Chapter Ten

Asking questions and making connections

As he embarks on his chapter ‘Poetic Discourse’ in Literature in its Place [1993] Britton comments:

 ‘There is a great temptation, I believe, to strain after the striking, often puzzling, clever comments that scholars and original thinkers have made... But how do we understand and apply such insights? I believe the best way is to begin from the firm basis of what one knows from one’s own experience - experience of poetry, of one’s own responses to it, and their relation to life as we live it.’ [p.54]



Traditionally, I might have been expected to initiate my research enquiry by consulting the literary theorists whose work I have just described in the previous chapter. I felt more comfortable starting from familiar ground, based on my own experience of stories and how I was moved to respond to stories written by children as well as by professional authors. I knew as a reader, that unless my own thoughts and feelings and impressions about what was happening in a story were actively engaged, it would fail to come alive for me.



At the same time, I was aware that my development as a reader from the small child who loved to listen to bedtime stories, to the English teacher who wanted to share my passion for stories with my pupils, had also involved a growing appreciation for the way their writers had created such enthralling narratives. This was also a kind of response that was personally meaningful to me which increased the pleasure that I took in the reading experience.



Thus, as I have described in the early chapters of this thesis, initially my investigation involved the encouragement and collection from teachers of these two kinds of  response, Engagement and Appreciation, in order to develop a more detailed picture of what a personally meaningful response to a pupil’s story might entail, for others as well as for myself. A close analysis of these written responses (which I came to regard in Rosenblatt’s terminology as aesthetic transactions with a text), enabled me to construct the  ‘reference maps’ or ‘frameworks’ which are described in Chapter 8.



I have now reached a stage in my journey where I feel able to position my research in relation to other reader-response concepts as I look for points of comparison and contrast. There will be connections that I can now make, between the kind of story responses that I have described resulting from my own enquiry and those to which other writers in this field have attended. 



Principally, I am keenly aware of the differences which have emerged between us, with regard to readers, texts and writers. It is time  to establish what these differences are, along with the questions which they raise. 



Teachers as story readers

The first major difference is that so far, my investigation has focused on teachers as story readers. Where response theorists are interested either in abstract concepts of the reader’s function (ideal or implied), or in students’ responses to literature, I am interested in the responses that teachers make to stories written by their pupils. Commonly, such responses are expected to be efferent, focusing on the information to be acquired and passed on about the pupil’s skills (or deficiencies) as a writer. The stance which a teacher takes as a reader, is largely that of an efferent assessor, designed to extract and to pass on information. Her involvement with the story itself is of secondary importance; it is what the text reveals about the pupil’s competencies that chiefly engages the teacher-reader’s attention.



Whether their analysis is philosophical, phenomenological, psychological or educational, response theorists all agree that if stories are to become meaningful, they must involve the reader in some act of the imagination. There is no such agreement in the teaching profession with regard to the responses that teachers make to children’s stories. I have described in Chapter 7 how some of the teachers participating in my research felt confused or uncertain about the relevance of making an engaged response to written work from a pupil. 



For instance, when I ask Kevin: 

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

he replies:

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



Andy talks of:

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



I now have to ask myself whether my Guidelines were successful in encouraging teachers to respond aesthetically to their pupils’ stories, and if they were, to what educational effect.



First, though, let me tease out the different respects in which the term aesthetic can apply to different stages in the reading process. Rosenblatt [1985] pinpoints these stages most clearly.



Firstly, the stance which the reader chooses to adopt from the moment she starts to read the story, can be aesthetic, in the sense that the reader is prepared to be responsive to:

 ‘the qualitative overtones of the ideas, images, situations and characters’. [p.297]



It is the reader’s stance which will affect:

 ‘where he or she turns his or her attention during the transaction with the text.’ [p.297]



The transaction which the reader makes with the text becomes aesthetic, in the sense that it is experiential:

 ‘what [the reader] is living through during the reading event’ [p.297]

 It is through the transaction or the interplay of reader/text that the evocation occurs.



The evocation  - what the reader ‘makes’ of the story inside her head, during the act of reading, is also aesthetic in the sense that it becomes another story rising out of the transaction that is taking place. This version created by the reader from the words on the page, is variously referred to by theorists as the ‘virtual experience’ [Langer], the ‘literary work’ [Iser] or the ‘virtual text’ [Bruner]. 



Fourthly, the response which the reader can then choose to make, with reference to the virtual text that he or she has created during the act of reading, will also be aesthetic in the sense that it recollects the thoughts, feelings and impressions that were activated in the reader’s mind as her eyes took in the words on the page. Rosenblatt [1985] describes an aesthetic response as follows:

 ‘Later reflections on the transaction can be seen as an effort a) to recapture, to re-enact the evocation, and b) to organize or elaborate our ongoing responses to it.’ [p.299]



Clearly, all these activities are closely inter-related aesthetically speaking.

They lead from choice of stance, through the act of reading to the virtual text and finally to the reader’s recollection of that evocation. What the reader makes of the story lies at the heart of this whole sequence. It is the virtual text which is  evoked as a result of the reader’s stance and transaction with the story, to which an aesthetic response can be made.



My first question, therefore, in relation to my own research is: 

1) Do the responses which the teachers and I made, indicate that we were able to evoke our own virtual texts ?



Pupils’ stories 

The second major difference between my work up to this point and that of the response theorists, is that the stories collected as data for my research have been written by 8-15 year olds, not by professional authors. Other theorists have published ‘Literature’ in mind, in their considerations of the nature of a literary text - ie. short stories or novels written by authors who are traditionally highly regarded in the canon of American and European literature, such as Henry Fielding (Iser), James Joyce (Bruner) John Steinbeck (Wilson), Ernest Hemingway (Scholes). Many of these texts are long and complex. The longest story in my collection is ten pages in length, and the shortest less than a page. 



Rosenblatt [1985] suggests that:

 ‘Extrinsic or intrinsic cues [in texts] suggest the general stance to adopt - whether primarily efferent or aesthetic - since this provides the basic principles for selecting what to pay attention to.’ [my italics][p.297]



But as I describe in Chapter 17, pupils’ stories provide both kinds of cues! If, for instance, criteria such as those for story writing in KS2 and 3 SATs  indicate that teachers should look for correct spelling and punctuation, increasingly complex sentence construction and specific narrative techniques, they will be predisposed to adopt an efferent stance because those are the cues they will be looking for.



If, on the other hand, they choose to look for the kind of cues described by Iser, which involve them in the writer’s text and ‘set the work in motion’ they will then have adopted an aesthetic stance which could set in train those other reading processes which I have delineated. For a teacher, faced continually with efferent assessment requirements, I believe that in order to take this alternative stance, a conscious choice must be taken, which acknowledges the value of giving close attention to the story as a story.



My second question, therefore, in relation to my own research, relates to whether these stories by young learner writers can offer sufficient ‘cues’ to activate an aesthetic stance. 

2) Are the constructions of these simpler narratives sufficiently comparable to those of more experienced authors to activate an aesthetic transaction between text and reader?



Pupil writers

Two further differences relate to the classroom context in which these stories are produced and read. Teachers know their pupils and interact with them daily. Neither the conceptual analyses of narrative texts by theorists such as Langer, Iser, Bruner and Bakhtin nor the responses made by students in the research reports of Squire, Wilson, Purves and Holland, are ever addressed directly to the author, who may not even be alive, and is certainly not personally known to the respondents. As I consider the second kind of response elicited by my Guidelines, in which the pupil writer’s handling of the narrative is the focus of the reader’s attention, I shall ask myself the question: 

3) Is this personal contact with the writer a factor in enabling our appreciative responses to retain an engaged or aesthetic stance?



Experienced readers

Finally, here is my fourth difference: the students in the Squire [1964], Wilson [1966] and Purves [1968] surveys, were responding as relatively inexperienced readers to published stories by professional writers. In my research up to this point, I had asked primary and secondary teachers to respond as relatively experienced readers to stories written by learner writers. As I re-consider our responses - engaged and appreciative with this difference in mind, I shall be asking the question:

4) Do our responses as experienced readers, provide potentially useful feedback for pupils - as story writers and as story readers? 

With these questions in mind, I shall now consider in what respects reading-response theories are pertinent to the responses which I and the participating teachers made to stories written by pupils. Given the differences which I have just outlined, is there sufficient common ground to justify my claim that these stories, too, merit a reader-response from teachers - and in what respects could such responses be said to have educational value? 

Engaging with the pupils’ stories

Question 1

Do the responses which the teachers and I made, indicate that we were able to evoke our own virtual texts?



Is there evidence in our responses that we were able to take up such a contributory role, in order to evoke a ‘virtual text’? Bearing in mind that the phenomenological dynamics of the act of reading can never fully be recaptured, can our responses be said to imply the existence of a unique version or evocation, created by each of us as individual readers in relation to individual stories?



Variations in our perceptions of the same text

In Chapter 3 as I compared the first responses that came in as data in the early stages of the research, I commented on the variations that were apparent between Jill’s ‘reading’ of Lost  Underground Treasure and mine. Jill seeks to make sense of certain details in the story:

 ‘At first... I thought... and then I realised...’ 

I  focus on Dorothy’s behaviour and on what I can visualise. In this respect our virtual texts highlight different aspects of the original story.



I now want to consider two further examples where the teacher and I were responding to the same story, in order to demonstrate how what we each ‘made’ of the story differed, as our comments indicate:



Fiona’s response to ‘The Haunted House’

I was very worried when you ignored the bat, especially after seeing pictures of vampires on the walls. I really liked the fact that although you were scared, you plucked up  your courage and told the ghost to stop scaring people. I thought that it was funny when the ghosts told you the only reason they scare people is that’s what they’re supposed to do! They were certainly put to much better use putting on shows in Scotland.



My response to ‘The Haunted House’

What I like best about this story is the way that you take control of the situation and end up managing the ghosts in a very entrepreneurial way! In spite of the lightning and the cobwebs and the pictures of ghosts and vampires, when push comes to shove you are not in the least bit frightened and boss the ghosts about instead. I must say that they’re a pretty feeble lot, especially when they say ‘We’re supposed to frighten people.’ Perhaps their hearts aren’t in it - if ghosts have hearts that is.



In our responses we reveal how we each reacted differently, as we read the story, to the central character’s passage through the house. Fiona is prepared to believe that because the setting is scary, at first the boy is also scared. So she worries for him and admires his courage in speaking out to the ghost. In my version, on the other hand, I do not perceive our ‘hero’ as being frightened at all - my feelings are more of admiration for his managerial skills. Later, Fiona finds the ghosts amusing, where I view them with some derision. I make these points to indicate how what readers feel and  think as they evoke their own virtual texts can differ, even with a story as short as Dwayne’s.



Excerpts from the responses that Kate and I make to Crying Wolf , also reveal interesting variations in the virtual texts that we create in our own minds as we are drawn to different aspects of the story which variously engage our attention, then form themselves into different patterns as we ‘organise or elaborate our on-going responses’. Kate responds empathetically from the start and her feelings continue to colour her view of what is happening. I am struck by the way that I am taken at contrasting speeds through the plot; consequently, this cluster of references as I recollect my experience of the story, all relate, for me, to these internal perceptions of movement.



Part of Kate’s response to Crying Wolf

Straightaway I am gripped by the atmosphere of the story, a gloomy church, a dead body. I am aware that Steve is vulnerable because of his previous trouble and I am worried that nobody appears to be believing him. I feel concerned for Steve, knowing there is a killer on the loose and no-one believes him. This is made even tenser because I am not sure the policeman will go for help - my feeling is he won’t.

The tension continues to be built up as he goes into town and is followed by a strange man. It interests me how cool he stays in this episode, particularly when he sees the newspaper. I suppose he feels safe because he’s told the police.

When he meets his end at the church it is almost a relief because I am waiting for it all the time.





Part of my response to Crying Wolf

I like the way that there is a contrast between things happening at a different pace in this story. At first, to me, it’s almost like a slow motion film as Steve strolls downstairs. He then storms out and the pace quickens but then it slows again as he slowly collects his cleaning equipment together - and even more slowly takes an hour to scrub off the last word of his graffiti message. He slumps in the church with aching arms [slow] then discovers the body and rushes home [fast]. Then slowly, slowly, the clock ticks round to 3.00, while he lunches in town, collects his cleaning things again and returns to the church. Another half hour drags by - and then suddenly it’s over and Steve is dead.In a way, slowing it down like that, helped to create a sense of inevitability about the end.



I am intrigued as I notice how the contours of meaning change, as we each recollect what stood out for us as we travelled through the tale. For each of us there are those ‘qualitative overtones’ to which we are responsive, but as individuals we perceive them differently as we transact with the text.



Interpretive responses

In her description of a reader’s evocation of a ‘literary work’, Rosenblatt [1985] writes: 

‘We participate in [the characters’] relationships and at the same time, we respond with approval or disapproval to their words and actions. We see parallels in our own lives.’ 

                                                                                            [p.299] 



Interpretation involves a widening of perspectives in which the particularities of a story are related by the reader to the world outside the story and to her own life experiences in that world. Whatever their differences of opinion, all the reader response theorists to whom I referred in the previous chapter agree on this point.



Sometimes in our responses to the pupils’ stories, our interpretations are made as it were, ‘en passant’: 

The girls seem very disorganised in the story...;[23]



I think Jodie is very sensible not to go into the boarded up house... on her own;[8]



I think she was wise to opt for a friendship that was tried and tested rather than a love affair which might not have lasted very long anyway![9]



On other occasions, we comment at greater length on actions that have an implied significance to which we can relate. This is particularly clear in  Chris’s response to The Knight and the Mushroom: 

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 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 mushroom, which is 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 the 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 salvation and help from an unlikely source. I believed his promise at the end and by then had developed more sympathy to him as a character. 

So maybe there were themes of friendship and companionship which began to emerge towards the end. Altogether, I found it fascinating and unusual, and the final line left me with a feeling that there might be more hardship ahead for the knight, although now with help.There is a feeling of new hope, but not total safety, as he rides off into the moonlight.



Initially, the teacher had commented on the ‘mysterious setting’ and the ‘eerie atmosphere’ of the ‘weird scene’ but as he reads further into the story, it is the thematic significance which engages his attention: the knight’s ‘weakness and vulnerability’ and his initial desire to get his way by force through tearing up the mushroom. But then Chris perceives and responds to ‘the growth of trust’ which leads him to take a more hopeful view of the outcome when the knight rides off with the mushroom in his pouch:

I believed his promise at the end and by then had developed more sympathy for him as a character.



In drawing attention to the shift from the knight’s initial aggression to ‘the themes of friendship and companionship which began to emerge’ and in expressing how this causes him both to sympathise with the knight and to take a more hopeful view of the outcome, what the teacher himself values about human relationships is also being offered as part of the personal response which he is making to the pupil.



At the time of writing this chapter, much attention is being given in the press, based on comments coming from politicians of all parties and other interest groups, to the question of the moral and spiritual education of young people, and to the role that teachers can play. I refer to this important issue here, because I believe that my research indicates quite clearly that writing stories, on the one hand, offers children and teenagers the opportunity to explore human behaviours through imaginative improvisation, which partly draws upon whatever experiences they already possess and partly extends those in an exploration of further possibilities.  



On the other hand, their stories also offer teachers who are willing to respond aesthetically, the opportunity to reflect on the moral considerations which the behaviour of the characters raises for them. Pupils’ stories can provide a valuable middle ground for such issues to be discussed without the teacher’s views coming into direct confrontation with the views of the writer. In much the same way, teachers and pupils can meet in their discussion of the characters’ behaviours in the literature which they read together. The difference is that these are stories written by the pupils’ themselves, and on occasions, if the context for writing has been successful, they offer a window onto the way they currently look at their own world.



I conclude this section on our interpretive responses with three examples which indicate how my own values are reflected in my comments on the behaviour of the characters in the imaginary worlds which their writers have created. In the first of these I refer with approval to the independence and self reliance of the heroine of the tale. In the second and third, I express my disapproval of how gangs can influence the actions of individuals. 



Part of my response to Rowanne’s Adventures

Even though she gets one spell wrong, Rowanne seems to me to be an extremely resourceful and spirited lady - the way she decides that ‘she would have to travel and have an adventure’, for instance, instead of sitting moping because she had made a mistake. Then there is the firm way in which she sends the dwarfs packing and last of all her courageous decision to help the fearful knight, who, as she says, ‘Should have tried’ to save his lady in the first place. I can understand why Balard was pleased to have her back and I think she fully deserves to be made a king’s wizard - or sorceress.



Part of my response to Personalities

I have to say, that at the end of Personalities, my first reaction is ‘Who would want to be like that crowd of yobboes anyway?” I know that there is quite a bit of reasonably good-natured larking about, but Andy’s treatment of ‘the fat boy’ amounts to real bullying! If someone is scared enough to wet their pants, I don’t find that the least bit amusing...



Part of my response to The Gang

I can easily imagine the mixture of feelings that you experience as the ‘anti-hero’ in this story. Initially, your disapproval of the gang and their initiation rites, then your decision to join because anything is better than being left out.

The switch in your feelings from fear before the initials are cut into your skin, to pride once the ordeal is over is very realistic. Now you are as irresponsible and as anti-social as the rest of them, and prove it by accepting the dare to throw eggs at a policeman.

Again the change in your feelings from dare devil to frightened teenager, as you listen to the police sirens and next day see the wanted notice in the shop and the policeman at your door, is very convincing. I think he dealt with you very leniently!

I wonder in my mind, whether you will stick with the gang and continue to behave in a reckless and foolhardy way,because you just can’t resist the need for their company.



Here, I am, of course, conveniently addressing myself to the ‘you’ of the story. It is not Russell’s behaviour that I am criticising but that of the character he has created. Similarly, his teacher wrote:

I like the way that you trace your feelings - not wanting to join at first, then changing your mind and feeling “really big” when you had joined; then fear and shock when you saw your picture; then at the end feeling you had been very silly.



In his own response to the story, Russell wrote:

I think in one way it’s pretty funny. You could take it that way and another way is it could be very serious because you could get told off very bad. ... There are better people out there than them losers.



Ideating - or visual imaging

But to return from what has become something of a digression into personal and social education, to another aspect of the ‘virtual reality’ that stories can evoke. In the previous chapter I refer in some detail to Iser’s concept of ideation  and to how he describes the flow of images which pass through the reader’s mind as one of the aesthetic processes which ‘set the work in motion’.  My Guidelines specifically draw attention to this act of visualising.   



Yet when I look through the responses that the teachers made, there is only a scattering of passing references to visual impressions. Does this indicate that the stories to which they were responding were incapable of evoking such images - the mental phantasmagoria that Benton and Fox [1985] refer to as the ‘substance’ of the story world?



Looking back to the pupils’ responses to The Knight and the Mushroom,  and looking ahead to the Y6 responses to Beowulf’s fight beneath the lake  or to the Y8 responses to Ice, I can say that many pupils made extended visual contributions to the stories which they read.



So why not teachers? I can only hypothesise that teachers are not in the habit of slowing down sufficiently when they are reading through a batch of pupils’ stories to become more fully aware of the image sequencing that is - or could be - taking place as they read. Interestingly, it is an aspect of aesthetic reading which is rarely, if ever, mentioned in the Performance Criteria for either reading or writing stories, at all levels, including GCSE. 



When I worked as an Adviser, I spent a great deal of time in many classrooms encouraging children to ‘picture think’ in their minds, both as readers and as writers, as I describe in Making Sense, Shaping Meaning. [pp. 37-38] I had no problem, therefore, as I read the research stories, in envisaging particular scenes quite vividly as the two following examples illustrate. Such pictures uniquely colour many of the stories for me still.



Part of my response to Rowanne’s Adventures

There are several moments in the story which I can picture like coloured illustrations. Rowanne in the black-beamed laboratory, peering at the huge and ancient book of spells, her long blond hair falling over her shoulders. Rowanne setting off on her adventure on her white mare, looking into the distance at the road that winds out of sight. Rowanne towering over the thieving dwarfs, with her arm raised and her finger pointing, as she is telling them to begone! Rowanne, sitting down close to the knight in rusty armour, her mare cropping the grass nearby - there are dark, threatening clouds and the tree branches are blowing about. Then the two dragons, their front talons raised heraldically as they are poised to pounce on each other, the one scarlet the other green and gold. 



Part of my response to The Deceiver 

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. I can also picture the cellar, stacked with casks of whisky, in which the final killing takes place, with the rickety staircase and its two broken steps and a crumpled body at its base.

I find the contrast between the darkness and the light very striking through the whole tale: the dark, narrow alleyways of the small port contrasting with the glare of the mid-day sun on the beach, which also contrasts with the dim light of the cave.

 

Iser [1978] suggests that:

‘the actual content of these mental images will be coloured by the reader’s existing stock of experience, which acts as a referential background against which the unfamiliar can be conceived and processed.’ [p.38]



In the two examples that I have just given, as I move between the words and the space between the words, I can trace how some of these images drew upon my own ‘exisiting stock of experience’ at both first and second hand. I am conscious for instance that a Book of Ballads which I have treasured since childhood, contains highly coloured illustrations in medieval style which indirectly influenced the pictures that I was framing in my mind as I contemplated Rowanne’s Adventures. The images which I formed more impressionistically for The Deceiver, came from many sea-side holidays with my family on Cornish beaches and in the steep streets of fishing villages.

It is this mingling of my life with the life of the story which provides the unique attributes which are my ‘virtual text’.



Thus in three important respects I would claim that the responses which the teachers and I made to the pupils’ stories indicate that we were indeed able to evoke our own virtual texts: through personal variations in our responses, through our interpretations in relation to the values we hold in the real world, and for me in particular, through visualising .



Question 2

Are the constructions of these simpler narratives sufficiently comparable to those of more experienced authors, to activate an aesthetic transaction between text and reader?

This question is, of course, closely inter-related with the first and in one respect I have already answered it. If our responses to these stories indicate that we were indeed able to create our own virtual texts, then an aesthetic transaction has taken place in which, as Iser puts it, the textual structure enabled such a structural act to occur.



I now want to examine in more detail, however, some aspects of textual structure which these stories written by children, share with more complex literary texts. I believe that they can be shown as Britton [1993] suggests, to have ‘an inbuilt direction’ which indicates a potential,  - to be ‘artlike’, even if they are not as yet fully fledged works of art.  



Opening verbal cues

Rosenblatt [1985] remarks  that:

 ‘Drawing on past experience, the reader must also sense some organizing principle or framework suggested by the opening verbal cues. This will guide interpretation and organization of further cues as the text unrolls.’

                                                             [my italics] [p.297]



I have taken this to refer to pointers in the first paragraph or so, that what the reader is engaging with suggests a particular genre. In returning to my data collection to look carefully at these openings, several functional cues for signalling that what we are to expect is a story, have emerged. Intriguingly, most clear opening cues came from the primary children’s stories. Although there were also examples from some of the secondary pupils’ stories, mostly they took longer to set the scene, where younger children plunged straight in!



Entering a story world

Tom went to the beach for his holiday and was walking around. He sat down on a hill of sand and it fell down. There was a castle and Tom went closer to it.[25]



One sunny day, I was walking along looking forward to going to Portugal tomorrow with my Mum and Dad. I got up early the next morning to catch the ship. We caught the ship just in time. 

We were sailing along one minute,then the next I was unconscious. When I first opened my eyes, my eyes felt like lead... [26]



A pivotal moment

One day me and Lora were walking across a field. Suddenly 

Lora tripped over a stone. Someone walked past us. He or it had a wizard suit on. [11]



“and here is our most valuable piece of science, a time machine.” For the first time, Laurie glanced up. He was in the Bristol Science Museum... He had thought it would be so interesting but it had turned out to be as boring as boring can be. But now he’d heard something interesting - a time machine! [27]



Unexpected happenings

At the zoo one day, a man who works there was showing the people all of the animals. As he got to the tiger something serious happened. The tiger jumped over the fence and made everybody scream... [24]



Jodie went to Bess’s house in her red modern convertible. They had a lovely walk up the moor, the breeze blowing their hair back. But when they got to the top, Bess stepped in some blood.[8]



Feelings

It was a hot sunny day. I was bored so I went for a walk. Just then I bumped into my friend, Faye. Faye was bored too, so she came with me. We went to the bridge. I saw a hole under the bridge. Then I looked down the hole. Then a stick went SNAP! and I slipped down the hole, down, down...

                                                        [7]



It was an early morning at Miami, when the sun was rising onto a great day. Amy Longman stretched her skin into a nice shape and burst her mouth open to breathe out air. She jumped out of bed with a great spring to keep her going for the whole day. Amy was happy. She was usually happy but this time she had added life and she felt that something nice and exciting would happen.[2]



Setting

It was night time in Scotland. On one of the islands in Scotland there is a haunted house. The flowers round it was dead. I always felt as if someone was watching me.[18]



It was a beautiful spring day. Rowanne was busy in Wizard Balard’s laboratory. Balard was a skilled wizard and he left Rowanne in charge of everything...[13]



Multiple perspectives and scope for a moving viewpoint

The narrative structure of many of the children’s stories is limited in the writing to a single viewpoint - that of the central character who relates the story in the first person or is given the name of the writer, like Dorothy in Lost Underground.  While the story is being read for the first time, I find this tends to keep the reader tracked into one ‘way of looking’, especially as there are no sub-plots. The smaller cast of characters and the absence of more than one narrator limits the scope for the occupation of Iser’s ‘shifting vantage points’ or ‘the depiction of reality... through the filter of consciousness of protagonists in the story.’ [Bruner, 1986] Mostly, journeys by the youngest children through the stories they write are fairly linear, seen as it were from a single camera angle and with few if any twists to the plot which require a readjustment of our standpoint. 



However, three of Iser’s ‘four main perspectives: those of the narrator, the characters, and plot’ [p.35]  allow room for movement, even in the simplest stories, especially when a response to the initial act of reading is under consideration, where the reader can move backwards as well as forwards in her recollections. As our responses to Tom at Terror Towers indicated in Chapter 3, we can, for instance, bear in mind the possible anxiety of Tom’s mother after her son has run off as well as the excitement of the intrepid adventurer - and thus feel relief when they become friends again, upon his safe return home. 



Similarly, in The Runaway Tiger  we can take into account the tiger’s need to escape as well as the keeper’s need to have him recaptured as we move from the shocked bystanders as the beast leaps for freedom, to the excitement of the hunters ‘swinging their nets’ and finally to the humiliation of the tiger as he is dragged back into captivity and the satisfaction of the keeper at his safe return.



 Gone! , by Amy [Y8] and The Picnic  by Nicola [Y10] achieve considerably greater narrative complexity. Each in a different way enables the reader:

 ‘to occupy shifting vantage points... and to fit the diverse perspectives into a gradually evolving pattern’ [Iser, 1978] 



In Amy’s story, Gone!  the theme of a tribally ritual passage from boyhood to manhood is cruelly transformed by the intervention of destructive forces from another culture which compel the reader to move between the two worlds. As part of  my initial response to the story I wrote:

Maybe after the rituals of entering into manhood, setting off on their own in search of the sacred tree was meant to be a challenging experience - intended to include such minor pitfalls as becoming drenched by tropical rain and caked in mud. But for the change from children to young men to be accompanied by two such dreadful experiences as Sarik and Rolak encounter, is almost too painful to contemplate.

I imagine that the clearing in which only the stumps of trees are left, and animals dying -maybe from shock or want of nourishment - is something to do with the greedy stripping of the Rain Forests by outsiders who have not grown up there. But I cannot imagine what has happened to the whole tribe. Maybe some of them will have survived from whatever catastrophe befell and will be able to link up with the two boys.



Initially, I am viewing the story from the perspective of the tribe’s intentions but I then switch to the unexpected change in perspective from the boys’ point of view, on what ‘becoming a man’ involves, once they are faced with the dead and dying animals and the deserted village. Next, I view the story interpretively from my own perspective as a reader who knows about the destruction of the African Rain Forests - and finally I move to thinking beyond the story to what the consequences might be for the boys and for their tribe.



In The Picnic a different jungle world is imposed through the imagination of the child in the story, upon a rural English wood from which the reader is gradually enabled to perceive that a safe return will be impossible. As part of her response, the teacher wrote:

I can see the family arriving for the picnic and the idyllic setting they have found. Everything is set for a happy peaceful day. I can understand the boy’s moving away in boredom, wanting to explore his surroundings. In doing so, he leaves the safety of his family but I don’t feel worried - not until his feelings about his surroundings begin to change. He moves from being inside a forest to being inside a jungle. Again, there is nothing worrying about this because it seems to be all part of the adventure.

But the adventure goes sour and he becomes lost and no longer the adventurer but a frightened little boy. The strongest picture for me is the end. This terrible image of the child being sucked under the mud ‘ebbing in time with his breathing’ compared with the image of his father and brother innocently sleeping on the grass.



Here, the teacher begins by adopting the point of view of the whole family, delighted with their pleasant picnic spot. Her focus then narrows to the young boy’s feelings of boredom once all the food has been eaten.

After he has set off into the wood she switches to her own perspective as the reader and to the changes of viewpoint which occur once the child becomes lost and the setting becomes unremittingly hostile. She concludes with her own juxtaposition of the helpless boy’s terrible dilemma set against the ‘innocently sleeping’ father and child - a cruel irony which implies her recollection of everything being set at the start for ‘a happy peaceful day’. All these shifts in perspective have taken place under  ‘the guidance of the text.’ [Rosenblatt,1938; Bruner, 1986]]





Gaps in the text, implicit meanings, room for conjecture

Both Iser [1978] and Bruner [1986] emphasise the importance of gaps or blanks in a narrative text, whereby the reader:

 ‘is made to supply what is meant from what is not said; it is the implications and not the statements that give shape and weight to the meaning.’ [Iser, p.168]



In some respects, very young writers often fulfill this requirement inadvertently rather than by consciously skilled crafting. Their stories, as I observed in Chapter 3, are the ‘tip of the iceberg’ because they don’t have the expertise (or the time) to develop them further. In our responses as experienced readers, there are a number of examples which show how the very succinctness of these brief stories, allows us room for conjecture and for demonstrating how we ‘make sense’ of the gaps as our contribution to the coherence of the story.



In her response to The Secret of Adventure Island by Craig, for instance, his teacher writes :

The fact that you make the hero wake up in a jungle without explaining how he got there was interesting, because of course he wouldn’t have known either!



I offer a different ‘explanation’ for the considerable gaps in Craig’s narrative:

I find this story very dream-like - so many unexpected things happen in so many different places. The way the hero of the story suddenly finds a stun gun in his hands, for instance, which immediately changes the whole situation - and then the way they all run away without really knowing where. It is all just like a dream!



Teachers following the National Curriculum’s emphasis on sequencing, might take a more negative view of Craig’s sudden leaps (‘We were sailing along, then the next thing I was unconscious’), urging him to fill in the gaps himself in order to construct a more ‘logical discourse’. I would suggest that our responses are more aesthetically and educationally appropriate, as they indicate for the pupil how readers can bridge the gaps in a narrative text in their own imaginations.



To take another example, where both the teacher and I indicate how the lack of explicitness both intrigues and draws us in to House War Three by Kris. Andy writes:

I’m kind of puzzled as to how you knew the man was looking round the streets. But him saying ‘Why are you so nervous could be taken as an ironic question - the man might have known whose shoulders he grabbed. But it turns out that he didn’t know who you were. It’s this uncertainty that interests me because I can interpret these events for myself.



I write:

I can’t definitely decide whether the man really was going to get him a treat this time, as he is on his own and presumably not dressed up as a ghost any more - or whether he’d just gone off to the kitchen to get another bucket of cold water. It is the fact that I can’t be sure that makes the story interesting.



Stranded, by Sam, a pupil in a Year 8 class, provides an outstanding example of a story deliberately composed in such a way that the reader is driven to conjecture about what exactly is going on. The narrative does not so much unfold as switch from one scenario to another. In my initial response to Sam in which I share my reactions to his story, I offer three different interpretations which I summarise here:

1) Everton is a real person, with a real illness - a brain tumour say, and the last part of the story all happens in his mind...

2)Everton is in fact the addict, who has now become a ‘rich bastard’ himself. Every section of the story is true, including the final one, where Everton is now the sole surviving human being. He kills himself because he can’t face the thought.

3) From the moment when the ‘I’ character blacks out in the alleyway, everything else happens in his drugged mind, right to the end, where he dies in the alley...

Personally, this is my favourite interpretation because I feel that the opening sequence is so important and must have some significance. I kept coming back to it in my mind, all the time I was reading the rest of the story.



As it turned out, Sam’s way of looking at what was happening in his story was different again - starting in the present, moving into a drug induced coma but continuing to a future that really happened. I am not worried about failing to arrive at the ‘right answer’.  Along with Wilson [1966], Holland [1975] and Bleich [1980] I prefer to draw the pupil’s attention to the possibilities of variant interpretations of the same text. Skilled story writers choose to write ambivalently.



Then there are the descriptive passages in many of the stories, which at the same time leave room for the reader’s imagination to:

 ‘attempt to ideate that which one can never see as such.’ 

                                                                                   [Iser,  1978]



 I recall how Laura, one of the pupils who responded to The Knight and the Mushroom, commented approvingly:

 I love the descriptions. They are to the point and they don’t go on for ever, explaining and describing every point.[my italics]



Certainly cues or clues for our imaginations to work on need to be given if we are to form our own pictures of places or of people but I now realise that it would be impossible fully to represent  a story’s visual aspects in words by ‘adding more description’.



Here are just two examples from the pupils’ stories of how they have provided sufficient information for readers to fill in the gaps for themselves as they create their own virtual text:

Dad the droop of the family, spent all day in a chair, with his eyes glued to a portrait of his father which hung above the fireplace. Dad also had this big frown on his face - all the time, it was there. Even when they were happy, he’d be the opposite of smiling. The frown stuck to him like an insect sticks to sap.[30]



It was a mysterious place. People were not brave enough to  look at it. It was a tall black shadow looming over an empty garden... It was an ancient building that was crumbling and decaying....

He decided to go in. When he got in, he sat on one of the old benches. His arms were aching and they felt as if they’d drop off at any minute. It was then that he noticed the atmosphere inside the church. It was cold and damp and Steve heard the slow drip drip of water, probably from the thunderstorm the night before. The bench he was sitting on was stone cold and hard. He then noticed that a five pound note had come out of his pocket and fallen onto the floor so he knelt down and picked it up.. He just happened to look under the bench.

What he saw next was something that made his blood run cold. Underneath the bench was a dead body. He froze. The body looked quite fresh.[1]



It is easy to see how there is scope for readers to contribute many additional details to those provided by the text if they are to evoke their own versions of what ‘Dad’ looked like in the first instance, or the exterior and interior of the church in the second - not to mention the dead body! For me, Duncan’s description of ‘Dad’ calls to mind Anthony Browne’s illustrations for the ground down figure of Hansel and Gretel’s father and the ‘tall black shadow’ of the sinister church reminds me of childhood visits to the blackened ruins of Kirkstall Abbey near Leeds.



Summary

In response, then, to my second question, there are several respects in which the construction of the pupils’ narratives are sufficiently comparable to those of more experienced authors for an aesthetic transaction to be made by readers who are prepared to take an aesthetic stance. They provide opening cues which indicate that a story is about to happen; though simple, they offer readers movement through the narrative from more than one perspective; there are ample opportunities for reading between the lines.



Appreciating the writer’s achievements.

So far in this chapter, I have principally considered the ways in which pupils’ stories have shown themselves to be capable of evoking an engaged response. In relation to reader-response theories, I have shown how readers can construct a virtual text from both simple and more complex children’s stories and how features of narrative discourse which make such a construct possible, are sufficiently present to evoke an aesthetic transaction.



I now want to consider the second kind of response offered in my Guidelines, in which the reader’s attention focuses on an appreciation of the pupil writer’s achievements in handling narrative discourse.



Question 3

This leads me to my third question, relating to the classroom context in which pupils write stories and teachers respond: 

Is this personal contact with the writer a factor in enabling our appreciative responses to retain an engaged or aesthetic stance? 



I have explained how I came to realise ‘that in focusing on aspects of how the writer had succeeded in handling the narrative, it was essential if the response was to retain its meaningfulness, for the reader not to lose sight of her own experience of the story but here, I want to focus on the teacher’s knowledge of the pupil who wrote the story. In making an engaged response, the teachers were recollecting the story in order to share with the pupil their version or virtual text. In making an appreciative response, they were often clearly recollecting the writer in the mind’s eye, whose efforts in producing the story had been followed with close attention, as Kate and Andy both describe in their conversations with me in Chapter 7.



Thus there is a strong sense of audience about these appreciations which corresponds to that defined by Britton and his team [1975] as ‘pupil to teacher, particular relationship’ :

‘This category... is therefore, like 2.1, “child to trusted adult”, a personal relationship, but also, unlike 2.1, a professional relationship based upon shared interest and expertise, and an accumulating shared context.’

                                                    [my italics]  [p.69]



I suggest that the appreciations elicited by my Guidelines convey a similar ‘teacher to pupil, particular relationship’ which is also both personal and professional. There is a directness about them which fully acknowledges the pupil as the successful author of the story as the following responses demonstrate. At the same time, the respondents are professionally careful, not merely to enthuse but to relate their comments to the effect that the story had on them in the way the narrative was handled:



I very much like the way that you keep your reader in mind when you start your story. I felt as if you were talking to me personally as I was reading it.[3]



I am most impressed by the care you have taken to make all the details in your story consistent. The fact that the Hodgsons are too poor for instance, and have to watch the lottery at the local pub... [30]



There’s a directness about this story that I like. I can hear your voice as I read. There’s a cheekiness about it that makes it lively.[6]



I was very taken with this story, Ben. It reminded me strongly of Treasure Island - one of my favourites. Have you read it? I visualised the scenes in the pub and in the harbour like the King Street/Welsh Back area in Bristol. Do you know it? It’s supposed to be where Stephenson set Long John Silver’s pub in Treasure Island.[16]



Well, Jo, I’m not surprised you were shocked. I found it really spooky just reading about it. When you got as far as hearing chains and then footsteps, I felt quite tense... When you got to the bridge you start to bring in some very good detail - the cold night, getting petrol, where you parked... [21]



Yours is a fascinating story Sam. Whilst in one way it is very clear to follow, in another it is very complex. I felt that the incident in the alley was in the past and a flashback - and the largest section of the story was in the now - and that puts the section with the robot in the future... However, once you explained your thinking, it was also just as logical. You put the opening in the present and it puts Everton into a drug induced coma. ...

It reminds me of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy - reality stood on its head.

I love Everton as a character. He is larger than life: ‘dipped his large hand into the bowl of strawberries”. Everything he does seems to reflect confidence and a rich life style.[14]



I like the clarity of the writing, the care you’ve taken over the sequence of events and descriptions. The frustrations of the characters are expressed in the things they say and do - “No they can’t!” or Mum slamming the door in Mr Jones’ face. The dialogue moves the action forward too, - where Bobby shouts, for instance, and Mr Jones lashes out with his walking stick. This leads to the sign being dumped in the hedge, which in turn, leads to Mr Jones showing his frustrations/worries about not selling his house.[5]



Summary

I have chosen these excerpts from our Appreciations because they demonstrate how the teachers have individual pupils in mind, to whom they respond directly, person to person; how they have what they themselves have ‘made’ of each story also in mind; and how they can inter-relate their experience of the story and their experience of the pupil in a way which  retains an aesthetic stance which is personally meaningful for both readers and writers.



Question 4

And now I come to my fourth and final question:

Do our responses as experienced readers provide potentially useful feedback for pupils - as story writers and as story readers?  

The answer to this question must rely, in part, on the answers that I have given in this chapter to the three previous questions. Here is a final summary, therefore, of the insights that we were offering about their stories from an internalised perspective, along with my reasons for believing that such responses can have educational value.



Through our engaged responses:

* We were able to show how different aspects of the same story could be highlighted through the virtual texts of different readers, indicating how ‘multi-layered’ the meaning in stories can be.

In this way pupils can be shown how their stories, like those of professional authors, can be open to diverse interpretations. 



* We were able to raise ethical issues in our interpretive comments relating to the behaviour of the characters. 

In this way pupils can be shown how thoughtful readers (and writers) relate what happens in stories to the moral values which they hold in real life. Stories (including their own) can offer more food for thought than mere escapism into a fantasy world.



* We were able to show how experienced readers can move around a story as they consider what happens from more than one viewpoint.

In this way we were indicating how readers can make use of different perspectives to explore a story’s meaning.



*We were  able to show how readers seek to give coherence to their virtual texts, filling in some of the gaps by offering their own explanations for what  occurred. 

In this way we were indicating how a reader’s active contribution plays an important part in her transaction with a story text.



* We were able to show how readers can use ‘their existing stock of experience’ to evoke mental images from cues provided in the text. 

In this way we were indicating how writers can provide such cues and how readers can make the most of them to create the substance of that ‘secondary world’ which the stories have evoked. 



Through our appreciative responses

* We were able to speak directly to the individual writers who had produced their own stories.

In this way we were acknowledging their authorship.



* We were able to comment explicitly on how their handling of the narrative had enabled us to recreate their stories.

In this way we were able to show how techniques such as sequence, structure and pace, dialogue and carefully chosen details can, quite specifically, affect the reader’s involvement with the story and can be related to it. 



* By restricting ourselves to commenting on achievements rather than shortcomings we were able to offer a genuine appreciation.



Wilson [1966] comments that:

 ‘College students are usually more personally involved in a novel before they try to analyze it: their involvement seems to fade when they get down to serious analysis.’

                                                                                       [p.40]

 

As more experienced readers, we were able to retain our engagement whilst commenting explicitly on the pupils’ achievements in handling the narrative.  In explaining directly to each of them how the way they wrote the story affected what we ‘made’ of it, we show how it is possible to comment on the construction of a story without sacrificing our aesthetic stance. We are according pupils genuine respect by recognising their success as a writers. How we experienced their stories is a mark of their achievement!
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