 Chapter One


Assembling some maps


Before I could put forward suggestions to the teachers with whom I was hoping to work, for a mode of responding meaningfully to pupils’ stories, I knew that I would have to construct some maps for myself that would help to point the way. What was there in the field of reader-response theory that had covered at least some of the same ground that I hoped to traverse? I was already familiar with the broad contours of this particular field through previous reading and a survey that I had conducted for the Schools Council [1973]. However, I knew of no research relating specifically to the responses that teachers made to pupils’ stories that was not focused principally on evaluation. 





I chose to go for help initially, to two theorists whose thinking about the nature of reading response might offer some signposts. The two were Louise Rosenblatt, who has consistently emphasised the importance of the interaction between reader and text, and Alan Purves, whose analysis of students’ writings about literary texts had produced some interesting categories of response. I decided at this point to return to their work to refresh my memory in order to see whether their ideas could be related to my particular enquiry.





My commentary will be ‘multi-layered’ in the sense that I am both recollecting the ideas and approaches to reading which I took from their work at the start of my enquiry, but now that I have reached the point of writing my dissertation, I can also consider how they influenced my thinking for better or worse as I went along.





Iser [1978] defines the reader’s role as one which occupies:


 ‘shifting vantage points that are geared... to fit the diverse perspectives into a gradually evolving pattern.’ [p.35]





As the writer of my story, I know that I shall need to shift my vantage points in much the same kind of way.





Louise Rosenblatt


Rosenblatt first put forward her theories about the transactional nature of any act of reading in Literature as Exploration  in 1938. She was to reiterate them with unswerving conviction for the next fifty years, although literary critics were slow to recognise her importance. In a recent series of essays    published to celebrate her contribution to literary response theory, Carolyn Allen [1991] makes the interesting conjecture that:


 ‘perhaps Rosenblatt has not been taken as seriously [as theorists like Iser] simply because she made a conscious decision to eschew jargon and use a straightforward style.’ 


                                                                                               [p.19] 


I entirely approve of Rosenblatt’s style - and hope to follow her example in the writing of this thesis.





Rosenblatt [1985] maintains that :


‘The transactional paradigm applies to all reading events. The reader actively creates meaning under guidance of the printed symbols, no matter whether in a newspaper or the text of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse...’ [p.37]





She then draws that crucial distinction between the two stances that a reader can take to a text that I have already quoted in my Foreword, but repeat here to save you the trouble of finding it again:


 ‘In an efferent reading, the reader’s attention is ... focused mainly on what is to be taken away from the transaction. 





In an aesthetic reading, the reader’s attention is focused on  what he is living through during the reading event. He is attending both to what the verbal signs designate and to the qualitative overtones of the ideas, images, situations and characters that he is evoking under the guidance of the text. The literary work of art comes into being through the reader’s attention to what the text activates within him.’ 


                                                                         [my italics][p.38]





This distinction between the two kinds of stance that a reader can choose to take to a text is of the utmost importance with respect to my own enquiry. The difference that taking one or the other stance makes to what a reader perceives in a text, is an issue to which I shall return at a number of different points in my journey. Logically, one would expect a reader to take an aesthetic stance to a work of literature and an efferent stance to non-literary writing but this is not necessarily the case.





Rosenblatt [1985] gives several examples of the tendency for respondents to literature to take an efferent stance - whether they are literary critics and theorists, university students or pupils in school :


 ‘The tendency is to turn away from the lived-through experience and to efferently apply a ready-made system of analysis to the reading. ...They are all doing something different from analysis of response to the poem or story or play as evocation.’ [my italics][p.39] 





She observes that:


 ‘little has been done to test my view that most questions in classrooms... turn the young reader’s attention away from the lived-through poem or story, towards an efferent reading and analysis of the text.’ [p.42]





In considering the implications for research, she asks about the strategies


‘that can contribute to the child’s development of the habit of attention to the qualitative character of what the text triggers within him. ‘ [my italics] [p. 42]





A little later in the same article she claims that:


 ‘A more rounded concept of comprehension in both efferent and aesthetic reading is needed, with attention to experiential, affective and cognitive components of meaning. The efferent stance has generally been the concern of reading teachers, theorists and researchers. Even less has been done to help the student to assimilate also the aesthetic mode of relating to a text. .’[my italics][p.43] 





This chimed strongly, for me, with my own awareness of the efferent or evaluative approaches that teachers were being directed to make to their pupils’ stories, which the ‘ready-made system of analysis’ put forward in the Statements of Attainment for English in the National Curriculum, was intensifying. If their stories were to be read with the teacher’s attention focused first and foremost on technical features of correctness or construction, then the teacher’s stance was bound to be an efferent one. 





There would be no opportunity for what Rosenblatt describes as the ‘literary work’ to emerge for the teacher-reader as ‘a lived through experience’ of the story, and consequently no opportunity for that kind of qualitative, aesthetic transaction to be mirrored back to the pupil in the teacher’s response. 





Although she was by this time writing in the mid-eighties, Rosenblatt could still see very little evidence of any research into strategies for helping students to develop an aesthetic response, on the part of either the teaching or the literary critical professions. This gave me confidence at the start of my enquiry, that the research which I intended to undertake had not already been replicated and that the question of how to encourage pupils - and their teachers - to take an aesthetic stance as story readers, was worth pursuing.





However, Rosenblatt’s  proposition that:


 ‘The literary work of art comes into being through the reader’s attention to what the text activates within him ’


                                                                    [my italics] [p.38]


also raised a crucial question which will keep surfacing throughout my enquiry. Is it appropriate or even possible, for a teacher-reader to take an aesthetic stance to a story written by a child? She acknowledges in Literature as Exploration that the reader’s personal concerns,


 ‘even while he is reading, are present as probably the most  important guiding factors in his experience.’ [p.35] 





How much more strongly are a teacher’s professional concerns likely to dominate any reading of a pupil’s story? Can teachers switch their attention sufficiently from ‘what is to be taken away from the transaction’ as directed by ‘Performance Criteria’ and ‘Level Descriptors’ - and indeed by their own desire to focus on what needs to be improved - to focus fully on the story in the first instance?





Rosenblatt [1938] maintains that:


 ‘ultimately, any literary work gains its significance from the way in which the minds and emotions of particular readers respond to the verbal stimuli offered by the text’


                                                                                           [p.28]


 and  that: 


‘those engaged in the task of developing sensitivity to a particular art form will not need to be reminded that any such complete experience depends not only on the work itself, but also on the reader’s capacities and readiness. ’ 


                                                                    [my italics] [p.33]





Rosenblatt has student readers in mind of course; what I was wondering about was whether teachers had the ‘capacities and readiness’ for developing a similar sensitivity to pupils’ stories.





In addition, I had to confront the fact that for Rosenblatt, the texts that she has in mind, as those which deserve an aesthetic stance on the part of the reader, are those which she would be inviting her students to study as ‘Literature’. If, however, we turn our attention to pupils’ stories, are there enough ‘ideas, images, situations and characters’ in the narratives of these learner writers, for an aesthetic response to be evoked? I shall return to this crucial question in Chapter 10. 





Another important aspect of Rosenblatt’s work [1938] which comes across loud and clear is her staunch affirmation that moral values play an important part in literary texts - and in the responses that we make to them. She writes that:


 ‘The teacher would do neither literature or students a service if he tried to evade ethical issues.’ [p.18] 





She comments on how :


‘In recent decades, the influence of the New Criticism and other critical approaches has... tended to diminish concern with the human meaningfulness of the literary work.’ [p.29] 





In recent years with the advent of structuralism followed by post-structuralism, it has again become fashionable to regard the words on a page as little more than an object for analysis. I found it refreshing to discover Rosenblatt offering unequivocal support for an approach to the reading of literature (stories, poems or plays) which links that experience with life outside the text: 


‘The literature classroom can stimulate students... to develop a thoughtful approach to human behaviour.’ [p. 18] 





I was reassured to find Rosenblatt reaffirming what I had always believed as a teacher, that stories explored the way that people relate to each other. It helped me to feel less defensive about finding life-related meanings in pupils’ stories, in spite of being disparaged as a ‘liberal humanist’ by  theoreticians such as Terry Eagleton [1983].





It also pleased me to find Rosenblatt making a specific connection between the meaningful functions that writing their own stories can have for students, with a recognition that their development as writers and readers of literature are closely inter-related:


 ‘One of the best ways of helping students to gain this appreciation of literary form and artistry, is to encourage them to engage in such imaginative writing. In this way, they will themselves be involved in wrestling with the materials offered them by life or by their reaction to it; they will discover that problems of form and artistry are not separable from the problems of clarifying the particular sense of life or the particular human mood that the work of art is destined to embody.’ [p.48]





In a conversation that I had with Kate, one of the participating teachers, at a later stage in my research, she reflects both these points of view:


...this whole way that [story writing] gives you an opening to discuss their experiences, their values, their morals, their reflection on life. If you believe literature is important then their own writing is important because it is an extension of it.





Rosenblatt [1985] returns to this inter-relationship between story writing and story reading as one that deserves further research:


 ‘The interplay between writing and reading - and the hypothesis is that the influence tends to be reciprocal - offers another area for research, especially for those interested in the teaching of literature.’ [p.49] 





Could the way in which teachers respond to pupils’ story writing also have a beneficial effect upon their development as story readers? 





There are two further closely inter-connected issues with regard to personal response, referred to by Rosenblatt [1985], to which I wish to draw attention: the importance of the contribution that a reader taking an aesthetic stance can bring to the text, and the recognition of the relativity of such responses. Rosenblatt acknowledges that:


 ‘The same text may give rise to different “works” (or evocations) in transactions  with different readers, or with the same reader at different times.’ [p.36]


 and that:


‘various interpretations might be equally acceptable.’ [p.36]





My thoughts jump forward at this point, as I recollect the variations in the responses that a group of pupils made to Matthew’s story, The Knight and the Mushroom [Chapter 4] and that the same class later made in responding to Chris Powling’s story Ice [Chapter 14]. For some, their visual imaginations were powerfully activated by the setting and the action, for others, it was their feelings of sympathy or empathy with the central character that took precedence.Each reader in his or her own way, was making an aesthetic transaction with the text. 





The variations, as I now realise, could have offered the teacher an excellent opportunity to explore with the class the differences between their aesthetic responses and the kind of efferent response that a set of comprehension questions might extract, such as those demanded by the KS2  Reading Test, which I describe in Chapter 16.





The question of various interpretations raises one more issue that will need to be addressed as I write the story of my research. Is an aesthetic response to a story assessable for examination purposes, if it is open to such variations, and if so, in what respects? It is an issue to which I shall return in the three final chapters of my dissertation. 





Alan C. Purves


The Report which Purves wrote with the assistance of Victoria Rippere and which The National Council of Teachers of English published in 1968 was entitled Elements of Writing about a Literary Work: A Study of Response to Literature. In the Introduction it described in considerable detail


 ‘a schema for content analysis that would be applicable to a broad range of expressed responses to a literary work.’ 


                                                                                          





The study was designed to be of some help to a research organisation called International Educational Achievement which was set up in the sixties, and which in this field was trying to categorise and to compare student responses to literature across several countries including the UK. I had taken a small part in the study and subsequently commented in some detail on the NCTE Research Report to which I am now referring, in Reading for Meaning [1973].  





On the inside cover of the Report, Purves sets out the purposes of his study as follows:


‘To find a basis for comparing responses to literature by students, teachers, and critics of different countries or traditions.


To discover a means of describing the process or the constituents of writing about literature, whether that writing be critical or sub-critical or non-critical.


To inspect the counters or procedures as used by those who respond to and write about literature.


To acquaint researchers with the ‘elements’ of writing about literature that individual writers draw from and combine in fashioning their essays.


To set forth a scheme for content analysis of expressed responses to a literary work.’ [my italics]





For the purposes of my research, I shared Purves’s interest in the second and third of these purposes - and  possibly also an interest in ‘a scheme for content analysis of expressed responses’ related to those responses which my Guidelines were designed to elicit. 





The ‘elements’ defined by Purves, drawn as they were from a whole range of responses that students had made to literary works of considerable complexity, were far too detailed to be applicable to my study. However, in searching for directions that would help me to map the kind of response that could be characterised as personally meaningful, I chose to focus on the first two of the four basic ‘categories’ into which Purves had divided his elements: Engagement-involvement and Perception. 





Purves described these categories as follows:


‘Engagement-involvement, the first category, defines the various ways by which the [student] writer indicates his surrender to the literary work, by which he informs his reader of the ways in which he has experienced the work or its various aspects.’


‘Perception is almost self-explanatory: it encompasses the ways in which a person looks at the work as an object distinct from himself....’ [my italics] [p.6]





With hindsight, I realise that if I had read Purves’s definition of Perception more carefully, I should have realised that it was entirely efferent in Rosenblatt’s terms, deliberately distancing the text from any thoughts and feelings that the reader may bring to it, in order to regard it dispassionately as an object for analysis. In fact Purves’s third category of Interpretation would have been more appropriate as a form of personally meaningful response: one in which the reader ‘seeks to connect [the work] to the world he knows.’ [p.7]





I have to remind myself, that at this early stage, I was still at the start of my quest for what a ‘meaningful response’ to a story entailed. I was thinking of ‘engagement’ as ‘stepping in’ and ‘perception’ as ‘stepping out’ of a story, but without losing sight of what that particular story was about. I was happy to invite references to narrative construction in my Guidelines, as long as they related to details of the text and were not restricted to generalisations. I did not, as yet, understand the importance of retaining the reader’s own evocation of the story if what I described as an appreciative response was to continue to be personally meaningful.





What I did not perceive initially, is that where my suggestions for making an engaged response in the Guidelines always involved an aesthetic stance -  the ‘stepping out’ or ‘looking at’ a story’s construction could easily shift the reader into taking that more distanced analytic stance described in Purves’s definition of Perception, unless the reader retained that essential ‘lived through’ experience which engagement had evoked, as a benchmark.
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