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PRESENTATION SUMMARIES

Jonas Asklund (Halmstad University)
«Achieving the Meta-cognitive Awareness in a School Book Discussion»

Discussions about books and ways of reading play an important role in the curriculum of the
Swedish secondary school system. In an intervention study based on a series of book
discussions on an easy reader novel, | looked into the possible cooperation between
students, their teacher in the introduction program for newcomers and the school librarian.
Based on my function as a teacher educator and drawing on current research in literature
didactics, | planned six discussions where different reading strategies, methods and models
were used. The main concern was to discuss the cognitive and emotional response to the
story we shared, but also to reflect upon the way these discussions were held. This
presentation is based on the results of subsequent interviews with the students, the
teacher, and the school librarian. In contrast to survey beliefs of the relative unimportance
librarians place on their own participation, the results indicate that the leader of the group
discussion plays an important role in terms of helping the participants to shift between
emotional and cognitive perspectives. To ensure that the book discussion can become a
social practice that enhances democratic values, equal stress must be placed on the way we
talk about books and on the way we read them.

Matthijs Bal (University of Lincoln)
«Does Fiction Really Tell Us Something about Our Working Lives?»

There is increasing evidence that reading fiction may help us to develop our empathetic
skills. It stimulates imagination and fantasy and may help to sympathize with other people.
Moreover, it may also help to accept the ambiguity of life. However, there is also rising
critique on empathy, and particularly on the exclusiveness of empathy towards people
within in-groups. This presentation poses the fundamental question whether fiction really
has any meaning in social life, and particularly in workplace behaviors. It explores the
conditions under which fiction may either sustain or contradict existing positions and views
in society, and how it may contribute to more dignified workplaces. Finally, the presentation
will offer some insights into how fiction can be used in our daily working lives.



Katarina Eriksson Barajas & Anja Rydén Gramner (Linkoping University)

«Fiction as a Didactic Tool in Medical Education»

The overarching aim of the proposed project is to increase our understanding of the
fundamental conditions regarding the uses and functions of fiction as a didactic tool in
professional education, with a specific focus on medical training. The tradition of using
fiction in the medical curriculum comes from researchers in medical humanities who argued
that fiction could develop empathy, understanding of others and a heightened ability to
analyse patients’ narratives. The existing empirical data, though, show only what kind of
texts and assignments are used, and what the students themselves, or the teachers, think of
the assignments.

During this talk, we will present data from video recordings of medical students discussing
fiction in a medical school in Sweden. Students are participants of base groups and have six
seminars, three per semester, together with their tutor, and during each seminar, they
discuss one work of fiction (novels, short stories, poetry and film). Participation is
mandatory but they are not graded on their efforts. Our empirical data will be analysed
using a discursive psychology approach, where social phenomena are seen as being
constructed in interaction. Our interest lies in trying to understand what and how students
learn during these seminars.

The project which this talk is based on is of significance both as basic research on the use of
fiction and as applied research on an under-researched field: professional education, with a
specific focus on medical education. There is a lack of research on learning practices in
professional educational. Since the use of fiction in medical education is common, both
nationally and internationally, it is of importance to examine the practice, using adequate
theoretical frameworks and methods.

Lotta Bergman (Malmd University)
«Reading as passion and social practice»

This presentation deals with research on the reading practice of ordinary readers in a book
club. The background is the growing gap between professional reading within the academy,
characterized by critical distance and analysis, and ordinary readers reading, often
considered as immersive, naive and uncritical. The lack of research on ordinary readers
reading has been noticed by several scholars (Felski, 2008, Miall, 2006; Persson, 2011) but
research is still scarce. The purpose of the study was to understand the characteristic
features of the reading practice and the meaning making processes that takes place within
it. The case study was carried out in a book club with seven women who meet regularly to
discuss fiction. The material consists of four documented meetings, interviews with all



participants and notes taken in connection to the meetings. The result show a multifaceted
reading practice characterised by, on the one hand, immersion and strong emotions and, on
the other hand, reflections and critical analysis both on the fiction and the world outside.
The reading practices affects the participants’ reflections on their lives and their place in
society in a decisive way. The result can provide important insights for the teaching of
literature.

Cecilia Bjorkén-Nyberg (Halmstad University)
«Empathetic Ears: The audiobook, aesthetics and affect»

Judging from sales figures, the popularity of the audiobook is more than a passing trend.
While everyone seems to have an opinion on the topic, either one listens avidly or one
refuses to abandon the ingrained habit of print, the aesthetic dimension of the listening
experience has long been underexplored. Recently, however, producers and researchers
have started to show a growing interest in the actual voicing of a text and its aesthetic effect
and, consequently, readers are becoming less categorical. Reading with one’s ears is neither
inferior nor superior to reading with one’s eyes; it is quite simply a different experience.

My talk is founded on the assumption that this difference is related to double voicing which
can be studied through the theoretical lens of audionarratology. What happens when the
metaphorical voice goes physical in the performing act of narration? My focus is on the
materiality of voice, what Roland Barthes famously termed its “grain.” A key argument is the
recorded voice as a facilitator for an empathetic stance. In my study of the shift to the
listening mode with its affective potential, previous research findings on readers’ emotional
responses to print texts based on such parameters as story type (descriptive, emotional)
and set (sympathetic spectator, identification) will be used as a reference point.

Anna Fahraeus (Halmstad University)

«Professional development and reflections on reading fiction as a means of understanding
the experience of empathy»

This paper will report on a two-year (fall 2014-fall 2016) collaborative project conducted by
literary specialists and nursing care teachers and researchers at Halmstad University in
Sweden. In the project the aim has been to investigate whether using a narrative model of
empathy as a basis for talking about fiction can ensure a better meta-cognitive
understanding among nursing students of what empathy is and how it works as a dynamic
process. The research has shown that the perceived benefit and outcomes of discussions
about novels and memoirs within the nursing program are improved through actively
focusing on the variations in the empathetic response to narrative. An analysis of 147



student surveys shows that there are similarities in the emotional and cognitive response
that can provide a more systematic and shared vocabulary for the experience of empathy as
a process. It is our contention that raising awareness of the shifting characteristics of
empathy and its malleability contributes to the ability to make reflective assessments of the
role of negative as well as positive empathic responses in patient care. The results also point
to the potential for increased self-awareness which could contribute to understanding
empathy fatigue.

Olivia Fialho (Utrecht University)
«Empathy in Transformative Reading: An Empirical Model»

Growing scientific evidence indicates that reading literary narrative fiction can play an
important role in enhancing readers’ interpersonal competencies and social interaction. It
can also foster moral improvement in terms of pro-sociality, altruistic behaviour and
empathy. In this sense, studies on reading processes are necessary to illuminate how
experiencing literary narratives may result in deeper understandings of who we are (self-
perceptual depth) and who we are in relation to other fellow human beings (self-other
perceptual depth). Such understandings are essential for our social functioning as they
promote empathy and sympathy for others, for example, which might impact altruistic and
ethical beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. This study intends to gain access to how readers
describe their subjective experiences of reading literary narrative fiction by exploring the
moments in which changes in self and self-other perceptions occur. To this purpose, thirty
thematic semi-structured in-depth interviews are conducted with native speakers of English,
in two sessions. In the first session, participants’ most memorable transformative reading
experiences are explored. In the second, one participant-selected story is reread, with a
focus on five evocative passages. Results show that empathy comes about in transformative
reading as readers (a) vividly imagine story characters, (b) put themselves on the shoes of
characters to evaluate story situations, and (c) take on the experience of characters as if it
were their own. They also show how these are necessary components for the unfolding of
transformative reading within a networks empirical model.

Frank Hakemulder (Utrecht University)
«Deep into the depths: Where do stories become meaningful?»

Indeed, it seems that the more people read literary fiction, the higher they score on
measures of social-cognitive abilities (e.g., theory of mind, empathy). However, the overall
effect sizes are small, and underlying causes unknown (see for a meta-analyses Mumper &
Gerrig, 2016). Moreover, some experiments reveal a direct effect of reading literary fiction



on variables such as empathic abilities (e.g., Kidd & Castano, 2013), but others do not (e.g.,
Dijkstra et al., 2015). This compels us to shift the focus of our research agenda from
guestions such as “Does reading literary fiction affect readers’ social competences?”, to
questions like “Under what conditions is reading literature effective?” and “How does
literature actually work?” For that purpose this presentation attempts to map the unique
qualities of literary reading that might enhance relevant aspects of personal growth.
Furthermore, it will be argued that these are not mere academic issues. Our inquiries should
preferably be conducted in collaboration with practitioners (e.g., in the context of
education, health communication, vocational training, management coaching, shared
reading groups).

First, we will concentrate on what it means to be exposed to literary characters. It will be
argued that feeling empathy for literary characters or trying to figure out their thoughts,
emotions, and motivations might be more challenging than for, say, the type of characters
we encounter in popular fiction. Hence, this may result in a more effective ‘workout’ for
readers’ social competences. Second, it will be argued that our future research agenda
should include aspects of literary style. These may motivate readers to be intensely engaged
with texts, and, more importantly, stimulate them to search for meaning. The presentation
will conclude with practical implications of these ideas for various social contexts.

Carina Hermansson (Umea University)

«Young Children Reading E-books: How Multimodal Features Matter for Emotional
Literacy»

The aim of the study is to examine emotional aspects of digital literary reading. Whereas the
potential of the e-book to develop children's literacy skills in terms of phonemic awareness,
vocabulary, and reading comprehension has been of increasing interest to scholars (e.g.
Lysenko & Abrami, 2014), its potential to develop emotional literacy has yet to be explored.
Emotional literacy involves different abilities, such as empathy and the ability to
acknowledge the emotions of others (Steiner & Perry 1997), and is an important component
in early childhood education in the development of democratic competencies.

Inspired by the context of the situated relations between different elements encircling the
young readers, we draw on the postmodern social theory of Deleuze and Guattari (1987) in
understanding the shifting ways in which emotional literacy unfolds in the digital reading
event. The empirical data is taken from a larger study concerned with understanding the
complexity of digital reading practices in early childhood education. The data consists of
video documentation, field notes and interviews, collected in a Swedish preschool class one
day every other week, from September, 2014, till May, 2015. The 27 six-year-olds and the
teacher had access to his/her own digital device.



In this study, we examine young children's reading of a narrative text in e-book format. We
argue that the multimodal features of the Ebook create a space for the development of
complex emotional processes. Ebook-readers are invited not only to respond to characters'
emotions - represented in written words and in pictures; they are also invited to detect and
interpret emotion in - or feel themselves into - the digital read-aloud voice, thus producing
increased interactive engagements between reader, text, and digital device. In addition, the
collective reading experience (facilitated by the digital read-aloud voice) invites readers to
read each other's emotions as well as alerting them to the existence of other perspectives.
This interdependent process, between text, materiality, and individuals, may promote
emerging emotional literacies, for example empathy, suggesting that digital literary reading
may play an important role in the preschool's work with democratic values. As such, this
empirically grounded paper has relevance for educational research on new literacy practices
that involve digital reading technology and emergent literacies.

Sissel Korpisola & Cecilia McMullen (Luckan, Helsinki)

«Expanding perspectives - Fiction as a means to lived knowledge and improving human
interaction»

Luckan, a Swedish information- and cultural center in Helsinki, is through the ESF-project
Stora Komet - vdgledningsprojektet pa svenska i Nyland offering students at the Department
of Health and Welfare at Arcada University of Applied Sciences in Helsinki a course in
literature for the fall semester of 2017. At the Department of Health and Welfare at Arcada
you can study emergency care, occupational therapy, physiotherapy, sports and health
promotion, social services, public health, midwifery and nursing. At several universities in
Finland medical students are offered courses in fiction. Our course has been developed with
the thought that if literature is found to be an asset for medical students and practising
physicians it can be of use for all students in the care sciences. The course curriculum has
been planned with the assumption that reading and discussing literature may have the
potential of developing social skills, empathy, self-reflection and a better knowledge of how
to “read between the lines” when discussing with clients and patients. In this talk we will
present our ideas and plans for the course and hope to get feedback that will help us
improve the concept.



David Peplow (Sheffield Hallam University)
«Stories about stories: what we talk about when we talk about books»

Book groups are sometimes seen as relatively unconstrained, utopian spaces, where readers
can disclose personal information, can 'try on' different identities through developing
empathetic relationships with authors and characters, and can collaborate on the
production of literary meaning with like-minded readers. The main focus of my talk is on
collaborative storytelling sequences in literary interpretation - that is, the stories people
(jointly) tell when they are giving their opinions and interpretations of a text. My argument
is that the stories found in this setting are a product of various factors in the interactional
context - these factors include the text under discussion and the stories told by other
readers in the group. | will be drawing on the notion of 'second stories', an approach to
storytelling coming from Conversation Analysis (Sacks, 1995), analysing an extract of talk in
which readers move between the written text story (i.e. the novel) and their own stories,
using the literary text as a 'first' story as a prompt for various 'second' stories. The stories
told by these readers are based on their personal experience or involve the readers
reporting a story they have heard from a third party. | consider the ways in which these
various stories relate to each other, and suggest that the telling of the stories supports the
idea that readers in the book group setting are principally engaging in mimetic reading
(Peplow, 2016).

Cecilia Pettersson (Gothenburg University)
«Bibliotherapy and health»

Bibliotherapy, the use of literature in order to improve health, has attracted an ever greater
interest in a Swedish context in recent years, both as a method and as a research area. The
predominant models of the biblioterapeutic process refer to psychodynamic theories of
how mental recovery occur, or ought to occur. The perspective in this model originates from
the persons and institutions that perform and provide bibliotherapy. The British scholar Liz
Brewster has criticized this focus in bibliotherapy and instead propagated for what she calls
user-centered bibliotherapy. This means that the discussion and theories about the effects
of bibliotherapy are extracted through the users’ stories about their experiences of reading
for improving mental health. In my research on people suffering from mental health
disorders and women on sick leave, | have a similar user-centered perspective on
bibliotherapy. In my presentation, | will give examples of this bibliotheraputical approch as
well as discuss its strengths and weaknesses.



Allison Skerrett, University of Texas at Austin

«The Potential of Transnational Youths’ Multiliteracies for Literacy Education and Social
Justice in a Globalized World»

This talk draws from Dr. Skerrett’s extensive and ongoing research with transnational youths
and their teachers across diverse global geographies including the United States, the
Caribbean, Mexico, South Asia, and Asia. Dr. Skerrett will discuss the theoretical principles
and instructional practices of transnationally-inclusive forms of literacy education developed
in her book, Teaching Transnational Youth: Literacy and Education in a Changing World. She
will then share new findings from her ongoing research pertaining to the unique forms and
features of the multiliteracies practices transnational youths develop from their border-
crossings and sojourns across varied national and cultural geographies. Dr. Skerrett will
further theorize how these transnationally-generated multiliteracies practices can be
prioritized in literacy education to promote the social and academic identities and
development of all youths. Potential outcomes of such literacy instruction will be discussed,
including youths’ development of critical perspectives on texts and the world, senses of
global citizenship, and related commitments and capacities to make the world more just
through their multiliteracies practices.

Elisabeth Skog & Cecilia Bjorkén-Nyberg (Halmstad University)
«Losing Oneself in Words — Finding Ourselves in Sound: The Halmstad Poetry Lab»

Being immersed in narratives is often said to be a means of making readers forget the
passing of time. As such they may have a beneficial impact on our wellbeing not least due to
our capacity to empathise with fictional characters. Poetry, by contrast, forces us to pause.
Lyric poetry in particular tends to focus on states and stasis. Thus, while we naturalise texts
by narrativising them, we struggle with the “unnaturalness” of poems that force us to pay
attention to friction, to see, hear and voice it. This methodology helps us engage in a
continuous process of understanding not only ourselves but the experiences of other people
and cultures and, paradoxically, to find new narratives while doing so.

Creative friction is explored in the Poetry Lab (Lyriklabbet), set up jointly by Halmstad city
library and Halmstad university in the spring of 2017. Here poetry’s artifice and segmentivity
— as opposed to naturalness and flow — is taken as a starting-point for slowing down time
and dwelling on emotions and mental states. The main object is to promote a sense of
wellbeing through an experimentation with words and the embodiment of voice. Existing
poems are studied as well as fresh poems composed by lab members out of material that
comes their way in everyday situations. In this presentation, we will be demonstrating how
we work in the poetry lab. An important aspect is the use of sound technology as an



instrument for challenging the naturalness of the poetic text. By manipulating, rearranging
and recontextualising the text through the recorded voice the multidimensionality of the
poetic material is foregrounded. The creation of such a sound archive is quite simply a
means of staying sound.

Maria Wennerstrom & Johan Wickstrom, Uppsala University

«Ethics, power and empathy through the lens of literary fiction in the practice of
educational development»

Being a teacher in Higher Education is truly intertwined with ethical issues. In our
presentation, we would like to discuss how literary fiction might be used in teacher training
in order to raise questions of power, interpretation and identification. We argue that fiction
is valuable in at least four senses: Firstly, it might ease the dealing with ethically and
emotionally delicate problems linked to pedagogical situations since “reality” is filtered by a
literary text. Secondly, it promotes the ability to change perspectives and identify with
others which is crucial for teachers who meet a diverse student group and need to reflect on
their own privileges. Thirdly, fiction supports a deeper social understanding (Rosenblatt,
1995) — e.g. concerning who has access to HE and who has not — by including emotional and
sensual dimensions that usually are not part of the academic discourse. Thus, fiction
enhances experiences of transformative learning and self-reflection that teachers might
convey to their students as well. Fourthly, the “complexity and variety revealed to us in
literature” (Nussbaum, 1992) reflects the complex character of pedagogical situations that
are hardly fully described by theories and models frequently used within educational
development — such as deep- and surface strategies of learning, constructive alignment and
different epistemological taxonomies. It has therefore the potential to counteract
“dogmatic abstract treatises” and “reductive theories” (Nussbaum, 1992) by offering
alternative and more open approaches. By giving some examples from literary fiction, we
hope to further explore these issues in our presentation.



