult development are, in some measure, iliuminated and

significant insights gained.

e
a
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For these readers, many déeply engaged with fiction at

present, there was confidence in the intent of the author and

~

in the essential authenticity of the text, iIn 1ts aesthetic
presentation of experience. 'nConsider the following response:

The experience of a "shared understanding" is pre-
tlsely what I seek in reading fiction: finding in the
“elear, crafted prose of an.admired writer the
expression of--actually a confirmation of--my own
dimly 1it version of experience...The 'shared
experience! I'm writing of is what I felt, for

. instance, when I read Virginlia 4oolf's To the

- Lighthouse..:Thé ‘events - of her 1life and the
conditions of her mind enabled her to look into the
perceptions' that for me had always been ghost-guessed.

Such helghtened appreciation of writers and texts seems to be
the analogue of the attitude of the individual toward his
. mentor.

Levinson says that the intensity of the merntoring
relationship generally has temporal limitations. Such limitations
.seem inherent.to-the reader-text relationship as well. More than

- half of.the respondents reported that.there are booxs, once very
important to them, which no longer have the same relevance for
them. Several described their experienée explicitly in terms of
the connectlon between the shift in their attitude toward the
texts and their own development as adults. ,

The citing of same sex-authors by more than 80 percent of
" the male respondents, when they were asked to name an author
important to them, recalls,Levinson's finding (1978) that his

1ale subjects almost invariably.had same-sex mentors. Heilbrun
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'(1979) points out that male mentors have played a crucial role
in the develdpment of many successful #omeng Levinson (1978)
indicates that women generally seem to have had less mentoring
from either male“qrxfemale‘méntors. That appfoximately two-
thirds of the women dld name a female author as important to
them might suggest that these women have, at least recently,
been attempting to.compensate for an impoverishment in their
lives of mentoring or mentoring by women in particular, by
turning to 1iteratﬁre for direction from women wri.=rs.
A student's response 1s revealing here:
I am almost embarréssed to admit 1it, but I

am drawn to works elther by or about women in the

same wWway I listen more keenly to female singers on

the radlo. Unconsclously I must be yearning for

"role models, for.advice, for proof of what other

women have done, for glimpses into their problems.

There 1s always this hazy hope they will either

reveal some path or secrets for me (i.e., teach

me about life), or else they will express things

I have subconsclously felt but never before seen

in print...Maybe they will clarify something I

didn't even realize I was feeling.
" The intensity and eloquence with which women invested their
reports on issues of gender icentity signal the importance of
these findings for a conceptlon of the' reader-text transaction
as it relétes to the contemporary women.

Tnroughout, there are clues'to the nature of the generac;ive

experlence. As one student writes: - "Reading fiction seems to
be some sort of journey for me, with its own inherent purpose...

Perhaps I read fiction in order to be."

&S
~J
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LIMITATIONS

Certain cirqhmstances-created by thé‘dESign of the study
are identified as limitatlions of the 1nvestiga£ion undertaken.
Thé generalizability of the findiﬂgs, for example, is 1imited

.. by the intensive aﬁalysis of a sample of adults, predominantly
white and middle class, who do not négessafily share in all the
general characteristics of an adult readership. Further,‘
partiéipant§- responses focused to an extent on particular
works of 11teraturelwhich had been, or Ygﬁ%h were often similar to,
those which had been shared in thelr reading experience as ,
students at the adu%} education center.

Because the sé&ple_was not a stratified one in terms of
elther age or sex, there are limitations in the compafisions of
results of the several'agergroups, as well as of male End female
respondents. Finally, the linkége of fiction-reading with

“adult development cannot te fully exblored becausg,gdult
developmeﬁt research is as yet in‘process,‘particula}l&.in the

.

study of the women's 1life éycle..
FUTURE RESEARCH

The research begun in this study might be extended iﬁ
various ways. Firsf, the category system developed for this’
_study might be further tested by researchers who could emplby'
the taxonomy “or theifown:investigations into reading and adult
developuent. Researchers might expaﬁd, or in other ways modify}

the present taXonomy for their use.




The construct, generactive experience, introduced in this
study, might be given further definition through continued
research. I might be of value to consider an exploration of the
generactive, or growth facilitating, aspects of‘iiterature
other than\fiction,‘as»weii as tas generactive aspects of the
medlad of television and film.

The avid readers in this study experienced fiction-feadigg
as generactive. Itwould be interesting to know whether the
experience of other groups of readesrs 1is coincident with that
of the sample studied. Future studies éould concern themselves
with groups that differ in comvositlion from the-predominéﬁtly.
white, middle class, highly>educated sample here.

As 'the research on adult'developmeny becomes more complete,
particularly bn women's life cycie, more investigati;n‘might be
done on the response of readers at iifferent stages in life.

And since thgre did appear hnere to be significant differénces

in the reading response of men and women, further research on
seX as a varlable in the reader-text transaction could be
undertaken.

IMPJICATION 20X TEACHING

'

Since women readers here seemed to find the reading of
women writers vitzl to an 1lluzination of their conflicts of
gender 1dentity, more attentlon migh® be piad to the impact

of including more women writers ir curricula.

29
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It is hoped that though the readers in this study were

essentially self-motivated and valued being challenged aesthetically
- by texts, the insights gained from fheir reéponses ﬁight have |

relevéncé.notvdnly for'réaders in general but.for those readérs
in particular who need encouraggment ana guidance to increase
thelr literacy. Thét is, perhaps an-éwareness that avld |
readers value texts which prdvide them wifh generactive
exXperience appropriéte to their:dgve;opméntal.needs as adults
would .’ timately help in the promotion of the reading habit.

The study will have‘serﬁed its purpose 1if if generates
furthér such explorations}into the ﬁature of the trahsaction
of reader and text and 1nt5 the relafionship of the aesthetic

experience to the dynamically evolving lives of coﬁtéhpopary

/

/
v

adults.

~~
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