Foreword


I can only write this foreword which in actual fact is looking back, now that my journey, at least for the moment, is almost complete. But I want to place it at the beginning rather than the end because I hope that it will offer readers, before their own journey through my thesis begins, some pointers to the directions in which my enquiry led me and some suggestions about how my account of it might be read. 





A moving viewpoint


I borrow this metaphor from Iser [1978] because the focus of my enquiry and also the way in which I have chosen to present it shifts in one respect from stories, to teacher-readers, to pupil-writers (and later, pupil-readers) and in another respect from the written responses that I both made and received, to discussions with participating teachers and fellow action researchers, to encounters with the work of response theorists and teacher educators and finally to current forms of external assessment. Between them, these viewpoints offer a variety of perspectives on the central issue: what characterises a personally meaningful response to a story and in what respects can such responses be said to have educational value? 





Stories and the meanings they offer


When I started out, my initial concern was for the stories that pupils were writing and for the ways in which required forms of assessment [D.E.S. 1990] were failing to pay any attention to the unique meanings that each of these stories offered to their readers. I was indignant that their content and their effect upon the reader should be disregarded as though what they were about was of little value. Only the generalisable ‘evidence’ of what these stories revealed with respect to the writer’s knowledge of narrative construction or her secretarial skills was to be taken into account.





I chose to focus on responses to stories rather than any other form of writing because from being a small child I have derived enormous pleasure from the unique qualities that stories individually possess. I think back to my father reading to us at bedtime about the magical worlds inhabited by Una and the Red Cross Knight or Alice in her Wonderland and images from what I ‘made’ of both those stories and many many others, remain with me still. The images that I evoked inside my head as I listened, still resonate as I call them once more to mind. I was a lover of the virtual reality that stories offer long before the advent of computerised technologies! 





Then later, when I was teaching ‘literature’ for external examinations, it was still that sharing of what each of us made in our minds as we read (for instance) Lord of the Flies or To Kill A Mocking Bird or The Go-Between that brought each of those novels alive and rendered each of them meaningful. We took those story worlds into which we entered seriously, as we discussed the rights and wrongs of the behaviour of the characters, what we thought and felt about what happened and how we envisaged it.





Readers as meaning makers


Of course, I quickly came to realise that without a reader who is willing to become involved, a story cannot become meaningful. That is why my research took me to the reader-response theorists and in particular to the work of Louise Rosenblatt. The distinction that she draws between aesthetic and efferent readings of a text became increasingly relevant as I sought to explore the ways in which aesthetic readings of pupils’ stories, and later of pupils’ own responses as story readers could offer a way of assessing their work interpretively  .





Pupils as meaning makers


But in an educational context, it is not only the story and the teacher as the reader of the story that matters. Behind the stories that they write and the stories which they read there is the meaning-making mind of the pupil writer/reader.





In the course of this enquiry, I have come to perceive more clearly that it is the fostering and the encouragement of those minds, giving pupils confidence in their own meaning-making capacities that is of foremost educational importance. In reducing their stories to objects for analysis, current forms of assessment similarly reduce their writers to objects for analysis as they focus on skills at the expense of a pupil’s thoughts, feelings and imaginative impressions. 





I believe that is why Andy, an experienced marker for GCSE English and English Literature, said at one of our meetings:


The reasons I find it difficult to come to terms with story-writing is because of the way it’s assessed. That’s the problem - in terms of the National Curriculum, GCSE and every examiners’  meeting I’ve ever been to, the problem with story writing for kids in school - for people who assess kids’ writing  is the very assessment of it. 





I have been asked whether my research is principally about how to improve the stories that pupils write through the engaged and appreciative responses that we can make as teachers to the stories that they have already written. My reply is that hopefully, that could be the case, if their confidence as story writers increases. I also hope, through the aesthetic responses to pupils’ own stories which we can make as experienced readers, that their capacity to respond similarly to the texts of other authors would consequently increase.





But for me, principally, it is what those responses offer to pupils as carefully explicit recognitions of their current achievements as makers of meaning that is, in itself, of educational value. Through the experience of once more becoming a supervised student during the production of this thesis, I have come to realise vividly just how frustrating what I have come to typify as the ‘Yes, but...’ attitude of a conscientious teacher can be! Someone who is always looking forward, as a reader, to what can be accomplished next, apparently paying scant attention to whatever the writer has already expressed.





In a comment on her doctoral thesis [1998] Terri Austin writes:


‘The child is an author who has the courage to put thoughts on paper. It takes courage to write. It takes more courage to honestly write about heartfelt topics. I think we need to remember this act of courage and take it into consideration when we respond.’





Some observations that one of my own pupils made some years ago come back to me. Michael wrote:


‘Years ago I regarded writing to be a very boring and dreaded job.... Whenever the word writing was mentioned I automatically gave a sigh of dismay because my interpretation of the word meant that a laborious and uninteresting duty was to follow. ...


It was only around the age of fourteen when I developed a mind of my own, that I really discovered the true value of writing and my interpretation of the word then completely altered. ... I found that I needed to express what I felt; I could not let my thoughts remain enclosed. My writing gave me what I needed so much: a way of expressing myself.’





Of course helping pupils to develop their competencies as writers and as readers has to be part of any English teacher’s agenda but one of the directions in which this enquiry leads with regard to performance and the assessment of performance is that of demonstrating to pupils what they have already achieved through their own meaning-making capacities. I believe that it is educationally important to have a respect for the minds which lie behind those words on the page; we should listen carefully to what they have to say, as well as considering what we would like them to have said. 





The interpretive assessment of story writing and story reading


Rosenblatt [1985] distinguishes between two ways of reading a text as follows:


‘The difference between these kinds of reading lies... in what a reader does, where he or she turns his or her attention during the transactions with the text.





In an efferent reading, the reader’s attention is centred on what should be retained as a residue after the actual reading event - eg. the information to be acquired.... The reader’s interest is focused mainly on what is to be taken away from the transaction.





In an aesthetic transaction the reader’s attention is focused on what he is living through during the reading event. He is attending both to what the verbal signals 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.37- 38]





As I continued with my enquiry, I came to see more clearly how responses which engage a reader experientially in a story, could offer a form of interpretive assessment on the part of teachers and examiners which retained a meaning-related approach to the particularities of a story written by a pupil or to what a pupil ‘made’ of the story of another author. 





Unfortunately, opportunities for story writing and story reading in the curriculum have been seriously reduced and where they do exist in our current system of tests and examinations, criteria for their assessment are predominantly efferent. There is room for some change here and I hope that my enquiry will help to persuade others that both these activities deserve serious classroom time - and an interpretive response from teachers and assessors.





Constructing my own living educational theory


It may be that my concept of what a living educational theory involves differs in some respects from the way that others conceive it, in particular McNiff, Lomax, Whitehead [1996 ] and my fellow action researchers at the University of Bath who have constructed and accounted for their own living educational theories in the enquiries which they have undertaken [Walton, 1993; Eames, 1996; Holley, 1997; Laidlaw, 1997; ]. 





I want to explain, therefore, what the term means to me as I offer my thesis as an original contribution to educational knowledge. My living educational theory as it is expressed in this enquiry, is embedded in the particularities of the journey that I have made. It cannot be separated from the stories to which I have responded or from my conversations with pupils, teachers and fellow researchers or from my encounters with the work of reader-response theorists and other teacher educators. 





In a wider and perhaps deeper sense, as I have gradually come to realise, my living educational theory is embedded in the whole of my life, in my experiences as a student, a teacher, an English Adviser and in the values which have underpinned and informed all those experiences. My understandings as an educator and now as an educational action researcher are continually open to extension and clarification through the particularities of my own life.





There has been a growth of interest in the past two decades in the potential that narrative has as a form of presentation for educational researchers because it allows for the ‘I’ to become an integral part of the enquiry and of the subsequent account:  Krall, [1988]; Carter, [1993]; Ely and Whitehead, [1993]; Witherell and Noddings [1994]. I have chosen to call my thesis The Whole Story... for the same reasons and because as a living educational theory, it is still unfinished, with more, I hope, to come.





How do I hope this narrative will be read?


Stables [1996] suggests that:


‘One of the advantages of developing educational research beyond its original empirical positivist tradition has been a broadening of its subject matter; another has been its increased potential to call forth different kinds of reading.’


                                                                         [my italics] [p.9]





Centrally, my thesis is concerned with the nature of what I have variously called a personally meaningful, engaged and appreciative, aesthetic response to stories. It incorporates the stories that pupils wrote and the shadow stories or virtual texts that are revealed in the responses that the teachers and I made to their stories - and later that pupils made to stories by other authors. It is also narrated as my story, as I describe the journey that I made during the course of the enquiry.





There are several respects, therefore, in which I would hope for a similar personally meaningful, engaged, appreciative and aesthetic response from my readers:





I hope that you will engage with the pupils’ stories as the Guidelines suggest, finding in them the delight and pleasure in their writers’ creativity that I found and continue to find.





I hope that you will engage with our responses. I hope that you will share their appreciation of the special qualities of each particular story and the achievements of each particular writer.





I hope that you will engage with the issues that are at stake with regard to the educational value of recognising positive achievements and of assessing what a pupil writes or reads interpretively as well as analytically.





I hope, also, that you will engage with my own story, as I seek to clarify and to extend my understanding of the nature and the educational value of responses which pay attention to meaning and which necessarily involve the reader in that endeavour.
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