Chapter Seven

Sharing Our Understandings

In my conversations with the primary teachers to which I refer in Chapter 3, we had talked about  the pleasure that we found in the children’s stories as we focused on the meanings which they held for us. It appeared to be a refreshing change for them to pay close attention to the import of the stories themselves, unhindered by the more usual need to focus on technicalities. They felt that my Guidelines had helped them to find out more about the work which their pupils had produced in story form. Jill says:

There was a lot more depth to it when you really read it properly and looked at it in that way, instead of just superficially...

or as  Fiona later put it:

I’m not just marking it, I’m not just looking at it, I’m interested in it.

Later on in our conversation she adds:

I think that’s it isn’t it? It’s taking the story seriously - as a reader, not as a teacher, as a reader. I’m going to read the story, I’m going to enjoy.



We talked in some detail about the stories themselves, how we had reacted to them individually, and what we had found as we delved below that surface of words strung out across the page. We also considered whether for these young writers, the stories that arrived on the page were really only the tip of the iceberg compared to what they intended in their minds.



When I returned to talk to each of the four collaborating secondary teachers,  they were more interested to discuss the nature of the responses which they had been asked to make than the stories to which they had actually responded. As English  teachers, each of them brought along his or her own agenda based on their current classroom practice, which led us to a further exploration of the distinctions that I was seeking to make and of their educational value, especially in relation to my first kind of response, ‘what you are “making” of the story inside your own head’.  



As a participant in these different conversations, I was required to re-formulate my thoughts about the nature and function of engaged responses on several occasions, as I sought to explain why I thought they were valuable, just as the teachers were required to re-formulate their thoughts in relation to their present practice. It is my hope that in presenting some of our observations in this way, a sense of the to-and-fro-ness of dialogue, which to me is the essence of a dialectical approach to learning, will be audible in the exchanges which took place. Our discussions form an important part of ‘The Whole Story...’.



Sharing with pupils what we have ‘made’ of their stories

From the discussion between Pat and Kevin

P.  Do you now have a clear idea of what I’m trying for, in saying share your experience of the story with the writer?

K.  I know what you mean in theory - it’s when I come down to actual practice that I run into difficulties.

*****

 P.  What I think the differences were between my ‘involved’ response and yours, was that I refer to more specific details in the stories... I have no difficulty in letting the writer know what my experience of the story has been. For example, I write in my response to Ben:



There are certain moments in the story that I can picture quite clearly: when Francis is standing below the ridge of rock at the back of the cave for instance, preparing to leave in the row boat through the opening that leads to the sea, with the stalactites dripping overhead...



where you make generalised comments like :

I like the way you described the characters... the descriptions of place and people were so clear and authentic.

*****

P.  Did the Guidelines help to draw your attention to the story itself?’

K.  No, what they did, was made me articulate more clearly my response to the story. Because I take in all these things as I’m reading... but I was then able to feed those back... They’re the kind of things that I have in my mind but  the Guidelines make me focus on specific aspects that I wouldn’t have written down in my response normally. For instance I write to Helen:



I was very involved with this story. It wasn’t the usual kind of thing people your age write, because it set up a very difficult situation.



What I would normally have focused on is the appreciation, it’s that that I’d have fed back to them more I think.

P. Rather than involvement?

K. Yes.

*****

P. I suppose my bottom line always is - have we given enough attention to what the words are representing... you know, they’re not just there in a textual sense. I would say that I’m taking a semantic approach to the text, where the fashionable thing at the moment seems to be to take a textual approach to semantics.

K. You’ve lost me there Pat!

P.  Well, I still feel it is of more importance to pay attention to what the words symbolise for me... I’m not taking a predominantly linguistic or sociological approach. I’m taking the view that it’s what the words represent  for me that’s important. 

K. You want to go through the text back into the head?

P. Back into my head, not into the writer’s head - I think that’s an important distinction. I’m letting the pupil writer know what my virtual text is, how I experienced the story.

K. I’m clearer about that now, yes, that’s helpful! So you have created another text from the text that they have written and you’re talking about the text you have created. You’re not talking about the text out there on the table. ... ah, it’s starting to make more sense now.



As I listen to our discussion at this point, I think we both arrive at a useful clarification - that I’m not asking Kevin to second guess what had been going on in the writer’s head but rather to focus on what was happening inside his own head as he read the words on the page - his thoughts, his feelings, his images. Kevin also now grasps this idea of a ‘virtual text’ being his creative experience of the pupil’s story to which he can then refer when he feeds back his response.



From the discussion between  Andy and Pat

In spite of the fact that the revised version of the Guidelines to which Andy was referring before he made his responses, had a note on audience which ran as follows:

AUDIENCE

Remember you are making these comments to the pupil, to let her (or him) know a) your personal reactions to her story; b) your recognition of whatever skills she has shown as a story writer.



nevertheless, he still seems to be regarding this initial response as one which must put the writer out of mind:



A. The difficulty that I found in writing the response that you were asking for, was to stop myself writing to the author.



I am more aware now than I was then of the distinction that I should have made more clearly, between attending fully to the story during the act of reading  and addressing the pupil in the response you make to that act, which then becomes an act of sharing with the writer, letting her know the effect that her story had on you, the reader. 



Early on in our conversation, when we are talking about the way Andy usually responds to his pupils’ stories, he acknowledges that ‘after all this time of teaching and marking’, the response that comes most readily and easily to him, comes from:

that critical side of me, the kind of ‘‘This is what I think you should do to get better at writing stories’’ - it’s that, when I was reading their stories that was coming out.

He adds:

I could have done that easily! It’s this other thing about responding to the kid’s story as a story...



Andy sees his role so strongly, as one of helpful critical analyst, that shifting the emphasis from text reader to story reader still raises difficulties for him.  

I continue to press the point:



P. But I still think there is a difference between the experience of the virtual text that you make of a story, however fleeting  - letting your pupils know what that was - and writing a slightly more distanced appreciation of how they’ve done it.



A. I usually try to write two paragraphs, one which does the first thing you said and one which does the second. I usually start with ‘‘These are the things I like” and then in the second paragraph, I say ‘‘This will help you to improve.’’



P. But ‘‘These are things I like’’ seem to be ‘‘These are things that I like about the way you did it.’’



Andy is understandably viewing the two different  kinds of response suggested in my Guidelines through the lens of his own practice but this prevents him from perceiving the distinction that I am trying to make between letting pupil writers know how you have experienced their stories and commenting on their achievements . Even though he describes his two paragraphs as ‘one which does the first thing you said and one which does the second’, his customary initial response is in fact one which recognises achievement - what I liked about the way you wrote your story - while his second set of comments moves away from a personal stance to an evaluative one.  



 From the discussion between Pat and Chris

P.  What I want to ask you first is whether you think giving your attention to the story  as a story reader, really did draw your attention to things in the story that you might otherwise have missed.



C. ‘From a literary point of view, yes, when you really do read the story that a child has written closely, in order to get to grips with it as a story, rather than starting to evaluate the skills that have been used to write it (which is a teacherly point of focus far too often) then you begin to discover what  we really know is going on there - that a child of Matthew’s age can present a very powerful story - there is structure there and there is meaning there.



P.  It seemed to me that once you began to dig into the themes that you  saw emerging - it sounded to me as though you’d got quite taken with that, as though you actually got quite excited and caught up. And to me, that is what I mean by offering a ‘story reader’s’ response.



Chris seems to be much closer to perceiving  the first ‘Guidelines’ response in the same way that the primary teachers perceived it - as a means of revealing strengths in the child’s story through engaging with it, that would not otherwise have been noticed.  At the start of our conversation, he had given an honest account of what he calls his usual ‘professional’ response to marking a set of books:



C. I don’t suppose I spend adequate time reading carefully what lies inherently in the meaning of what all pupils write... you feel a compulsion to perform an act of professional neatness, which is to get something back to the pupil which makes them feel their work has been honoured and possibly corrected in some places and features of it drawn to their attention to be praised and then graded. And in that sense, it’s quite often the case that one skim reads bits of it.



Chris goes on to acknowledge that:

in that kind of mode of teaching, it’s very sad that you miss meanings and you miss the true import of what children write.



Here is an excerpt from his response to The Knight and the Mushroom which indicates the kind of thoughtful attention that he was bringing to the story using the Guidelines as a reference point:

Once all these strange events start with the mushrooms, I suppose what I find most interesting about your story is the way that things change. First of all, it is as if the knight has great power, and this is brought out in the way that he grabs the mushrooms and then throws stones at them when one will not budge. But we  are reminded of the knight’s own weakness and vulnerability, and so the tables are turned and he is in need of help from the mushrooms, which are given a kind of character. You then seem to set up all sorts of interesting themes which I really found quite moving in this unusual story. There was a growth of trust between the two ‘characters’ - the mushroom and the knight, and there was a hopeful ending as the knight appeared to have been offered help and salvation from such an unlikely source. I believed his promise at the end and by then had developed more sympathy towards him as a character.



From the discussion between Pat and Kate

In some ways, Kate was unlike the other secondary teachers, in that she already preferred to focus on the import rather than the construction of     stories. For her, reading or writing a story was definitely not a mere exercise in spotting or practising narrative techniques. Kate takes her pupils very seriously as story writers. The Y8 unit which starts with encouraging all the pupils to make their personal responses to a number of short stories by other writers, ends a term later, with the production of their own stories over a period of several weeks. Kate’s preference for my first kind of response becomes clear in our conversation, although she has not previously been in the habit of writing down such responses for her pupils.



P.  Is there anything there that you think you might not have thought of mentioning if you’d been doing it in your usual...?



K.  Whereas beforehand I might have brought up a couple of points to them, when I sat down and wrote it, it’s like any form of response that’s in more detail, I started coming up with more things.  I suppose, for instance, I articulated that he [Steve in Crying Wolf] , is more vulnerable because of the previous trouble, and this therefore increases the tension because no-one’s going to believe him.



P.  What I think is different is that your own virtual experience of the story actually gets squeezed out mostly - the teacher as story reader,  letting the child know just what happened inside your own head, what feelings you had. When we both talk for instance of Anouska’s story, Nowhere To Run, we both  home in on the fact that it was so dangerous when she left home for the darkness of the world outside.  It’s in a way bringing your human experience to the interpretation of that story.



K.  I think to some extent, perhaps the reason why I find it quite a successful thing to do, is because I don’t find that side difficult generally. That is the side I prefer, to respond to the child, me as a reader and them as a writer - and I’m responding to the message that they are giving me. I’m responding to the content, because that’s what I do when I read.



Let me conclude this section on ‘Sharing with pupils what we have ‘made’ of their stories’ with an excerpt from one of Kate’s responses, which shows her interacting with characters and events. She is not telling Anouska what she liked at one remove as Andy might have done, rather she is sharing with the writer the effect that the story had on her. Her transaction with the text in Rosenblatt’s terms is aesthetic:  

Straightaway at the beginning of this story, I feel the girl’s situation. She is trying to cope with a difficult family tragedy where the father is suffering from the results of an accident. The tension in the house is very obvious and the pressures that the girl feels. Immediately, I can empathise with Dad, Mum and daughter. So the complexity of the problem is clear... Then the fact that the girl is doing the washing up - I get the feeling she is expected to help a lot and sacrifice her own needs.



Responses which the teachers regarded as educationally valuable in a ‘meaningful’ sense

Responding to work in progress

All the secondary English teachers had perceptions of their own about what constituted a meaningful response on their part to a pupil’s story. Not surprisingly, the context to which they frequently referred was the classroom context while work is in progress and stories are evolving:

A. ‘Well, let me put something else to you then, a contrary view, [to responding in detail once the story is complete] which is that that story that Tara has finished is like a third draft... And all the way through her writing, those are the things I was emphasising to her - she had decided she was going to write a story about going to hospital and she said to me ‘‘But nothing happens, it’s only me lying on a trolley” and I said but if that’s an important part of your story, let’s explore what that means, now, together. So in doing that with her, what I think I was doing, I was saying to her that’s fair game for a story... this is you in hospital, very ordinary, but let’s try and make it extraordinary for you. What I was trying to do in the drafting process was to help her to celebrate those kinds of things she wanted to write a story about. The difficulty comes, I think, when you go through that process and you get to the final draft, that you’ve already said all the things you wanted to say...



Kate, like Andy, is inclined to believe that she has said everything useful that she has to say about a pupil’s story by the time it is finished:

K. .You see, because I do so much verbally, I felt that all I was tending to do was to write down what I’d already said to the child. 



However, Kate does tell me that formulating her responses in writing has made her aware that there is always more to say than has already been said:

Whereas beforehand I might have brought up a couple of points to them, when I sat down and wrote it, it’s like any form of response that’s in more detail, I started coming up with more things. 



 In fact, where Andy found commenting on aspects of a story’s construction more meaningful than this ‘responding to a story as a story’ for Kate it was the reverse: 

The analysis... I found that quite hard to do. ...So what you made me do was focus more, not on the meaning of the story so much - I always do that - as the analysis.



To come back for a moment, though, to Kate’s perception of how oral responses, while work was in progress were most useful:

K.  I like to have - I call them tutorials - and I also do group tutorials. So, for instance, Jason... I remember sitting on the floor of the TV room with three other children reading his story through and saying why it wasn’t working for me as a reader.



P.  But saying why it wasn’t working at the revision stage is not the same thing as responding to it once it is completed as a story.



K.  Which is the point I am making as well, in that I don’t have a clear cut idea of the differences of response. [Here Kate is referring to the differences between a response to work in progress and a response to a completed piece.] I just do it intuitively. I see it as being an individual tutorial and that I am responding to the story - and I try very hard to focus on it as a story reader.



P.  But in a sense, that’s the point , at the end of the draft, when there’s a chance to revise it... that is the point at which you might focus in on the things that don’t make sense for other readers.  One of  my suggestions  is that once children feel they have completed  their stories - it could be more motivating for them to focus at that point on what they have achieved, rather than homing in on what didn’t work.



The value of making responses to finished stories

When I say to Andy:

 I do think it’s important for kids, if they’ve really tried on something, to have a meaningful response... 

he replies “

I agree with you entirely... all those things that you want to say about a kid’s story should be there on their work for the kids to look at.



Andy then relates how it is current  policy in his department, for all the teachers to write their comments about a pupil’s work on a separate sheet which is then filed away for assessment purposes:

 What I was doing at one time was writing my ideas or whatever on the kid’s work and then rewriting it on this sheet! And that’s just potty. So I’ve started now just writing it on the sheet.



Clearly Andy does recognise that a written response to a pupil’s completed story can be of value to the writer and he is unhappy that the responses  he makes have been shifted from the writer’s story to the assessment file as there is little point in duplication. 



On the other hand, I can understand from his description, why hard pressed teachers feel that a detailed commentary such as my Guidelines suggest, is hardly necessary when much of what the teacher has made of the story as it was evolving, has already been discussed with the pupil. Once more, I freely acknowledge that there are pressures of time for both primary and secondary teachers which make detailed responses to all pupils’ work unrealistic.  And yet, and yet... if children never receive an aesthetic response to their own completed stories, in which a reader offers back what she has ‘made’ of their offerings, surely the covert message is increasingly bound to be that these are little more than exercises in narrative construction. 



The development of pupils as story readers

At this stage in my research, I was about to shift the focus of my enquiry from teachers as story readers to pupils as story readers. Once the new school year started in the Autumn term, 1995, I wanted to find out whether the Guidelines which I had been developing could help pupils also, to respond in a personally meaningful way to literary texts.



I was interested, therefore, to find out how these secondary teachers usually invited their pupils to respond to stories. There were some interesting variations of approach.



From the discussion between Pat and Kevin

P. ... if you’re inviting pupils to share how they respond to another story - I mean don’t you invite them to share what they have made of the text in order to explore the variations of what they select and how the interpret the text? 



K.  I think two years ago I probably would have done, but with the National Curriculum I feel constrained by the amount of time we’ve got...



P.  What are you seeking to do then, in developing your pupils as story readers? What kind of strategies?



K. I’ve moved much more (and again it’s very specifically because of the tests they’re having to do) to focusing on strategies for extracting meaning from a text and giving them strategies like looking at the structure, identifying voice... looking at linkages in the text... chaining of ideas and sort of trawling for things that come up... stretches of dialogue, stretches of description... it’s alerting them to the range of things they could look for.



P.  Looking for in relation to what?



K. To being able to answer the question ‘How is the writer trying to present this character... build up suspense... what kind of atmosphere is the writer trying to establish?’



P. Techniques?



K.  Literary analysis.



P. You’re saying it becomes simply an object for analysis?



K. I see my role as giving them the vocabulary for discussing the meaning of the text and the structure of the text and how the writer communicates what he or she wants to say because that’s what’s being asked for and I’m not doing the kids a service if I don’t teach them that.



From the discussion between Andy and Pat

I relate to Andy what Kevin has told me about his changed approach and he responds:

A.  I think that’s one of the big shames of the current pressures that teachers are under now... My current Y11 class, we’re just revising Of Mice and Men and I tried to get a couple of them to bring in their original notebooks because the first things that I asked them to do were things like ‘Well, what did you think of it? What sort of response are you making? How do you think Lenny gets on with George? Why do you think George is treating him like that?’



P.  So interpreting the significance...



A.  Much more relating to the characters, rather than thinking about how Steinbeck’s done that... An emotional response I’ve always found more useful than starting with the idea of ‘Right, we’re going to talk about John Steinbeck today’.



Here Andy repeats a point of view that he expressed in the January seminar:

  I  get them to write their own responses to begin with, but then move from that to the question ‘Well, how does the writer get you to feel like that about the story?’



The point is that ‘their own responses to begin with ’ for Andy, means that these experiential responses get left behind. He is still operating with the Purves [1968] concept of Perception as being :

‘the ways in which a person looks at the work as an object distinct from himself...’ [p.6]



I was increasingly becoming convinced that the reader’s experience of a story text is more than a trampolining point that will eject her from the story as she turns to a consideration of its construction. To use an even more far-flung metaphor, I would agree with Andy that making an engaged or internalised response to a story first, does indeed help a reader to be more specifically appreciative; where I would disagree, is making the assumption that this response can then be detached like the wire that helps a glider to become airborne. 



Without close reference to those mental processes by means of which the reader has made her transaction with the text, her thoughts, her feelings, her impressions, what Rosenblatt, Iser and Bruner all refer to as the ‘literary work’ ceases, effectively, to exist, as the text becomes nothing more than words arranged on the page. Added to which, if the reader’s experience of the text in the act of reading becomes divorced from her appreciation of its construction, the dynamic which is involved in the way that the reader moves through the text, as Iser [1978] describes it, will be quite lost.



From the discussion between Chris and Pat

Like Kevin, Chris observes that:

The repertoire [of responses] that I use is driven by different needs and different demands. 

He explains that:

I get pupils to respond with their views to stories and to text in a variety of ways for different purposes. 



When I ask for specific examples it becomes apparent that many of these are oriented to the writer’s handling of the narrative as set out in the NCC [1995] requirements for Reading in Key Stages 3 and 4: Pupils should be taught to:

extract meaning... analyse... analyse... reflect on the writer’s presentation of ideas....

C.  Well, I might be getting pupils to look at the ways in which the writer constructs dramatic tension. I might be getting pupils to look at the ways in which the writer uses characterisation or description to add an insight or an understanding of something - I might be getting them to look at ways in which a sequence of events in a narrative might be contributing to the meaning.



Let me make it clear, as I refer to these comments from Kevin, Andy and Chris, that of course I am not opposed to drawing pupils’ attention to the writer’s crafting of a story - what Iser [1978] refers to as the ‘artistic pole’. In the next chapter, I describe how my map for making an Appreciative response is closely related to the crafting components that the writer has used. The difference is that in my Guidelines for Appreciation, the reader’s experience of the story is also taken into account - in relation to the writer’s handling of the narrative.



What I take exception to, and what this enquiry sets out to redress in some small way, is the reduction of the reader’s own thoughts, feelings and impressions to a second class status, compared to a capacity to analyse a story text for techniques of narrative construction. To me, this is like placing the close inspection of a car’s engine and its inter-related parts on a higher level than the actual journey.  Both have a place - and for a mechanic as for some literary critics,  the close inspection may take pride of place. But for most car users, as for most readers, it is the excitement, or the pleasure - or the terror of the experience which counts.



Here is Chris, reflecting on his own experience as a story reader and then relating it to his approaches in the classroom:

C.  I’m re-reading most of Hardy’s works at the moment, and although I’m capable if somebody asks me... of looking into a Hardy novel and saying ‘Oh yes, I can tell you about the style, I can tell you something about what he’s doing with his writing and so on.  When I’m reading his work I’m not conscious too much of those kinds of things then. So I suppose what I’m saying is that perhaps too often in the classroom with pupils, we do strike first at the skills of writing and reading - we start looking at style and expression and all that kind of thing...

I’m quite interested in this idea of going straight to respond to the story... and it seems to me that then, if you can enter into a dialogue about that... then possibly you may stand a better chance any way of letting other things fall into place.



From the discussion between Kate and Pat

When I asked Kate:

Could you use my two categories of response for the pupils’ own written responses to published stories?



she is more cautious about the off-putting effects of ‘Appreciating the Writer’s Achievements’ than she is about ‘Reacting to the Story’:

K. I think my only worry with it would be turning children off, because I actually think it’s quite difficult.



In keeping with her own preference for responding to the meaning that a story has for her, Kate encourages what she calls an openness of response, based on suggestions from Aidan Chambers [1985]. 



K.  He says that one of the problems with children is that adults ask them too hard questions when they want them to respond to a story - which is why he gave the list of ‘What interests you?’  ‘What confuses you?’ ‘What don’t you like?’ Terribly general questions and it allows them to respond openly...



Kate then goes on to consider how the kinds of response suggested in my Guidelines might be related to her current approach:



K.  I think you could then move on to saying ‘We could actually look at this as being two responses ‘ and doing exactly what you’ve done with me. One could be a response completely related to the story and one could be where we’re saying what particularly works in the story for us. 
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