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ABSTRACT 
 

Meaning-making in reading literary texts is a process that is widely theorised, applied in 
instructions, and observed through research. While recognitions have been given to the value 
of literature for different purposes, trends in educational policies for literature in different 
curricula do not secure a clear and systematic way of how meaning-making should be explored. 
Research into meaning-making demonstrates the need to examine the process as this remains 
to be understudied. This study observed the meaning-making process through the stances and 
perspectives adopted among a group of ESL readers when meaning was made in reading a 
literary text. This case study employed Concurrent Verbal protocol for data collection. 31 
participants, majoring in Teaching English as a Second language (TESL) were selected for the 
study. Qualitative data from the verbal protocol sessions were quantified using a pre-
established set of 24 themes derived from the theoretical framework of the study. The themes 
were based on the Efferent, Aesthetic, and Critical stances and also the public and private 
perspectives of the Text, Reader, Universal Values, and Writer. The findings indicate that the 
Critical is favoured over the Efferent and Aesthetic stances. Public Textual Perspectives were 
also preferred over the Private Textual, Reader, Universal, and Writer’s perspectives. The 
implication of examining the meaning-making process from multiple perspectives would 
nurture learning aptitudes and encourage personal connection and engagement to literature. 
Future research should consider expanding the investigation into the meaning-making process 
on other categories of readers as well as literary genres. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The aim of this study was to observe the meaning-making process of a group of English as a 
Second Language (ESL) readers through the stances and perspectives adopted in reading a 
literary text. According to Eagleton and Dobler (2007), the Reader Response theory honours 
the reader’s perspectives and promotes the adoption of different stances by the reader in the 
process of meaning-making. They explained that “the reader’s stance has a significant 
influence on how he approaches the text and on what he takes away from the text. The concept 
of reader stance refers to the unique combination of a reader’s perspective and purpose for 
reading” (Eagleton & Dobler, 2007, p. 33). While the recognition given to the reader’s role in 
meaning-making by this theory has inspired this study, there are also diverse 
acknowledgements and purposes given to literature instruction in different curricula. Among 
them are that literature has been valued to develop readers’ active involvement in meaning-
making such as to instil the passion for reading (Karolides, 2020; Rosenblatt, 2005), to promote 
generative thinking processes (Boubekeur, 2021), to develop language proficiency (Wang, 
2020), and to encourage a personal connection to literature (Boubekeur, 2021; Rosenblatt, 
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1993). Apart from that, literature has also been established to cultivate cultural, social, and 
humanistic values (Schrijvers, Janssen, Fialho & Rijlaarsdam, 2019) that include the ability to 
develop empathy and social judgement crucial in enhancing ethics and moral standards not just 
for knowledge building but especially so in life (Collin, 2020).  

While literature instruction has received different recognitions, it has also served 
different purposes. According to Schrijvers et al. (2019), in European countries such as 
Belgium, a national examination requires connecting personal experience with literature to 
society’s current situation. While in the Netherlands, literature instruction is valued as a source 
for developing citizenship and empathic capabilities. Alternatively, in Southeast Asian 
countries like Singapore, literature instruction serves ethical, aesthetic, and intellectual 
purposes. In doing so, four basic learning outcomes have been outlined meant to develop 
empathetic and global thinkers, critical readers, creative meaning-makers, and convincing 
communicators (Ministry of Education Singapore, 2019). In the Philippines, literature is a 
compulsory subject in school and at the tertiary level. It is incorporated to develop sensitivity, 
awareness, and greater understanding of the world and other people (Magulod Jr, 2018). 

Similarly, literature has also served different purposes across different levels and times 
within the Malaysian education curriculum. While literature had an important role in the 
teaching of the English language during the colonial period, there was a decline in the 
importance of literature after the independence (Subramaniam, 2003). At present, literature is 
presented in the Language Arts for primary school to develop an appreciation and 
understanding of the English literature (Dewi, 2018) or creative works for enjoyment (Engku 
Atek, Hassan, Latiff Azmi, Azmi & Yah Alias, 2020). Nevertheless, at secondary school, the 
literature component introduced in 2000 as a specific tested component under the English 
language subject, aimed to instil aesthetic appreciation, is no longer emphasised (Engku Atek 
et al., 2020). The new highlight on adopting the Common European Framework of Reference 
in Malaysian education encourages the use of different reading materials for the English 
language subject (Mohamad Uri & Abd Aziz, 2019). Meanwhile, literature remains to be 
offered as an additional elective subject at secondary school. Literature has served various but 
similar purposes over time at the tertiary level, from advancing content knowledge and critical 
thinking skills to refining skills in the English language. The different trends and emphasis on 
literature within the local context became more interesting with the announcement of the Sijil 
Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) national examination results in May 2021 for the year 2020. There 
has been a decline in the results for the English language subject but an improvement in 
Literature in English as an elective subject (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2021). 

While the various recognitions given to literature through theory and practise as well 
as the announcement on the SPM results for 2020 have formed an optimistic future for literature 
as a subject matter within the national curriculum, its role within the English language subject 
is no longer apparent. Similarly, Gabrielsen, Blikstad-Balas and Tengberg (2019) reported that 
recent trends in education policies around the world on literacy emphasise comprehension 
instead of other skills worth developing through literature such as creativity, aesthetic, and 
cognitive advancements. The emphasis on the basic literacy skill in comprehension through 
reading promotes the acquisition of the English language. However, it does not serve similar 
purposes recognised for more advanced aptitudes that have been championed by the Reader 
Response theory such as to engage readers in generative thinking processes in meaning-
making, like creative and imaginative thinking or personal connection and appreciation for the 
English language. 

Apparently, diverse recognitions and purposes are given to literature across curricula. 
However, the trends in education policies around the world do not secure a long-term value for 
literature in any curriculum. In particular, the emphasis on comprehension for ESL reading 
limits the personal exploration and engagement of readers as meaning-makers. There seems to 



GEMA Online® Journal of Language Studies   
Volume 21(4), November 2021 http://doi.org/10.17576/gema-2021-2104-14 

eISSN: 2550-2131 
ISSN: 1675-8021 

273 

be a gap between its worth and how it is applied in ESL reading. While literature supports the 
comprehension development of ESL readers, Gabrielsen, Blikstad-Balas and Tengberg (2019) 
contended that it is important to examine what literary qualities do these readers demonstrate 
when they undergo the meaning-making process as this remains to be understudied. 

Evidently, the need to investigate meaning-making in reading literature among ESL 
readers is vital to fill in the gap between the purposes or rewards that literature could nurture 
and what developments could occur when they read literary texts. To witness and ascertain 
what ESL readers do when they read literary texts, Burnett and Merchant (2020) promoted that 
the meaning-making process is scrutinised in order to have a clear and comprehensive view of 
readers’ capabilities when they make meaning. For that matter, this study was intended to 
observe the stances and perspectives adopted when a group of ESL readers undergoes the 
meaning-making process in reading a literary text. The findings should reveal evidence on the 
common patterns in stances and perspectives that these readers adopted. This would shed light 
on how literature instruction could best be exploited based on the different recognitions and 
purposes claimed for its role in ESL instruction or even as a subject matter at any level. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

This section presents the idea of meaning-making before providing a general review of theory 
and research into stances and perspectives in meaning-making. The theoretical framework in 
support for the analysis of stances and perspectives in meaning-making is the Transactional 
theory (Rosenblatt, 1993). The use of this framework is explained at the end of this section. 
 

MEANING-MAKING 
 

According to Rosenblatt (2005), the meaning-making process occurs when the reader meets 
the text. She explained that “meaning does not reside ready-made ‘in’ the text or ‘in’ the reader 
but happens or comes into being during the transaction between reader and text” (2005, p. 7). 
In fact, the process would be unique to a particular time, situation and place. For instance, in 
the context of a classroom, Edge (2011) said that “meaning is not located in texts or in lessons 
or even in people; rather, it is made through dynamic transactions with people and various 
texts in various contexts” (p. 38). 

Generally, recent studies in meaning-making have focused on different matters. Ishak 
and Zainal (2019) and Noah (2018) found that among ESL readers in secondary school, the 
efferent stance is dominant and personal connection to literature is rather limited. Kromhout 
and Scheckle (2021) and Nguyen and Henderson (2020) instead discovered that tertiary readers 
were able to relate personal experience and venture into adopting multiple stances in meaning-
making. Likewise, Varga, McGuinn, Naylor, Rimmereide and Syed (2020) learnt that through 
online cross-cultural discussions of literature, tertiary readers shared personal views about 
issues on citizenships. Meanwhile, Perry (2020, p. 38) disclosed that through engagement in a 
multimodal group project, tertiary ESL learners not only became “interpreters of meaning but 
most importantly, as creators of meaning.” Evidently, these findings strongly suggest the need 
to examine and cultivate meaning-making for different contexts as well as readers. 

Although the overall trends show that literature instruction has continuously been in 
and out of different curricula worldwide for different purposes, the general concession is that 
different circumstances may influence how meaning is made in literature (Rosenblatt, 1995). 
As such, there is no fixed meaning to a literary text and readers may think about, interpret, and 
respond in multiple ways (Karolides, 2020). Therefore, an investigation of the patterns in 
meaning-making through the choice of stances and perspectives adopted should shed light on 
the capabilities or qualities that readers secure when they undergo the meaning-making process. 
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For that matter, this section proceeds with the discussion of two critical aspects in meaning-
making: stances and perspectives. 

 
STANCES IN MEANING-MAKING 

 
Ruddell and Unrau (1994, p. 1005) identified stance as “reader’s perspective and orientation 
towards a given text. It serves to direct the reader’s focus of attention and purpose in reading 
and thus influence motivation, attitude, and intention to read.” Rosenblatt (1995) explained 
that readers would interchangeably use stances in meaning-making. Stance suggests the 
reader’s purpose (Ishak & Zainal, 2019; Karolides, 2020) or selective attention towards 
literature by “bringing certain aspects into the centre of attention and pushing others into the 
fringes of consciousness” (Rosenblatt, 1994, p. 1066). 
 Stance can be determined based on the proportion of public or private aspects of 
meaning that is admitted into the scope of selective attention. Rosenblatt (1993) introduced two 
primary stances. The Efferent and Aesthetic. According to her, the efferent stance which 
originated from a Latin word that means ‘to carry away’ “involves primarily with analysing, 
abstracting, and accumulating what will be retained after reading” (Rosenblatt, 1993, p. 184). 
Clearly, this stance dominates the process of reading for most types of texts such as the printed 
media, academic texts, or even directories. When adopting the efferent stance, the aim would 
normally be to seek, gain or use information. Alternatively, Rosenblatt (1995) emphasised that 
the principal stance in reading literary texts should be the aesthetic that concerns experiencing 
and engaging in a living-through experience of the imaginary world through the transaction 
between the Reader and the Text. Its primary emphasis is on the experience that readers 
undergo during the meaning-making process. She reminded that when exposing readers to the 
conventions of meaning-making, the aesthetic stance should be introduced early (Rosenblatt, 
2005). Readers are enticed to develop their sense of pleasure, appreciation, and engagement in 
constructing personal meaning through it. 
 On the one hand, the closer readers get to the efferent stance, selective attention in 
reading literature would cultivate comprehension and knowledge building. On the other hand, 
the meaning-making process would venture into a more personal sense of meaning if the 
aesthetic stance is explored. However, she cautioned that the two stances are not in opposition 
but should be presented as a continuum. When the readers transact with the text, there exist 
two aspects of meaning that are public and private. The public meaning that constitutes matters 
related to the cognitive, referential, factual, and analytical, falls close to the continuum that 
shows the dominance of the efferent stance. Alternatively, the private meaning representing 
the affective, emotive, and sensuous matters, and that portrays feelings, attitudes, sensations, 
and personal viewpoints can be represented as part of the aesthetic stance on the same 
continuum. 
 Yet, Rosenblatt (1995) asserted that the Critical stance, which is not of the same nature 
as the Efferent and Aesthetic could actually be adopted as part of either one of these two primary 
stances or adopted anywhere in the process of meaning-making. In other words, the critical 
stance actually brings the reader to a different level of thinking by providing an avenue for the 
analysis and evaluation of the acquired new information or personal experience accumulated 
through the initial stance adopted (Abdul Kadir, Tengku Mohamad Maasum & Vengadasamy, 
2012). To illustrate, Wang (2020) explained that in the process of aesthetic meaning-making, 
the aesthetic engagement with the literary text could persuade readers to explore the critical 
stance. At this point, the reader may want to think about and form a judgement of the meaning 
that has been experienced or felt through the aesthetic stance. Alternatively, Kromhout and 
Scheckle (2021) emphasised that readers could also stand apart from the text and consider it 
objectively based on the initial adoption of the efferent stance when adopting the critical stance. 
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Although Rosenblatt did mention the existence of the critical stance in the theory, she 
disregarded it in the Efferent-Aesthetic Continuum. 
 As a result, efforts have been made to question or explore the critical stance’s existence 
and status in the meaning-making process. For instance, McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) 
argued that the Critical stance should be another stance like Efferent and Aesthetic. Yet, they 
also asserted that most meaning-making processes would have a mixture of these stances, with 
one dominating the others. In adopting the critical stance, readers use  
 

a personal reserve of knowledge and experience to a text to ascribe possible meanings. In other 
words, he interprets. In addition, he compares his own values and belief, with those suggested to 
him by the text, and defends them if necessary. In other words, he argues. Moreover, he often 
organises his personal response by classifying or comparing possible meanings and then 
generalises about comprehensive meaning. In other words, he infers. Finally, he analyses the 
author’s ideas, information, tactics and then predicts the author’ semantic direction. In other 
words, he speculates.              (Cobine, 1993, p. 1) 
 

 Therefore, in examining the overall choice of stances in meaning-making, it is 
important to observe the adoption of the two primary stances - Efferent and Aesthetic - as there 
may be other aspects of these stances in meaning-making that could be closely observed such 
as the public and private aspects of meaning or the patterns in the adoption of the Critical 
stance that has been a topic of debate over time. The specific disclosure and classification of 
stances that readers could potentially adopt are vital in revealing the capabilities or qualities 
that readers have acquired and can advance through the meaning-making process. 
 

PERSPECTIVES IN MEANING-MAKING 
 
In unlocking the meaning-making process by ESL readers in reading a literary text, apart from 
stances, this study also examined the perspectives that these readers adopted. Generally, in the 
process of meaning-making, there may be different perspectives that could be adopted. 
Examining the possible perspectives is significant in recognising the extent or depth that 
readers could undertake through the meaning-making process. A comprehensive examination 
of readers’ perspectives would naturally show and gauge how specific literature instruction has 
influenced readers’ capabilities as meaning-makers. 

Rosenblatt (1995) described meaning-making in the eyes of the Writer, which is also 
the basis for the Romantics movement in the Modern Literary theories as a process that allows 
the Writer to share his creative ideas with his readers by choosing  

 
particular elements that have significant relevance to his insight.  He inscribes verbal signs that 
he hopes will enable readers to perceive selected images, personalities, and events in special 
relation to one another.  Thus, out of the matrix of elements with common meaning for him and 
his readers, he builds up a new sequence, a new structure, that enables him to evoke in the reader’s 
mind a special emotion, a new or deeper understanding - that enables him, in short to 
communicate to his readers.        (p. 34) 
 
In contrast, Rosenblatt (1993) explained that although the New Critics movement in the 

Modern Literary theories is equally concerned with meaning-making, the emphasis is very 
much on explicating meaning that is in the textual world. Rosenblatt (1995, pp. 289) described 
the Text as giving permanence to the work and explained that “The New Critics treated the 
poem [literature] as an autonomous entity that could be objectively analysed.” As such, 
meaning is self-contained and fixed in the text and the reader needs to infer or explicate 
meaning hidden within the text. Based on the two movements, the Romantics and the New 
Critics, readers could adopt two possible perspectives. One could be the Writer and the other 
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would be the Text. When the perspective of the Writer or the Text is observed, naturally the 
meaning-making process would be aiming for explicating fixed, intended, or prescribed 
meaning. The adoption of these two perspectives supports the use of literature in developing 
comprehension and critical thinking in reading literary texts. 

Then again, as mentioned earlier, Rosenblatt (1995, p. xvi) argued that “meaning 
happens during the transaction between the reader and the signs on the page.” While 
Karolides (2020, p. 5) explained, “During the reading activity, the reader and the text mutually 
act on one another...The reader’s persona infuses the text; the text impresses the reader.” In 
contrast to the two earlier perspectives, the meaning would become fluid and personal when 
readers adopt the Reader’s perspective. This is the perspective that would enable readers to 
become personally involved in meaning-making and should become the basis for the 
recognitions and purposes given to literature instruction in different curricula. 

While the role of the Writer, Text, or Reader may influence the way meaning is made 
in a literary text, it should also be remembered that there are two sides to meaning (Rosenblatt, 
1995). As mentioned earlier, there are also the Public and Private aspects to meaning in the 
Efferent-Aesthetic Continuum. To demonstrate this, Rosenblatt (1993) used an analogy of an 
iceberg, where its tip actually represents the public meaning and carries very little weight. The 
bottom part that is hidden and forms a bigger portion of the whole iceberg, signifies the private 
meaning. The public meaning represents the intended, prescribed, or fixed meaning and is a 
very small portion of the meaning. Nevertheless, the private meaning which is represented by 
the hidden and submerged part of the iceberg, not only contains a bigger portion of meaning 
that is unique and personal, but is also a prevailing part of meaning (Karolides, 2020). 

Alternatively, the renowned framework of Abrams (1953) presents an extension to the 
Modern Literary theories where the Universe is perceived as another vital perspective in 
meaning-making.  He explained that prior to the influence of the Romantics that champions 
the role of the Writer, meaning in literary texts is seen to mirror the Universe or reality. He 
believed that the Text could be perceived as either a representation of the Universe, a product 
of the Writer, or illumination of the Reader. 

Essentially, there are at least four fundamental perspectives in literary texts and 
different meaning-making models (Abrams, 1953; Rosenblatt, 1993) have been established to 
illustrate the relationship among the perspectives. They are a crucial part of the meaning-
making process and should be well examined. The ability to view a literary text from more 
than one perspective leads to a deeper understanding of a work and its implications. Viewing 
meaning from different perspectives facilitates the cultivation and advancement of skills such 
as cognitive – Ways of Thinking (Collin, 2020), affective – expressive reactions or responses 
(Kromhout & Scheckle, 2021), and language (Wang, 2020). 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  
 

In this study, the framework suggested by Rosenblatt (1993) in the Transactional theory was 
adopted to examine the stances and perspectives in meaning-making. Based on three possible 
stances that are the Efferent, Aesthetic, and Critical and the perspectives of the Writer, Reader, 
Text, and Universal Values, the adoption of the theory as the framework specifically 
demonstrates the importance of stances and perspectives in meaning-making. Moreover, the 
framework also shows the need to examine the public and private aspects of meaning. These 
multiple ways of unlocking the meaning-making process can further be observed through the 
notion of selective attention and a living through experience in meaning-making. As such, the 
framework for this study that is based on the Transactional theory is depicted in Figure 1. 
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FIGURE 1. The Theoretical Framework for the Study based on the Transactional theory 
 

Stances

Efferent 
(E)

Textual 
(T)

Public (U) Efferent Public Textual Stance 
(ETU)

Private (I) Efferent Private Textual Stance 
(ETI) 

Reader 
(R)

Public (P) Efferent Public Reader Stance 
(ERU)

Private (I) Efferent Private Reader Stance 
(ERI)

Universal 
Values (U)

Public (U) Efferent Public Universal Stance 
(EUU)

Private (I) Efferent Private Universal Stance 
(EUI) 

Writer  
(W)

Public (U) Efferent Public Writer Stance 
(EWU)

Private (I) Efferent Private Writer Stance 
(EWI)

Aesthetic 
(A) 

Textual 
(T)

Public (U) Aesthetic Public Textual Stance 
(ATU)

Private (I) Aesthetic Private Textual Stance 
(ATI)

Reader 
(R)

Public (U) Aesthetic Public Reader Stance 
(ARU)

Private (I) Aesthetic Private Reader Stance 
(ARI)

Universal 
Values (U)

Public (U) Aesthetic Public Universal Stance 
(AUU)

Private (I) Aesthetic Private Universal 
Stance (AUI)

Writer  
(W)

Public (U) Aesthetic Public Writer Stance 
(AWU)

Private (I) Aesthetic Private Writer Stance 
(AWI)

Critical  
(C)

Textual 
(T)

Public (U) Critical Public Textual Stance 
(CTU)

Private (I) Critical Private Textual Stance 
(CTI)

Reader 
(R)

Public (U) Critical Public Reader Stance 
(CRU) 

Private (I) Critical Private Reader Stance 
(CRI)

Universal 
Values 

(U)

Public (U) Critical Public Universal Stance 
(CUU)

Private (I) Critical Private Universal Stance 
(CUI)

Writer  
(W)

Public (U) Critical Public Writer Stance 
(CWU) 

Private (I) Critical Private Writer Stance 
(CWI)
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By adopting this framework, this study was able to unlock the specific capabilities of 
the participants as meaning-makers. First, it provided a comprehensive insight into the stances 
and perspectives generally adopt when the participants make meaning while reading a literary 
text. As literature has been recognised to have different benefits and to serve different purposes 
across curricula, a clear idea of readers’ capabilities in meaning-making would support the 
design and development of materials and classroom activities suited for different purposes.  For 
example, if the nature of the lesson or course aims to use literature for language development, 
the focus could be on adopting the efferent stance that develops comprehension skills through 
reading. Then again, if the purpose is to nurture appreciation and personal engagement in 
meaning-making, the aesthetic stance would be the best option. Moreover, if the aim is to 
develop thinking and argumentative skills in reading or writing, the use of all three stances 
would be the best as together they nurture cognitive, aesthetic, and language developments. 
Another important aspect of adopting this framework is the need to encourage readers to 
explore meaning from multiple perspectives. In doing so, meaning is perceived to be fluid and 
not fixed. Uncovering stances and perspectives that readers could observe is crucial in 
advancing skills and aptitudes that they should possess through literature as meaning-makers. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
As the purpose of this study was to observe the meaning-making process of a group of ESL 
readers through the stances and perspectives adopted in reading a literary text, the design 
chosen was a case study and the think-aloud protocol was used as the means for data collection. 
The choices were due to the nature of the study that aimed to examine in-depth processes in 
meaning-making in reading a literary text. Through the choice of design and instrument, 
specific patterns in the stances and perspectives adopted were discovered. 

Data collection via think-aloud protocol was carried out and recorded using audio and 
video recording for every participant. Think-aloud was employed to capture processes that 
were not easily recognised while reading. It was useful in uncovering cognitive and affective 
processes that occurred in reading. In this study, Concurrent Verbal Protocol was employed. 
During the think-aloud sessions, the participants read the literary text twice. In the first attempt, 
they read through the literary text privately. In the second attempt, the think-aloud protocol 
session was administered using the same literary text. Before the session began, they were 
briefed about how the session would be conducted and the researcher modelled the process for 
them to have a clear idea of what to do during the think-aloud reading session. They were 
encouraged to verbally share what they were thinking and sensing while reading the literary 
text. Occasionally, the researcher would prompt the participants. This was done to ensure a rich 
account and clear understanding of what the participants attempted to reveal in their meaning-
making process orally. As no time limit was given, the think-aloud sessions ranged between 
60 to 90 minutes per participant. 

The participants of the study were chosen based on purposive sampling. They were a 
homogeneous group of 31 second-year TESL undergraduates with similar age, language, 
education, exposure to training in literature instruction, and cultural background. They were 
identified as they were the only group that had to take literature courses as part of their 
programme of study at the university. At the time when data for the study were collected, they 
were undergoing their last literature course in the programme of study. The participants and 
context of the study were chosen based on the unique environment that they were in. Most 
importantly, it was vital and interesting to witness what they were capable of venturing into 
when they made meaning while reading based on the exposure and training that they have had. 

The participants were instructed to read a short story as the literary text chosen for this 
study. The short story was chosen for several reasons. First, the length of the short story is 
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appropriate as it is only two-page long. This gives enough time for the participants to read the 
first-time round on their own and to read it again for the think-aloud data collection session. 
Second, the short story was chosen for its readability level and familiar culture as well as 
themes. It is a contemporary short story entitled Compare. Written by a local writer named 
Yeoh Gim Suan (2009), it has a familiar local setting and situation as the main character in the 
short story also happens to be an undergraduate student in the second year just like the 
participants in the study. The short story is told by a third-person narrator who gives a close 
account of the main character’s life named Joshua. Joshua who happens to be an average 
student feels pressured as he is constantly compared to his sister who excels in all aspects like 
academics, sports, and even music. He is also compared to the children of his parents’ friends. 
As the title suggests, comparison also happens to other family members like his mother Sarah 
who also feels frustrated when her husband compares her to her friends. The ending of the short 
story witnessed a tragic accident that ended the lives of both of Joshua’s parents. 

As the study aimed to uncover patterns in stances and perspectives in the meaning-
making process among a group of ESL readers, there were a total of 24 pre-set categories of 
themes. Deductive thematic analysis using the pre-established categories of themes was 
chosen. As depicted in Appendix D, the description of the themes of the pre-set categories of 
stances and perspectives were derived from the overall presentation of the framework used as 
shown in Figure 1. Based on the theoretical framework used in this study and findings of 
previous studies, the pre-set categories of stances and perspectives developed for the thematic 
analysis of data first took into account all three stances: Efferent, Aesthetic, and Critical. At the 
same time, in observing the meaning-making process, the public and private aspects of these 
three stances were further examined based on the perspectives of the Writer, Reader, Text, and 
Universal values. In total, as mentioned earlier, there were altogether 24 categories of themes 
into stances and perspectives that were analysed in the meaning-making process. 

In order to have a systematic and reproducible account of all the categories identified, 
the qualitative data were quantified. The process is called enumeration. It communicates a 
comprehensive and in-depth frequency of all the possible stances and perspectives that the 
participants could explore in the process of meaning-making. The qualitative data were first 
transcribed and specifically categorised into the units of utterances for each category as 
indicated in the framework depicted in Figure 1. The point of boundaries that were referred to 
as utterances for the themes in the meaning-making process were based on the unit of analysis 
developed by Marshall (1989). He described utterances as “the basic unit of analysis... [and 
should] have the force of a sentence, though maybe as short as one word (for example ‘yes’ or 
‘okay’). They represent an identifiable remark or utterance on a single subject” (Marshall, 
1989, p. 10). In quantifying the qualitative data, the utterances were coded based on the 
categories of themes in Figure 1 and the detailed description of the categories shown in 
Appendix D. As there were a total number of 24 pre-set categories of themes altogether, the 
quantification process was very tedious. To ease the quantification process, the utterances were 
categorised and calculated using Microsoft Excel. To address trustworthiness, two trained 
inter-rater analysts confirmed the analysis of data based on the categories established. They are 
instructors who also have had more than ten years of experience in teaching literature to ESL 
readers. 

 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 
As this study was intended to observe the meaning-making process of a group of ESL readers 
through the stances and perspectives adopted in reading a literary text, this section presents the 
overall findings and discussion of this study. Figure 2 demonstrates the findings for the 24 
categories of themes identified for this study. Generally, there were a total of 6466 utterances 
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obtained through the think-aloud sessions by the 31 participants in the study. Out of the 
number, the Critical stances were the most favoured as more than 60% (63.72% or 4120) of 
the total number of utterances were categorised as these stances. Only 21.38% (1382) were 
classified as Efferent stances. Meanwhile, the Aesthetic stances were not surprisingly found to 
be least adopted with only 14.90% (964) of utterances. An important overview that could be 
deduced based on the overall results shown is that while the Aesthetic stances were the least 
popular, readers tried especially hard to be analytical throughout the meaning-making process. 
This may have happened due to the kind of training that they had undergone at the university 
when taking literature as a subject matter. They may have been accustomed to doing close 
analysis of literature rather than exploring their personal sense in the meaning-making process. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 2. Specific Stances and Perspectives 
 
Based on the overall findings presented, it is crucial to inspect further the detailed 

evidence of the main findings to witness the specific stances and perspectives that the 
participants were competent to adopt. For a systematic presentation of the findings, the section 
continues with specific examples of the findings from the most favoured stances and 
perspectives depicted in Figure 2. 

A close-up view of Appendices A, B, and C reveals patterns in the 24 categories of 
themes examined. Appendix A unveils the detailed findings for all 31 participants for the 
Efferent stances according to the public and private perspectives of the Text, Reader, Universal 
values, and Writer. The Efferent Public Textual stance (ETU) was the most dominant in this 
category. Out of the total number of utterances produced within the set of eight categories 
(21.38% or 1382), the participants were comfortable adopting ETU since close to half (10.41% 
or 673) of the total utterances were classified as ETU. 

Based on Appendix A, most participants made approximately 6% and below (less than 
40) of utterances, but only two produced around 9% (about 60 utterances) each for this stance. 
In fact, around half (17 participants) produced less than 3% (20) of utterances respectively. A 
close view of this most preferred stance (ETU) in the following excerpt by a participant named 
Kim reveals the most common pattern demonstrated in the meaning-making process. 
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I can describe a family... a mother, Joshua, Sarah, and also Jolyn the characters. 
I found that Joyln is the youngest youngest sister and just received SPM. 
She is very an excellent student... Scored 11 A’s you know. 
Then I noticed that their mother loves Joyln more.  
She compares with others.. especially Joshua.  
This is because she said here.."My daughter goes for music class, tennis and ballet lessons."  
So, she thinks that Joyln has many..you know abilities... she also president. 

 
[Sample of the Efferent Public Textual Stance (ETU) by a participant named Kim]  

 
Like Kim, most participants described specific information in the textual world like 

characters, situations, and progression of the plot. Some summarised their general 
understanding or reproduced exact words or phrases found in the text. The discovery is 
consistent with what Ishak and Zainal (2019) and Noah (2018) discovered in their studies. 
Apart from that, Appendix A shows that the participants could also adopt the Efferent Private 
Textual (ETI) and both Efferent Reader stances (ERU and ERI). The participants minimally 
adopted the Efferent Universal stances (EUU and EUI) and did not adopt the Efferent Writer 
stances (EWU and EWI). This may have happened as they were familiar with the theme 
‘compare’ and the Asian culture in the textual world. The main character, who is of the same 
age and also comes from an Asian family background may have appealed to the participants to 
pay selective attention to what is happening to the character and the situation that he is in. 

Although the Efferent is usually a dominant stance in the meaning-making process 
(Collin, 2020; Rosenblatt, 1995), this study otherwise showed that the participants did not 
project as many utterances that belonged to these categories. This may have happened due to 
training received in reading literature as a subject matter. Prior to the critical evaluation of the 
textual world, they were normally expected to skim and scan through the literary text to find 
specific information. They were also generally tested based on the ability to identify specific 
information or literary elements found in the text. Although identification of factual 
information that requires the use of ETU would normally come at the beginning of most class 
discussions of literary texts, the focus would normally be on discussing the pre-established 
critical analysis of the text where factual information would generally be used to support the 
discussion of the criticisms (Rosenblatt, 1993). In this study, the meaning-making process was 
examined while the participants read the literary text. It is worth noting that the training in class 
discussions may have influenced the way the participants approached their personal meaning-
making process while reading literary text on their own. 

With regards to the Aesthetic stances, they were the least explored as only 14.9% (964) 
of the total utterances were categorised within these stances. A close look at Appendix B 
discloses an anticipated pattern as the participants were comfortable adopting the Aesthetic 
Private Reader (ARI) (4.96% or 321) and the Aesthetic Public Textual (ATU) (4.48% or 290) 
stances. The findings in Appendix B demonstrate that five participants were able to reach 
between 6.85% (22) to 10.28% (33) of utterances while the majority were able to project within 
the range of 0.31% (one) to 5.30% (17) of utterances for ARI. The remaining two participants 
did not explore the ARI throughout the whole meaning-making process. 

A close look at the specific evidence reveals robust disclosure of emotions and personal 
thoughts about self and this concurs with the findings of Kromhout and Scheckle (2021) and 
Nguyen and Henderson (2020) who discovered that when the Aesthetic stance is adopted, the 
focus of meaning can either be on the textual world or the personal experience of the reader. 
These personal revelations may not be extensive but certainly play a vibrant role in forming 
deep engagement with the textual world or in cultivating a living through experience among 
meaning-makers (Rosenblatt, 2005). The following excerpt demonstrates a common pattern 
within the ARI category. Here, Jim expressed his feelings and thoughts about his life. 
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Alright, the title basically tells me of something that I know for all my life.  
The first sentence itself, I knew it because my mom did that to me. 
Okay its in the past but now she mellows up yeah. 
Its like, I saw a view of what the story is going to be about once I read the first line.  
Then all those memories start floating back from previous years.  
Like what Joshua feels upon seeing his mother. 
I can picture the emotion that was going on there because that was what happened to me. 

 
[Sample of the Aesthetic Private Reader Stance (ARI) by a participant named Jim] 

 
In the excerpt, Jim was able to see how the textual world is a reflection of his personal 

life. In fact, throughout the meaning-making process, he did not rely on the textual world but 
constantly reflected deeply into his personal experience as the prime source in forming his 
personal meaning. His selective attention did not centre on a living through experience with 
the textual world but went beyond the textual world and into his own life. In the meaning-
making process, he actually revealed a similar conflict that the character in the textual world 
experienced. Obviously, he was deeply engaged in the reading experience and this may have 
happened because the culture of comparing academic achievements in many Asian families 
may have driven Jim and some participants to reflect on personal experiences through the ARI. 

The next popular Aesthetic category was the Aesthetic Public Textual stance (ATU). 
Based on Appendix B, out of the 4.48% (290) of utterances projected, the highest was 8.28% 
(24) and the lowest was nil. While about half of the participants (15) projected less than 3.10% 
(nine), the other half produced between 4.14% (12) to 8.28% (24) of utterances. A close look 
at the evidence illustrates that most of the participants tried to identify with and describe the 
emotions of the characters. Moreover, a few attempted to visualise situations in the textual 
world. The following excerpt demonstrates how a participant named Nel discussed the patterns 
identified. 

 
I can picture Joshua in his room, laying on the bed, feeling angry and sad. 
Maybe he's mad at his mother.  
But he also feels sad when he thinks about his grandmother.  
Maybe he must wish that his grandmother was still around with him. 
I sense that he is feeling empty inside. 

 
[Sample of the Aesthetic Public Textual Stance (ATU) by a participant named Nel] 

 
 The excerpt demonstrates that Nel attempted to engage aesthetically with the situation 
and feelings of a character. The description given shows that the participant was able to imagine 
the situation that the character was in. Also, the participant was capable of exploring the 
emotions and thoughts of the character. This may be due to the similar age group and cultural 
setting that activated specific emotions and senses of some participants to selectively imagine 
the situation that the character was in. Obviously, the use of ATU was based on the information 
gathered from the text using the Efferent Textual stances (ETU and ETI). Based on the two 
most dominant Aesthetic stances that the participants preferred to adopt, it was anticipated that 
the ATU was a common choice among the participants. The patterns into these two dominant 
Aesthetic stances in this study show that while most participants did not spend as much time 
exploring deep into the Aesthetic stances, the opportunity to share their personal meaning-
making process while reading was fruitful in unlocking the kinds of engagements that the 
participants were capable of venturing into. They generally were competent to explore their 
imagination and feelings about the textual world as they described what they could visualise. 
The participants also shared what they felt and thought about the text in relation to their own 
lives. These unique findings exemplify why the Transactional theory champions the Aesthetic 
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stance in engaging Readers in a living through experience in reading literary texts (Rosenblatt, 
1993). The remaining utterances which gathered approximately 1/3 of the total percentage for 
the Aesthetic stances were classified into the Universal stances (AUU and AUI). At this point, 
the patterns in the findings show that while the participants were comfortable eliciting specific 
details found in the textual world, they were also engaged in relating them to their own lives. 

The final categories of themes that cover the Critical stances as shown in Figure 2 
demonstrate a very interesting pattern. Based on the details in Appendix C, the most favoured 
category was the Critical Public Textual stance (CTU) as this was also true for the Efferent 
(ETU) and Aesthetic (ATU) stances. The second category was the Critical Private Universal 
stance (CUI). The finding for CTU was the highest among the 24 stances as it reached 15.74% 
(1018) of utterances out of the total of 6466 utterances. There was a widespread in the range 
of utterances projected by all the participants as the highest amount was 7.96% (81), while the 
lowest was only 0.59% (six) of utterances. The majority (25 participants) produced between 
0.98% (10) up to 4.42% (45) of utterances respectively, only six participants projected between 
4.91% (50) up to 7.96% (81) of utterances. As this was the most preferred stance, all 
participants could explore this stance in the meaning-making process. 

A close view of the findings shows that when this stance was adopted, many participants 
gave general critical judgments of the characters. The analysis involved their individual 
judgment of the characters’ behaviour, thoughts, values, feelings, or attitudes based on their 
personal understanding. Very few participants were able to criticise more complex and tacit 
matters such as relationships or the mood set in the textual world. Only two participants 
projected a unique analysis of a couple of literary elements and the plot. To demonstrate the 
common pattern in adopting this stance, the following excerpt shows how a participant named 
Ain briefly projected her judgement of two characters in the short story. 

 
His mother wasn’t aware of her son's feelings because she too happy with Joyln's result. 
She didn't even realise that Joshua actually is her duty.. 
Then she doesn't pay attention to him, she doesn't care, 
Tak kiralah, suka hati kau lah [she doesn’t care and leaves it up to him] just like that. 
I think I don't like a mother like this. 
She only cares about her social life compared to her own son. 
She really underestimates Joshua. 
He's a good boy, not a rebellious boy. 
Its just that when he is treated like that from his own mother then he becomes like that. 
He just wants to let go the feeling, its not that he's a very naughty boy. 
He still talks politely to to his mother, 'why mom why you compare me'. 
He's not yelling or something.  
He is like a normal boy. 

 
[Sample of the Critical Public Textual Stance (CTU) by a participant named Ain] 

 
The excerpt clearly shows that while Ain tried to be critical in exploring meaning, she 

did not venture into a thorough evaluation process. The finding corresponds with the findings 
discovered in a study by Abdul Kadir, Tengku Mohamad Maasum and Vengadasamy (2012). 
This may have happened as the participants may not have been trained to personally analyse 
and form judgement about the textual world. Most critical evaluations of literature were 
supplied to them through lectures. The criticisms were given and they were normally expected 
to memorise the prescribed analysis for assessment purposes. In addition, CTU was more 
popular as they have been trained to specifically identify specific information in the text and 
were minimally given the opportunity to use and voice their personal critical judgement in-
class discussions of literary texts. The participants did not venture into the writer’s stances as 



GEMA Online® Journal of Language Studies   
Volume 21(4), November 2021 http://doi.org/10.17576/gema-2021-2104-14 

eISSN: 2550-2131 
ISSN: 1675-8021 

284 

they may not have the background knowledge about the writer. Apparently, the training that 
they underwent may not have nurtured them to explicate meaning from different perspectives. 

Accordingly, details in Appendix C show that the Critical Private Universal stance 
(CUI) was the second most popular with 15.16% (980). It was surprising to discover that the 
participants were very interested in this stance (CUI). Evidence from the findings shows that 
many of the participants constantly reflected on personal cultural and background knowledge 
in adopting this stance. Appendix C shows that the number of utterances for CUI (15.16% or 
980) was close to double the number of utterances for the Critical Public Universal stance 
(CUU). While the top three projections were 13.67% (134), 12.86% (126), and 8.37% (82), the 
rest managed to produce between 0.31% (three) to 4.59% (45) of utterances respectively. 
Clearly, the findings demonstrate that nearly half of the number of utterances projected came 
from the four participants. In general, most of the participants expressed similar strong views 
about the quality of life. To exemplify this, the following excerpt shows a typical CUI pattern 
when June discussed her personal attitude towards life in general. 

 
Just feel good about ourselves and our family members. 
We should value relationships more than materialistic things such as money. 
Money cannot bring when we die.  
But we can bring all our sweet memories or something like that together with us. 
Life is short. 
Money doesn’t last forever, only relationships will. 
One day we may be rich.  
But next day if we are poor, everyone will leave us if we can't find true family and friends. 
Money is just an artificial thing to us. 
But at the same time it is very important. 
We don’t have to be rich, just make the amount of money just right. 
At the same time, we should focus more on our family members. 
 

[Sample of the Critical Private Universal Stance (CUI) by a participant named June] 
 

The finding shows that the participants, like June, explored CUI as they may not be 
comfortable or used to expressing personal judgement of self and others openly as meaning- 
makers. In addition, these ESL readers may not have been trained to personally exploit the 
modern literary theories as most of the time the criticisms were supplied to them in lectures. 
The participants were comfortable adopting CTU and CUI as the culture, setting, and situation 
in the textual world are familiar and may mirror their own lives. The finding clearly reflects 
the iceberg analogy that Rosenblatt (1993) described. While the participants tried hard to 
follow the way class discussions of criticisms are carried out, they could only explicate the 
public meaning or surface part of the iceberg. Besides, Appendix C also shows that about 7 to 
9% of utterances were respectively classified under the following stances: Critical Private Text 
(CTI), both Critical Public Reader (CRU), and Critical Private Reader (CRI) as well as Public 
Universe (CUU). As for the Critical Public Writer (CWU) and Critical Private Writer stances 
(CWI), they were also minimally explored like in the Aesthetic. 

Overall, the findings show that the participants extensively explored the three Public 
Textual stances (ETU, ERU, and ECU), and were surprisingly keen on adopting the Critical 
Private Universal stance (CUI). In addition, they worked hard to explore the Critical stances as 
they were comfortable making judgements about public aspects of the Textual world and their 
private views about Universal values but were reserved in exposing or venturing into the 
aesthetic stances. This may have happened as they were aware that it would be more difficult 
to express and criticise openly about things that relate to themselves or individuals that they 
know as opposed to the characters and situations in the textual world or the universal truth 
about people and reality. Also, these ESL readers may have been trained to be critical using 
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public textual knowledge rather than through the Modern Literary theories and had little 
opportunity to explore personal meaning using the aesthetic stances in class discussions. 
Finally, the participants hardly explored the stances in relation to the writer’s perspective as 
they were not familiar with the writer and may not have had extensive opportunity to explore 
meaning from a writer’s perspective as meaning-makers. 

The patterns in the choice of stances and perspectives adopted show that the participants 
have the capability of exploring meaning through multiple stances and perspectives. However, 
the choices made were very much influenced by the training that they underwent in meaning- 
making, which in this case was as ESL readers. First, as the text has a familiar culture and 
situation, the participants selectively paid attention to their background knowledge and 
experience as ESL readers to adopt the efferent and critical stances. Second, their training also 
influenced their limited exploration into the aesthetic stances. This indicates that while the 
study concurs with the argument that the Aesthetic stance is not very much exploited in the 
general meaning-making process (Karolides, 2020; Rosenblatt, 1993), it also confirms the 
argument that recognises the importance of extending the Efferent-Aesthetic Continuum to 
include the Critical stance (McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2004). The decision to also specifically 
classify the stances into the public and private aspects of the four perspectives in meaning-
making was imperative as it disclosed the kinds of perspectives that the participants were 
competent to explore and revealed perspectives that were remote to them. This ultimately 
supports the notion of the four perspectives in meaning-making (Abrams, 1953) and also other 
studies (Kromhout & Scheckle, 2021; Nguyen & Henderson, 2020) that recommended 
examining multiple stances in the meaning-making process. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
This study aimed at unlocking the meaning-making process of a group of ESL readers through 
the stances and perspectives adopted in reading a literary text. Based on the framework 
developed for this study, 24 pre-set categories of stances and perspectives were examined. They 
were derived from the Efferent, Aesthetic, and Critical stances as well as the Public and Private 
perspectives of the Text, Reader, Universal Values, and Writer. The findings showed unique 
and comparable discoveries to what theory and research findings have shown. It is clear that 
while the aesthetic stances were the least adopted like what is assumed in the Transactional 
theory and confirmed in different studies, the critical stances were surprisingly very popular. 
Perhaps the findings were influenced by the choice of ESL participants who were trained to 
make meaning in literature as a subject matter. Using the skills in meaning-making acquired 
from the training given, they worked hard to be analytical but limitedly explored their own 
aesthetic experience. This demonstrates the importance of including the critical stances and the 
need to venture into the aesthetic stances when readers explore the meaning-making process. 
In addition, it was rewarding to examine the public and private aspects of the four perspectives 
as the findings showed very unique potentials. While the domination of the Public Textual 
stances established the notion of the iceberg analogy in the Transactional theory, the 
adventurous exploration into the private aspects of meaning in the ARI and CUI stances 
demonstrated the worth of examining the meaning-making process from multiple perspectives.  
 In order to serve the different recognitions and purposes given to literature across 
curricula, it is recommended that for literature instruction to be effective and engaging, readers 
of literature should be explicitly trained to observe meaning as fluid. In doing so, they would 
need to explore the meaning-making process from multiple perspectives and through the use 
of different stances. The implication of going through this dynamic experience in meaning- 
making would nurture different learning aptitudes for literary readers such as reading, thinking, 
and language skills while encouraging personal connection and engagement to literature as 
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well as life. In order to provide an inclusive outlook for the meaning-making process in 
literature instruction, it is recommended that future research expands the investigation into the 
meaning-making process on other categories of readers as well as literary genres. 
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APPENDIX A 
(Categories of Themes according to the Efferent Stance and the Four Perspectives in Meaning-Making) 
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APPENDIX B 
(Categories of Themes according to the Aesthetic Stance and the Four Perspectives in Meaning-Making) 
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APPENDIX C 
(Categories of Themes according to the Critical Stance and the Four Perspectives in Meaning-Making) 
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APPENDIX D 
(Detailed description of the Categories of Themes in Stances and Perspectives in Meaning-Making) 

 
Stance Perspectives Public (U) Private (I) 

Efferent 
Stance 

(E) 
(Factual) 

1. Information obtained / 
understood based on / found in 
the Textual world  

Textual 
(T) 

Found explicitly 
in the text  

(ETU) 
 

What was 
deduced/interpreted 

(ETI) 

 2. Information about Reader’s 
personal experience, ideas, life, 
values, knowledge, attitude or 
thoughts 

Reader 
(R) 

About others  
(ERU) 

About self  
(ERI) 

 3. Information about common 
believes in Reality 

Universal 
Values 

(U) 

Established fact, 
value, believe etc. 

(EUU) 
 

Own perception or 
understanding 

(EUI) 

 4. Information about the Writer Writer 
(W) 

His intention, 
message, 

thoughts, style, 
tone  or ideas 

(EWU) 

His personal life 
(EWI) 

Aesthetic 
Stance 

(A) 
(Emotional) 

1. Personal reaction or connection 
to Textual world 

Textual 
(T) 

Found explicitly 
in the text  

(ATU) 
 

What was 
deduced/interpreted 

(ATI) 

 2. Personal association or 
reflection to Reader’s 
experience, ideas, life, values, 
knowledge, attitude or thoughts 

Reader 
(R) 

About others  
(ARU) 

About self  
(ARI) 

 3. Personal reflection or reaction 
to common believes in Reality 

Universal 
Values 

(U) 
 

Established fact, 
value, believe etc. 

(AUU) 

Own perception or 
understanding 

(AUI) 

 4. Personal connection or reaction 
to the Writer 

That can be revealed in the form of 
• sensations/feelings/emotions 
• images/visualisation 
• senses–smell, taste, etc. 
• thoughts / ideas / attitude 

Writer 
(W) 

His intention, 
message, 

thoughts, style, 
tone  or ideas 

(AWU) 

His personal life 
(AWI) 

Critical 
Stance 

(C) 
(Judgment) 

1. Personal judgement or 
evaluation of Textual world  

Textual 
(T) 

Found explicitly 
in the text  

(CTU) 
 

What was 
deduced/interpreted 

(CTI) 

 2. Personal judgement or 
evaluation of Reader’s 
experience, ideas, life, values, 
knowledge, attitude or thoughts  

Reader 
(R) 

About others  
(CRU) 

About self  
(CRI) 

 3. Personal judgement or 
evaluation of common believes 
in Reality  

Universal 
Values 

(U) 

Established fact, 
value, believe etc. 

(CUU) 

Own perception or 
understanding 

(CUI) 
 4. Personal judgement or 

evaluation of the Writer 
Writer 
(W) 

His intention, 
message, 

thoughts, style, 
tone or ideas 

(CWU) 

His personal life 
(CWI) 
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