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Abstract 

This article explores one technique that is consistent with the student-centered paradigm in 

language education: student-generated books. First, benefits of student-generated are dis-

cussed. Then, the article explores the crucial area of maintaining student ownership of their 

own books. The next topic explained in the article is why dialog is important as the students 

are developing their books. Finally, it is suggested that book creation works for students of all 

ages and levels, with examples given of students at the early childhood level and of second 

language students at university level.  
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Introduction 

In the teacher-centric paradigm, stu-

dents’ designated roles mostly involve re-

ceiving. They receive, for example, teachers’ 

explanations, teachers’ instructions, teach-

ers’ and other education professionals’ as-

sessment instruments, and education materi-

als developed by education professionals. In 

contrast, in the student-centric paradigm, stu-

dents play more of a role in creating all of the 

above (Blumberg, 2016). These differences 

between teacher-centric and student-centric 

education find similarities in the wider 

society (Jacobs & Farrell, 2001), such as the 

absence or presence of democratic structures 

in a country or other political unit. This arti-

cle focuses on how students can create read-

ing and other materials for themselves and 

peers. The article contains four parts: bene-

fits of students creating their own books; stu-

dent ownership of the books they create; the 

importance of promoting dialog during and 

after book creation; and which students 

should create their own books. 

Benefits of Student-Created Books 

The term “create” a book is used instead 

of “write” a book to highlight that creating 

can often involve more than words, in partic-

ular visuals should often be added to promote 

visual literacy (Kiss & Weninger, 2017). Ad-

ditionally, book creators can include tactile 

features, e.g., pasting leaves into books, and 

sounds, e.g., making audio books and adding 

sound effects to online versions of books. 

                                                           
1 This article is accepted and will be published in Beyond Words Vol.8 No.1 May 2020.
   DOI: https://doi.org/10.33508/bw.v8i1.2354  

Book covers also offer space for exploring 

non-text communication. 

Many benefits may accrue when stu-

dents create their own books. These include: 

1. Improves reading and writing skills– 

Research supports that idea that the language 

skills of reading and writing, as well as lis-

tening and speaking, support one another and 

are usefully combined (Bromley, 1989; 
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Grobe & Grobe, 1977; Krashen, 1982; Sun, 

Yang, & He, 2016). 

2. Increases to use language -Sudirman & 

Ati (2019) found that when students have 

more control over what they write, their de-

sire to write increases. 

3. Provides appropriate reading material–

When books are created by students them-

selves, the books’ topics are more likely to fit 

students’ interests (Asaba & Eidswick, 

2018),and the difficulty level should be in the 

range of students’ current proficiency level 

(Yano, Long, & Ross, 1994). At the same 

time, even in the same class, student interests 

as to what to read and write differ based on 

many variables. For example, Merisuo‐

Storm (2006) reported that in her sample of 

10-11 year old Swedish students, while girls 

preferred adventure books, boys expressed 

more interest in comics and humorous books. 

Similarly, even in streamed classes, profi-

ciency levels vary. 

4. Demystifies books and authoring – It 

may be an exaggeration to say that students 

think books grow on trees or are produced by 

robots –the latter already happens (Poole, 

2019) – but in the authors’ experience, while 

most students, especially older students, have 

met people in many walks of life, they do not 

know any book writers, nor do they know 

about the book writing process. 

5. Increases self-esteem–When students 

accomplish a task, such as creating a book 

(however simple that book might be) in a 

supportive setting, they receive positive feed-

back (although constructive criticism also 

has an important place) from teachers, peers, 

and perhaps others, such as family members, 

their self-esteem is likely to grow (Manning, 

2007).  

6. Builds observation skill–To create a 

book, students need to observe how books 

are constructed. In Gardner’s taxonomy of 

multiple intelligences (Armstrong, 2018), 

observation skill can be considered part of 

naturalist intelligence.  

7. Boosts organising skill–Creating a book 

also involves organizing skill, as students 

need to plan such aspects as the parts of the 

book’s content, the visuals if any, how to 

bind the book if it is hard copy, and how to 

distribute the book. Of course, even with 

careful planning, creating a book often be-

comes a recursive process involving redoing 

and replanning various aspects (Abas, 2016). 

8. Heightens communication skill– Stu-

dents need to learn to avoid writer-based 

prose, i.e., writing that can be understood by 

the author, but not by others who lack the au-

thor’s background knowledge. Instead, book 

creators need to communicate more effec-

tively by asking themselves whether their 

books are reader-based, i.e., enough context 

has been provided (Ädel, 2017).  

9. Strengthens self-reliance – rather than 

always depending on teachers and others, in 

keeping with the spirit of student-centered 

learning, students can generate some of their 

own materials (Allen, 1985).  

10. Increases students’ enjoyment of read-

ing – Researchers have found that students 

involved in growing plant-based foods in-

crease their consumption of such foods (e.g., 

Heim, Stang, & Ireland, 2009). Perhaps, sim-

ilarly, “growing” their own books may in-

crease students’ fondness for book reading. 

11. Builds bonds between students and 

teachers–Teaching has been called a lonely 

profession, which seems paradoxical. How 

can teachers be lonely when all day we work 

surrounded by others: our students? How-

ever, teacher-centred instruction, with its em-

phasis on hierarchy, may tend to separate 

teachers from their students. At the same 

time, research suggests that loneliness poses 

a significant obstacle for students (Richard-

son, Elliott, & Roberts, 2017). Development 

of Communities of Practice (Kevany & 
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MacMichael, 2014; Wenger, 1998) offers a 

student-centered approach that may over-

come separation and loneliness. Communi-

ties of Practices build common interest and     

purpose among disparate groups of people, 

including students and teachers. Creating and 

sharing books offers activities with which 

communities canengage together. 

Student Ownership 

Students’ felt ownership of the books 

they create lies at the heart of student-gener-

ated books. Without that feeling of owner-

ship, book creation becomes just another 

teacher-centered activity, similar to doing 

worksheets. Thus, thought needs to be given 

to ownership issues that may arise; certainly, 

context will play a role in how teachers will 

address these issues.  

Perhaps the most difficult issue teachers 

face in helping students create their own 

book involves the degree to which teachers 

should intervene in the process. For example, 

some students may have difficulty thinking 

of topics for their book. In such cases, teach-

ers might want to use prompts, e.g., How 

many people in your family? or What is your 

favorite hobby? Also, models can be very 

useful. Students can use other books as mod-

els, varying them in such aspects as location, 

time, characters, and ending. 

Also, on the matter of book topic, stu-

dents should be able to change their minds 

whenever they wish. For instance, in the mid-

dle of writing a book, students can decide to 

abandon (temporarily or possibly forever) 

the specific book or even the idea of creating 

their own books. George was once helping 

his five-year-old neighbor write books. In the 

middle of one book, the author decided to 

switch from Ninjas to Princess Sophia. This 

right to change is similar to the right of stu-

dents doing extensive reading to start reading 

one book and then change to another after de-

ciding that the first book was, for whatever 

reason, not presently to their liking (Jacobs & 

Farrell, 2012). 

Probably the place where teachers feel 

the greatest temptation to intervene resides 

with the vocabulary and grammar of the 

book, although organization and formatting 

can also be issues. Student-generated books 

provide comprehensible input (Krashen, 

1992) for the students and their peers. As a 

result, many teachers, as well as students and 

other stakeholders, do not feel comfortable 

unless they are confident that the vocabulary, 

grammar, and other language aspects reflect 

standard language usage. In contrast, other 

teachers believe that successive approxim-

ation (Hoskisson, 1975) may work, i.e., non-

standard forms can be accepted as part of the 

process of moving closer and closer to stand-

ard usage.  

Also, even those who believe that teach-

ers should intervene to help students achieve 

standard form in their books may postpone 

this intervention until later in the writing pro-

cess, which designed to follow the recursive 

steps of prewriting, drafting, editing for con-

tent, and proofreading. Peers can be involved 

in these steps. Perhaps, peer intervention may 

be less threatening to students’ feeling of 

ownership.   

Ownership extends to areas beyond the 

content of the books. For example, students 

should decide how to hold their books’ pages 

together, e.g., one student used one of her 

hair clips, but more typically, students use 

staples, or they punch holes and use string, or 

they have their books more professionally 

bound. Options for preserving the books in-

clude lamination and putting each page in an 

individual clear plastic sleeve. Of course, 

many online options also present themselves.  

Other non-content issues with student-

created books include whether to rewrite 

books to create neater versions and what 
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should happen with finished books. One op-

tion for when students have completed their 

books is to create a class library, thereby 

making it easy for the students’ present class-

mates, as well as future students to enjoy and 

learn from the books. Alternatively, students 

may want to take their creations home to 

show family members and friends or to be 

used as gifts. Again, the choice should prob-

ably remain with each book’s creator. 

The Importance of Dialogue 

Vygotsky (1978) highlighted the im-

portance of language in students’ cognitive 

development. More specific to language 

learning, Long(2017) emphasized that inter-

action with peers and others promotes stu-

dents’ second language acquisition. Taking 

the above theoretical perspectives into ac-

count, Dialogic Reading (Doyle & Bram-

well, 2006) was developed to enhance a prac-

tice that has long been common among 

teachers of young students: reading aloud to 

their students. With Dialogic Reading 

teacher read aloud sessions become more in-

teractive by sparking conversation on a wide 

range of possible topics, including social / 

emotional ones, and often connecting to stu-

dents’ lives.The same ideas used in Dialogic 

Reading also apply to the theme of the cur-

rent article: helping students create their own 

books the dialogic way. 

By emphasizing dialog, the book being 

read or created becomes just a tool for gener-

ating discussion, and while this discussion 

can touch on language matters, such as the 

choice of punctuation or tense, and compre-

hension, matters on which the teacher serves 

as authority figure, in keeping with student-

centered learning, a much wider range of top-

ics are available. Because teachers and stu-

dents are seen mostly as co-learners, discus-

sions resemble those found in everyday set-

tings with a preponderance of referential 

questions, i.e., questions for which the askers 

do not already know the answers, instead of 

display questions, i.e., questions for which 

the askers already know the answers (Farrell, 

1999; Long & Sato, 1983).An example of a 

display question might be, “What was the 

name of the sister in the story?,” whereas a 

referential question could be, “Do you know 

anyone who is similar to the sister in the 

story, and, if so, how are the sister and the 

other person similar and different?” Display 

questions tend to dominate in teacher-cen-

tered classroom interaction.  

Another aspect of the questions used to 

promote dialog compared to questions used 

in teacher-centered learning involves a focus 

on thinking questions (Degener& Berne, 

2017) rather than surface questions. With 

surface questions, students can often answer 

by merely going to the text and retrieving the 

answers from there, whereas with thinking 

questions, more elaborated thinking comes 

into play. An example on a surface question 

might be, “What room in the story has blue 

walls?”, whereas a thinking question might 

be, “What is one thing in your bedroom that 

you do not need very much and might want 

to give to charity?” 

Classroom dialog should extend beyond 

individual one-on-one student conversations 

with teachers. Student-student dialog should 

also take place, during all the recursive steps 

in the writing process. In this way, even if 

books are single-authored, the authors can 

acknowledge the contributions of others, just 

as often takes place with professionally pub-

lished book. Students may need assistance in 

learning the skills involved in providing peer 

feedback (Min, 2016). Providing specific 

positive feedback is one such skill, e.g., in-

stead of saying, “This is good,” students 

might tell a classmate, “I really like all the 

colors you used in your drawing” or “I like 

the way that you help your parents.” 
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Which Students Should Create Their Own Books 

Many different types of students can cre-

ate their own books. For example, Pelton & 

Pelton (2009) described how students created 

comic books as part of their mathematics 

studies. This next section of the paper looks 

at two groups of students creating their own 

books: early childhood students (3-8 years 

old) and teenage and young adult second lan-

guage students. The content of these books is 

flexible, depending on the students’ interests 

and purposes. 

Early Childhood Education 

Characteristics of early childhood stu-

dents include that they may not be able to 

write at all, or they may need a great deal of 

help to write. Several ways exist to compen-

sate for these students’ lack of writing skill. 

One, they can use invented spelling (Martins, 

Salvador, Albuquerque, & Silva, 2016). With 

invented spelling in an alphabetic language, 

students spell words in whatever way fits 

their understanding of sound-symbol corre-

spondence. The latitude given to students to 

spell as they wish can go as far as students 

writing squiggles, as long as those squiggles 

have meaning to the students. A second way 

to compensate for students’ current lack of 

writing proficiency involves someone else 

writing for the students. This writing could 

be done on a separate piece of paper from 

which students then copy into their book, or 

the helper could write directly into the stu-

dents’ books. Three, students can use a tem-

plate from which they can copy many words, 

only writing the words needed to individual-

ize their book. For instance, to help students 

create a book about their family, part of the 

template could go as follows, “There are 

______ people in my family. They are my 

mother, my father, my _____ sisters, my 

____ brothers. Also, my ______ lives with 

us.” Students can delete the parts that are not 

relevant, e.g., if they are only children, stu-

dents can delete the parts about sisters and 

brothers. These templates seem more com-

patible with teacher-centric education. How-

ever, the hope is that these templates repre-

sent a first step toward increasing student in-

dependence.  

Another fairly unique characteristic of 

students in the early childhood years is their 

appreciation for visuals and their enjoyment 

in creating visuals. Indeed, many books writ-

ten for these students feature a large drawing 

on each page accompanied by only a single 

sentence. Taking this emphasis on visuals 

over words even further, early childhood lit-

erature also includes wordless picture books 

(Grolig, Cohrdes, Tiffin-Richards, & 

Schroeder, 2020). One advantage of this em-

phasis on visuals relates to the issue of stu-

dent ownership; whereas teachers and other 

stakeholders may be loathe to allow student 

books to contain less than stellar language, 

most people accept a developmental view of 

students’ art skills, possibly because the arts 

occupy a less valued place in the curriculum, 

especially as children near higher levels of 

education (Gregory, 2017). As a result, 

teachers who might readily intervene in stu-

dents’ language usage may be more willing 

to allow students complete ownership of the 

visuals they create. 

Teen and Young Adult Second Language 

Students 

Extensive reading plays a key role in 

many second language education programs. 

To do extensive reading, students require 

books at their independent reading level, i.e., 

the difficulty level at which students can un-

derstand the books with little or no external 

assistance, e.g., from dictionaries or peers. 
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Most books in secondary school and univer-

sity libraries, hard copy and online, are far 

above second language students’ independ-

ent reading levels. Thus, graded readers, i.e., 

books specifically written or adopted to cater 

to second language learners at different lev-

els of reading proficiency, were developed 

(Holster, Lake, &Pellowe, 2017). Graded 

readers often come with a variety of accom-

panying activities(Mitchell, Snead, & 

Walker, 2019). 

Student-generated books have at least 

two advantages over the typical graded read-

ers, which cost money to purchase and cater 

to international audiences. In contrast, books 

produced by second language students for 

themselves and their peers cost little (perhaps 

a fee for laminating or binding) or nothing, 

and students should have less difficulty un-

derstanding books created in their local con-

text, although students need to be cognizant 

of producing reader-based texts, e.g., in the 

case of students from Iran doing books about 

their home context in a multinational class 

with classmates from countries such as India, 

Japan, and Spain. 

Books appropriate for early childhood 

students may not be appropriate for older stu-

dents. For instance, teen and young adult stu-

dents may be likely to reject as childish 

books that consist of pages with a large draw-

ing and only a single sentence. Also, while 

books of five-six pages may satisfy young 

students, older students may want to produce 

longer books. One method that the authors of 

this article have used with older students in-

volves producing anthologies in which each 

student takes responsibility for one page. For 

example, each student can write for an an-

thology entitled, “A Scary Moment.” Teach-

ers can also contribute to the anthology with 

an entry of their own, or they can find a 

model by a professional author or a former 

student. Rather than only distributing the 

model to students, teachers might want to 

spend time facilitating students’ appreciation 

of salient features of the model (Sowell, 

2019). 

As mentioned earlier, dialog can be use-

ful at all stages of the writing process. Fur-

thermore, students can dialog in order to 

share how they created their books with dia-

log prompts such as, “What is your favorite 

part of the story and why do you like it?” or 

“What was some useful feedback you re-

ceived, and did you change your story be-

cause of the feedback?” Other opportunities 

for dialog can arise after peers have read each 

other’s stories. Here, students can write their 

own discussion questions to accompany their 

stories (Song, Oh, &Glazewski, 2017). 

In addition to anthologies, another type 

of student-generated book for second lan-

guage students arises out of a well-known ed-

ucation practice: dialog journals (Mukti, 

2016). With dialog journals, students write 

regularly in a paper notebook or on an elec-

tronic device. Journal entries can be based on 

the entire class responding to the same 

prompt, or each student can base their entry 

on whatever inspires them at the time. The 

dialog in dialog journals comes into play as 

each journal entry receives a response from 

peers, teachers, or others. Over the course of 

a term, students’ books will have grown large 

with many journal entries, each with one or 

more responses. While students may not 

wish to share their dialog journals widely, 

perhaps these books can serve as a way to en-

courage students to reflect on their own 

thoughts, thereby mobilizing their in-

trapersonal intelligence (Armstrong, 2018).  

Conclusion 

This article has suggested one method of 

inspiring more student-centeredness: 

student-created books. Student ownership of 

their books deserves highlighting, as in the 
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experience of the article’s authors, establish-

ing student ownership constitutes a key po-

tential stumbling block. The book creation 

process is impoverished without it. Further-

more, a vital aim of student-centered educa-

tion is to encourage students to become life-

long learners. Whereas teacher-centered      

instruction risks draining education of the joy 

and excitement inherent in learning, student-

centered pedagogy offers the promise of a 

citizenry keen to learn throughout life and, 

just like students may share the books they 

create, we hope people throughout their lives 

will share their learning in a host of varied 

ways.  
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