Chapter Eleven


Moving further afield 


When I embarked on my research, nothing, as far as I could ascertain, had been written about how teachers might be expected to respond in writing (other than evaluatively) to stories written by their pupils. This left me free to explore my favoured ‘personally meaningful’ perspective without reference to other suggested approaches as to how teachers might respond to their pupils’ completed stories as story readers.





However, a great deal has been written about how pupils can be expected or encouraged to respond to what they read. I knew that if I was to make a strong case, therefore, for teachers to encourage pupils to take an aesthetic stance to their story reading, I would need to take into account other approaches to reading which are currently being advocated for English teaching. 





I have to admit, as part of my personal story in undertaking this investigation, that one of my reasons for confining my first excursion to the field of reader-response theory was because I felt vulnerable about the post-modernist dismissiveness of those, like Eagleton [1983],  who believe that to find personal meaning in literature no longer has any academic credibility. I had a sense of discomfort, that in attributing both aesthetic and educational value to such responses, I might , in my own sixties, appear to be stuck in the 1960s!





However, there was no putting it off any longer, so this is my account of how I moved further afield, in order to take a closer look at the kind of approaches to the study of literature that were being recommended to English teachers through their national journal and elsewhere. These relate in the main to the cultural factors and the narrative codes which influence the way writers write and readers read, and also to the relationship of verbal texts to visual ones. I could not ignore the fact, that as far as pupils are concerned, there are these other ways of looking at texts, which might call into question the primacy of those individual, experiential, aesthetic ‘transactions’ which I regard as an essential part of the story reading process. 





First, let me recreate and reflect further on a conversation that I had with Alastair West who was generous enough to agree to talk to me about the changes which he had made in his own views about the teaching of literature. Prior to our conversation, he had forwarded to me a lengthy chapter from his own doctoral [unpublished] dissertation, in which these changes are described:


‘...the story that literature promotes moral and emotional education has fulfilled a key ideological function for teachers at least as much as for their students. This chapter examines that story and argues both its theoretical inadequacy and socio-political undesirability.’ 





I was aware, therefore,  that our views would differ and I looked forward to an exploration of our differences.





I should add that I have known Alastair professionally, since we met in the early eighties when he was Head of English at one of the Wiltshire schools for which I was the English Adviser. At the time we had this more recent meeting, Alastair was the English Adviser for Redbridge and Chair of the National Association for the Teaching of English.





As I reflect, now, on our lunchtime conversation, I can see how the different angles that we were coming from caused us to run our ideas alongside each other, occasionally converging, but more often sidestepping the point of divergence. As the talk carried us forwards, we did not, in fact, seek to resolve our differences so much as make them evident but as Winter [1989] remarks: 


‘Dialectics is a method of analysis which...helps us to decide what is significant.’ [p.46]





Excerpts from the transcript will serve, therefore, as a helpful illustration of a particular moment in my own research story, when key issues were raised to which I would need to pay further attention, as I proceeded with my investigation.





I have numbered each of our comments and typed key statements in bold for ease of reference in the commentary which follows. I have not, on the whole, drawn attention to comments where we are in agreement, focusing rather, for the purposes of this chapter, on examples where our approaches diverge, with regard to what matters when pupils read literary texts.





Excerpts from my conversation with Alastair West


about ‘meaning’ in stories


[1] A - You take kids seriously...


[[2] P - And you take their stories seriously? 


[3] A - Absolutely! Of course! But I mean you take them seriously as learners. In [some schools] it seemed to me they didn’t take kids seriously - either their responses or their outputs or the process they were engaged in... There might be differences, but the essential thing, what they are engaged in, is something you take seriously at the kind of highest intellectual level.


[4]P - And you give it thoughtful attention


 for what it is.


[5] A - Not for what it isn’t, no! Exactly.


[6] P - Because I mean I think there’s a lot of pressure to look at what isn’t there, what could be improved.


[7] A - I would do that, but from quite a different viewpoint, in terms of absences from the text - but that’s actually taking the work seriously.


[8] P - There’s also ‘potential’ meaning in a way - what’s in their heads but not on the paper is also part of the absences in the text.


[9] A - Yes it is. As I read [your paper] that seemed to be a different route...


*****


[10] P - To what extent would you feel that it’s incredibly old-fashioned to make the assumption that you can address yourself to the meaning - to what stories are about? [P mentions Barthes]


[11] A - I think he would be useful to you because when you’re saying that Fiona and you responded differently to the same textual features - one of you was interested in character and one of you was interested in plot - one of Barthes’ things is that texts have a range of codes, one of which is to do with plot, one of which is to do with cultural reference, one of which is to do with characters and so on. What I understood by what you were describing was the way that any reader can pick up the potentiality of meaning in those markers...


[12] P - Even though you’re not aware that those are the markers you’re picking up?


[13] A - You see, I would want teachers to explore with kids how it was that you two read the same signs differently ... and what it is in the text that makes it possible to draw different conclusions, what the different conclusions are and what’s the difference at stake between the conclusions.


*****


[14] P - What about people that you didn’t mention in your chapter [about literary theory] such as Bruner - he’s been someone who’s made a lot of sense to me, because he seems to be thinking along the same lines as Rosenblatt was - in terms of readers constructing a virtual text - and it may be different every time they read something from the previous time...


*****


[15] P - I found myself disagreeing far more profoundly with the notion that language is a kind of cage and we don’t even know what we’re saying! [P refers to Lacan] Wouldn’t you agree that the flow of language is representing some kind of experience for the speaker or the writer?


[16] A - I’m just extremely suspicious of ‘authenticity’ and I don’t think we do know all about everything we say.


[17] P - Psychologically, as well as culturally and linguistically there are tacit meanings that surface...


[18] A - Yes, but there are all sorts of things that are ideological - a lot of which you don’t see.


[19] P - How do you define ideology Alastair?


[20] A - Unspoken assumptions about the way the world is - what’s taken for granted. My idea of ideology is that it’s inescapable and you’re involved in it. You can’t do anything about it but you can be more or less aware of the constraints it imposes.


*****


Back to Lacan


[21] P - The notion that you don’t think language, language thinks you - I would agree that language filters the way in which we perceive the world and the way in which we experience it, but he seemed to be suggesting that...


[22] A - It’s more than that...


[23] P - If we’re talking about mind, and meaning and perception, I have my strongest reservations about being tied so closely to a cultural view of language governing us rather than us making use of language. The ‘press of meaning’, the motivation to make meaning...


[24] A - I don’t find a conflict there - the fact that we are meaning-making creatures and that when we’re engaging with the world, that’s ultimately what we’re trying to do, to try to make some meaningful sense of the stuff around us and the relationships around us - I don’t have any problem with that at all. All that Lacan was saying, is that language isn’t simply something that you pick up and use, it’s something into which you are positioned. You’re born into it - you’re inserted into it from the very earliest moment. I don’t take that to be determinist, but it’s determining to some degree because all of those language relationships and significance pre-exist you. They both enable and constrain you, but they’re not neutral.


[25] P - So language is enabling as well as being a constraint?


[26] A - Absolutely. [A  now  refers to a professor of Sociology at Cambridge whose views in this respect he found exciting] One of the things that Giddens talks about  - he argues what seemed to me to be a fairly  sensible position, a really good argument in which the main conclusion is that any action has a kind of duality and we won’t actually get anywhere unless we accept that. Any action both constrains and enables. Any position you’re in both confines and enables you - and I just found that wonderfully eloquent because it seemed to me that teachers are endlessly mis-reading either how much or how little  they have to change.


[27] P - I’d agree with that but as a paradox rather than a dichotomy.


[28] A - So I see Lacan as being similar to Giddens, in what he’s saying about language - that it’s existing there already before you are even thought of. There’s a whole range of meanings that are intrinsically there. That’s what you’ve got to manipulate and do something with.


[29] P - So if you’re talking about the individual, rather than the individual being totally constrained by the culture into which they are born... I think I would have reservations about a view that said there are only a certain number of patterns that we can operate within. There’s a kind of ‘things being various’, a richness about individual perceptions which doesn’t mean to say that one is claiming an autonomy for them - or a special authenticity...


[A agrees that individual differences should be recognised but...]


[30] A - I’d want to explore those differences but actually I’d want to make it clear that in our society some, such as National Front stickers, are unacceptable. That’s an area where historically, I think there’s been too much focus on the individual within English teaching, and I would want to emphasise much more the social, so that in terms of exploring differences, I’d want to look at why it was, for example, that some texts were privileged by some groups, whether we’re talking about the Koran or the Bible or Shakespeare or My Mate Shofik or the Beano. I don’t think we’ve done enough work on that - to explore what’s at stake in those valuations. I’m not saying that your individual reader responses are something in the past... I just feel there’s been an over-emphasis on the individual and I would want, as it were, to put that on hold. So that all kinds of the conversations you’re talking about in your Paper, I would want to see going on, but I also would want to see something else.


[31] P - We’re thinking particularly here of the stories that children write. What something else would you want to bring to their stories?


[32] A - I’d want to explore with them what it was that made them make the choices they did.


[33] P - I’m not sure they could answer that - I’m not sure I could answer that. ... I don’t think you know what gives rise to your responses at the point at which you’re making them. Wasn’t it Bleich who said first of all you had a response to a text and then you interpreted your response. That rang a bell for me because that seems to be what I’m trying to do with these teacher responses and with the older children it would be with pupils’ responses as well.  But I would also want to acknowledge that we don’t really know fully why we make the responses we do.


[34] A - No, I think that’s right, but I think it’s often easier to explore those ‘What’s at stake?” in the choices that have been made when you’re looking at other people’s responses.


[A.tells the Tebbitt anecdote, which happened at the time of the riots on the Broadwater Farm Estate in Tottenham]


 I was driving to my next appointment and I heard Tebbit talking on the radio about how much of all this was attributable to poor discipline within the home and school and the absence of proper exams and not being instructed in Standard English. OK? Now, as a text, I think that’s an interesting choice to look at, to think about what frames of reference have led this guy to make that kind of interpretation of these events. And because of its outrageousness - what he’s doing as a ‘reader’ is very clearly related to a whole range of other things. Now that is what I would like kids to be engaged in.


*****


[35] A - I’m confident that kids can, with prompting, think critically.


[36] P - And by ‘critically’ you don’t mean ‘How I could have done it better” necessarily, although that might be part of it?


[37]A - I would always say ‘How would it be different?’ rather than better. 


[38] P - But exploring what’s actually there, really has taught me that if you pay really careful attention to what is actually there, what has arrived - there’s far more than meets the eye.


[39] A - I agree, but I think it helps to discover what’s there, to contemplate what it would look like differently. My motive in saying “


‘How would it be different if ?’ is to help kids to discover why it’s as it is - not ‘they should have done it differently’.


*****


[40] A - It’s very easy to give kids the wrong impression, that you’re dissatisfied. You see when I said that I think the response should be at the highest intellectual level, I’m suggesting to teachers that they need to talk about the stuff in adult terms, in so far as that is possible. It’s no use simply saying ‘This is good’ or ‘I really enjoyed this’, they’ve actually got to say what they like about it.


[41] P - Specifically.


[42] A - Specifically, yes.


[43] P - What started me of on all this - they [teachers] were not responding in any way to what any one story was about. And that uniqueness doesn’t mean that there is only one meaning to the story.


[44] A - It struck me, that if you were doing your job, marking and responding to a piece of kid’s work, you were a) able to write something sensible about it, at a technical level as a writer - something about characterisation or plot, something you could actually say was worth commenting on - and secondly, you ought to be able to direct them to something else to read which was either somebody doing the same thing better, or approaching the same problem differently...


[45] P - But you see what you haven’t included there is ‘What actually went on inside my head?’ - not as a teacher concerned about your progress, but as a reader of your story.


[46] A - But for me, much of that would happen from the middle onwards of the composition period. That would be the point at which you were engaging with the substance of the story, and having the kind of conversations as to how it connected to your experience...


[47] P - Once they’ve finished, isn’t the final article they’ve produced worth giving thoughtful attention to as a finished product?


*****


[48] P - Would you still feel that giving kids a chance to write a complete story is important?


[49] A - Yes, for all sorts of reasons. In terms of exploration of their experience and discovery of language, the sense of shaping something artistically - reworking experience I suppose and the kind of understanding that comes from that.


[50] P - So you really do believe that writing stories does incorporate individual experience?


[51] A - I can put that two ways you see. I can talk in those cosy terms that you’ll recognise and that I’m used to, and which I used to believe in utterly. Then I could put it another way in terms of ‘These are the counters of our culture; these are the genres that kids need to be familiar with. They have to be able to have command and control and be aware of the kind of meanings that have accreted through other people’s use of them. And in order to be able to do that, they have to be able to do them themselves.


*****


[52] A - I would want to problematise narrative more now I think. I mean I used to think that it was the best and the only kind of writing that was really worth bothering with.


[53] P - You mean literary narrative?


[54] A - I’d  want to do a lot more non-literary stuff - and I would want to do a lot more narrative in other curriculum areas and push kids to realising that narrative was one of the ways of organising the world and it didn’t simply occur in fiction.


*****


Visual texts


[55] A - You see I’m not sure, for example, how I feel about why we’re so hung up about language. I wish I saw a great deal more work exploring visual narrative. Would I care, if up and down the country, instead of those old CSE folders, with a few poems and mostly narratives and one discursive piece - if instead of that it was predominantly visual? ...


I think in some ways I put to one side the anxieties I’ve got about written verbal narrative... I think it should happen but I’m much more concerned that other media that seem to me quite crucial are simply not there to the extent they should be.... It just seems to me, that the culture we now have - when we’re talking about verbal narrative, we’re actually looking at a relatively minority form - and that’s not to say it’s not valued but somehow we have side-stepped the main medium of our age.


[56] P - You talked about ‘a work of art’ earlier, yet you seem to dismiss verbal art as a form - would you say there is no such thing as an aesthetic composition?


[57] A - Well I think it’s a good question you see, and I think that kind of question is what an English curriculum ought to comprise, rather than assume that there are. 


[58] P - How would you define an aesthetic text or an aesthetic experience?


[59] A - With difficulty! You see I think what happens when you’ve got something like soap opera alongside say, serial 19th century fiction, Neighbours against Jane Austen or East Enders against one of the Dickens serial novels, there seem to me to be a lot of interesting similarities that you can point to, which kids I think need to know about. What little research there is about real responders suggests that people  actually respond to East Enders in much the same way they do to Dickens or Jane Austen or whatever. 


[60] P - But the distinctions that Rosenblatt makes, for instance, between efferent readings of text for information retrieval and aesthetic readings of text for personal exploration - would you still regard that as being a valid distinction?


[61] A - Possibly, I don’t know, I’m not sure on that.


*****


[62] P - So to come back to children, whatever kind of text they produce (literary or non-literary) according to the invitations they’ve been given, would you agree that they deserve your felt response to that text as well as an analytic, teacherly one?


[63] A - Not if it’s a kind of stick and cut and paste of other people’s words.


[64] P - Well that’s a kind of dummy run...


[65] A - But as soon as a kid is doing something that is voiced, in your terms, you take it seriously.


[66] P - But you make a response to it which is not just ‘teacherly’ in the sense of being critical?


[67] A - No.


[68] P - You let them know which bits interested and excited you...


[69] A - and which bits are well done and why you think its well done...


[70] P - And why do you think it’s important to do that?


[71] A - Because  they’re learning to use language to create effects upon audiences [and] in order to do that, they need detailed feedback about the actuality of the real response.


*****


My values


[72] P - Again, you see, I think meaning-making - the way we find significance, and how we dynamically change our views about the world, is for me what is at the heart of education. It is encouraging children to become more confident and more aware of how they can do that.


[73] A - I’d want to start - I think probably the difference [between us] is the extent to which you would explore the social - the business of the individual and the social. I’d want to emphasise the individual making of meaning but I would not want to give the impression that the fact that it seemed to be an individual authentic voice therefore gave it a kind of unchallengeable authority. If I think of English teaching, I think on the whole, that’s what it does do, and it doesn’t take the next step of well... have a look at that authenticity as an expression of the particular group of which you form a part, either as an adolescent girl, Asian kid in East London or whatever - and how it might look to other groups.


[74] P - Well how would you do that for Y3/4 children’s stories?


[75] A - I think some things you could do actually. I think you can say to kids reading their own or someone else’s story, not just ‘What do you think of it?’ but ‘What would your Mum make of it?’ That seems to me a perfectly reasonable question - ‘What would your Gran make of it?’ - or ‘Think of somebody who comes from a different kind of household to yours - ‘What would they make of the story?’ That seems to me to open up the possibility of setting their ‘authenticity’ in a social context.





Commentary


Teacher responses


Where my research has focused centrally on the uniqueness of what a teacher makes of a pupil’s story, aesthetically, Alastair is more inclined to focus the teacher’s attention on writing ‘something sensible at the technical level... something worth commenting on.’ He regards ‘engaging with the substance of the story’ as more appropriate at the drafting and re-drafting stage, while the story is evolving and the teacher is operating ‘live’ in the classroom. As I have noted previously, this is a view which both primary and secondary teachers have expressed during the course of the enquiry. But what is the point of suggesting that what writers and readers make of stories matters, if it is then ignored once a story is complete and ready for consumption?





Taking a social focus


Throughout our conversation, Alastair’s comments tend to focus on evidence of what can be deduced about social context from the texts pupils read, while I want to look inwards for evidence of the individual reader’s virtual text. Where I am interested in individual variations for what they tell us about how the reader looked into the story, he is interested in the cultural reasons for the choices readers make: 


What would your Mum make of it? Think of someone who comes from a different kind of household to yours... [75]


From the start, he is more interested in ‘what’s the difference at stake’ [13] between the different conclusions about a story that different readers draw. 


                                                                                                                                


Individuality


I have strong reservations about becoming little more than a mouthpiece for language with its lengthy history of multitudinous other mouths. I want to assert the personal nature of each individual’s use of language, not regardless of the cultural nuances, but at least putting them on the back burner, for attention later. [15] [17] [23]





Alastair is wary of what he refers to as ‘authenticity’ [16] and later as what might seem to be ‘an individual authentic voice’. Not to recognise ‘that authenticity as an expression of the particular group of which you form a part’ is to confer ‘a kind of unchallengeable authority’ upon it which he cannot accept.





At this point in investigation, I had not read the work of Stanley Fish [1980]. Now, I am more aware how the various ‘interpretive communities’ to which we belong will undoubtedly influence both what we see and the way we see it. Yet having acknowledged that to be so, here are Alastair and myself, both operating with a learner-centred model of teaching (we are both happy to agree that  pupils and their work, and their responses should be taken seriously [1] [3] [4]), both with experience of English teaching in the seventies and advisory work in the eighties, both involved members of our National Association, and yet we are clearly not seeing eye to eye about what matters most in reader response. Though part of the same interpretive community, nevertheless, we still make our own individual interpretations.





Values


Where I focus on children as individual meaning-makers [72] and still retain a ‘personal growth’ model of learning, Alastair wants pupils to become more aware of, and consequently more critical of the cultural ideologies to do with gender and race as well as language, through which we perceive ourselves and our world. [20] The more we understand, the more we can manipulate rather than be manipulated. [28] [51]He is not totally opposed to ‘the individual making of meaning’ [73] but he believes that ‘there’s been too much focus on the individual within English teaching.’ [30]





Extending our definition of ‘narrative texts’


On several occasions in our conversation, Alastair talks about an opening up of the way we look at texts. He wants to extend an understanding of narrative texts in several ways. 


Firstly, he wants to break through the boundaries of narrative as fiction:


 I’d want to do a lot more narrative in other curriculum areas and push kids to realising that narrative was one of the ways of organising the world. [54]





Secondly, he wants to focus attention on oral texts - on what people say and what they ‘read into’ situations. His anecdote about listening to Norman Tebbit sounding off on his car radio is a telling one! [34]





Finally, he is keen to recognise the increasing part that visual texts of all kinds play in Western (and maybe world) culture:


 I think in some ways I put to one side the anxieties I’ve got about verbal narrative... I think it should happen but I’m much more concerned that other media that seem to me quite crucial are simply not there to the extent they should be... somehow we’ve side-stepped the main medium of our age. [55]





Approaching texts as cultural constructs


Reading Stories  [1987], Mellor, O’Neill and Patterson


 Studying Literature [1990], Brian Moon 


Reading Fictions, [1991], Mellor, O’Neill, Patterson


I next want to consider three books designed for use in secondary classrooms, published in Australia by authors  from the Chalkface Press. All three are currently available from the National Association for the Teaching of English in this country and are highly recommended in the Association’s publications booklet. All three focus on cultural analysis or ‘deconstruction’ as a preferred mode of response to literature:


 ‘A concern that is central to our approach... is our focus on the representation of gender, class and race in literary texts.’ [Mellor et al, 1987, p.1] 





‘In this model, “literary” texts and their meanings are a result of cultural production.’ [Moon, 1990, p.53]





‘ ... we argue that there are dominant readings [of texts]. These are sets of meanings which certain groups in a society agree about. Other readings which disagree with the dominant readings of texts are described as alternative or resistant readings.’ [Mellor et al, 1991, p.4]





The emphasis throughout, is on ‘readings’ rather than ‘readers’:


‘We are not arguing here simply for a plurality of readings or interpretations based on the personal experience of readers. Rather we hope students will be encouraged to: 


analyse how they produce particular readings;


consider what is at stake in the differences;


ask on whose behalf particular readings are made.’


                                                                     [1991, p.96]





Once again, though in a different way from the approaches advocated earlier this century by the New Criticism, the story text is to be regarded as an object for analysis, to which the reader must on no account subject herself. Texts are culturally manipulative and their authority must be challenged, especially as:


 ‘The ideas of dominant groups tend to be emphasised or foregrounded... while those of less powerful groups tend to be suppressed.’ [1990, p.53] 





Stibbs [TES,1993] comments that Reading Fictions 


‘Encourages young readers to heckle texts knowingly...’.





The central question that all three booklets pose for the reader is ‘What’s going on here?’, not aesthetic questions such as ‘How do I imagine it?’ or ‘How did this move me?’ The authors encourage, indeed insist on, the interrogation of stories as cultural productions. Personal feelings are regarded with suspicion; gaps in the text are filled, not through the reader’s imagination, but ‘with ideas that are already available in the reader’s culture’ which can offer clues about ‘the dominant attitudes of your culture.’ [Moon, 1990, p.36]





Other protagonists


Stibbs [1991] strongly supports a deconstructionist approach, which encourages readers to be on their guard against the snares laid for unwary 


story readers who are foolish enough to be ‘taken in’:


‘When the text is ‘showing’, it tricks readers into forgetting that they are experiencing a verbal artefact: they feel as if they are directly experiencing what the story tells directly. ... We talk as if we become ‘lost in the world of the book’ or ‘feel as if we are there’ and can be easily misled into thinking that reading is a form of vicarious experience or even identification. ... I argue that students, by recognising that they are being told what novelists would like them to think they are being shown, should learn to resist uncritical commitment to worlds which authors try to create and which are insidiously and often unintentionally loaded with ideology.’ [p.93-94]





In an article published in English in Education in Summer 1993, Stibbs is even more scathing about the notion that we should ever allow ourselves to enter into story worlds:


 ‘Far from being transparent windows on the [real] world or aesthetic objects, [literary texts] are messages deeply imbued with cultural and political assumptions, there to be read by those who recognise them (or subliminally absorbed by impressionable readers unequipped with crap detectors.’ [my italics] [p.53]





Reid [1994], identifies


 ‘One of the problems associated with “reading the media” with students [as] a notable reluctance to problematize a media text.’ [my italics] [p.3]





Williamson and Woodall [1996] broaden the argument that cultural analysis should be applied to pupils’ readings of literature, to encompass every aspect of the English curriculum: 


‘What is required is a reconception of what the subject English might be in order that we might engage with the politics of culture which structure our experience of life and personal identity.’ [p.5]





They claim that:


‘the personal growth view of English teaching which dominates current practices... is far from liberating... because it comes from a tradition of Western humanism which stresses personal attitudes and personal responsibility at the expense of social forces... failing to address the politics of culture which actively structure both personal and social identities.’ [p.6]





They suggest, moreover, that:


‘...as any honest English teacher knows, personal response is essentially a fallacy because all response is at least mediated... both by a range of cultural practices, attitudes and beliefs which enmesh reading and also by the demands of the discipline of literary studies itself.’ [p.6]





The two authors do not appear to take into account that the interpretive community through whose thinking their own politicised                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            view is mediated, will be equally enmeshing for pupil readers in the demands which it chooses to make on them:


 ‘ We argue that a cultural analysis model must lie at the heart of a coherent, meaningful curriculum for English... Cultural analysis is often criticised for having a specific political agenda and for ignoring the role of literature in personal development. This view is, however, misconceived. We do not deny that there can be personal growth through the study of literature but would argue that real personal growth goes beyond the individual exploration of thought and feeling in relation to literary texts to embrace a deepened awareness of cultural being.’ [p.9]





Peter Thomas [1994], takes an equally politicised stance towards both story writing and story reading:


 ‘Fiction is a minority art affecting a particular kind of audience, which may not be the audience best targeted for an attack on social wrongs. In a society which puts a high premium on other kinds of address, more direct, confrontational and assertive, it may be that skill in empathy and narrative does not confer power.’ [p.20-21]





Narrative codes


In my conversation with Alastair, he had suggested that looking at Barthes’ work might be useful:


because when you’re saying that Fiona and you responded differently to the same textual features - one of you was interested in character and one of you was interested in plot - - one of Barthes’ things is that texts have a range of codes...





In the first phase of my research, I had chosen not to consider those theorists who devised story codes or blueprints for narrative structure, on the basis that their interest was centred on the construction of the text rather than on the reader’s response to the text. The‘structural analyses’ offered by both Barthes and Genette are, in fact,  more ‘dynamic’ than I had supposed.  Although they are not interested in the reader’s contribution to the text, they do consider the implied reader’s journey through a story in relation to its structure.





For instance, in his summary of how Genette [1980] explores the intricacies of ‘Voice” Rosen [1985] describes how he specifies the following functions for the narrator which can offer multiple perspectives to the reader:


‘the narrative function - that of telling the story; the directive function, the purpose of which is to direct attention to aspects of the narrative, “stage directions” so to speak...; the communicative or testimonial function, ... the part [the narrator] takes in the story, possibly affective, moral or intellectual; the ideological function, which operates when the testimonial function becomes didactive.’ [p.35]	





Fox [1993] sets out  the five codes ascribed to Barthes with the following useful explanations - I give a summarised version: 


‘The proairetic code which constitutes the story’s actions from beginning to end...  [whereby] the meanings of the actions in the story take their significance from the story’s closure... [thus] ‘driving back through the narrative rather than forward.’... ‘It is the implication of what is done or said that the proairetic code is intended to reveal.





The hermeneutic code is the code of puzzles and mysteries. Whenever the text questions what will happen or leaves the reader guessing, whenever it poses a problem or an enigma, the reader is propelled forwards towards a solution.





The semic code is present in what Barthes [1970] calls ‘flickers of meaning’ which, when assembled, structure the nature of a character or a setting. ...


What are these semes then? I interpret them to be the small details which give us the sense of a person or a place....





The symbolic code which structures the larger themes or ideas organized over the whole narrative.





The cultural code reaches out from the text to the social world, which, it is implied by the narrative discourse, the reader will recognize and accept.’ [p.171-172]





Again, it is possible to see how these features of narrative text which Barthes identifies, are similar to those described both by Genette and Iser. Without an implied or indeed a real reader, the codes would lie dormant in the verbal text. As it is, we can see how there is a dynamism to the movements backwards and forwards across the text, that relates to the meaning a reader can evoke through the codes. 








Barthes and Genette have an important contribution to make, in these respects, to a reader’s increasing awareness of how the literary conventions of a narrative enable her to move around in it. 





Stibbs [1991] is helpful in suggesting how this awareness of narrative codes can be brought into play in the classroom. His explanation of different aspects of narrative analysis is excellent for demystifying some of the structuralist terms: recit and histoire become ‘plot’ and ‘story’; mimesis and diegesis become ‘showing’ and ‘telling’; functions and indices become ‘forks’ and ‘descriptors’ - and syntagmatic and paradigmatic become ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ relationships. However, ingenious though his many structural diagrams are, as a teacher educator, Stibbs is careful to point out that:


 ‘I am not arguing for a “narrative parsing” or explicit knowledge of narratological terms in classrooms, any more than I would for formal grammar as an aid to developing students’ ability to recognise and generate meaning.’ 


                                                                      [my italics][p.56]





Visual texts


In my conversation with Alastair, he expresses the view:


I wish I saw a great deal more work exploring visual narrative... I think in some ways I put to one side the anxieties I’ve got about written verbal narrative... I’m much more concerned that other media that seem to me quite crucial are simply not there to the extent they should be...’





It is now widely recognised by primary teachers thanks to Bennett [1979], Moss [1981] and Waterland [1985], that the visual text in picture stories is as important as the words. The pictures do not play a subsidiary role as mere illustrations, they form an integral part of the story itself.  Doonan [1993]  describes in some detail the nature of reading  and interpreting visual texts not just in relation to what the pictures tell you that the words leave out, but in relation to the crafting - textures, patterns, frames, perspectives and so on. 





Benton [1992] also explores how the various ways in which we read both visual and verbal art forms can be inter-related:


‘My  general aims in this chapter [10] are to explore the reading process in relation to the arts of painting and poetry and to argue the need for their greater integration in the classroom.’ [p. 111]





Similarly, in exploring the differences between reading a film and reading a book, Stibbs [1991] in his comparison of Tess, the novel by Hardy and Tess, the film by Polanski, comments interestingly on the visual medium and what it ‘shows’ the viewer/reader, which reveals how differently we have to read these two forms of text:


‘Films can show scenes more economically than words can tell them. Polanski’s Tess tells you that the milkmaids are faced by a flooded stream... by showing one image of them reflected in the flood. Hardy needs half a page (Ch.23). The sensuality of Tess’s lips is clearly shown in the film, but it may (or may not) be inferred from Hardy’s description of her enunciation (Ch.2), her strawberry-eating (Ch.5) or her attempts to whistle (Ch.9) Films can use visual metonyms and visual metaphors effectively too. The Tess film zooms in on the marmalade jar for Tess’s dead infant’s flowers to exclude its distracting surroundings. In film, that seems forced: Hardy can more naturally select that detail (Ch.14) because it is normal for writing to select and omit the ‘semiotic noise’ of irrelevant detail whereas it is hard for a film to present a ‘pure’ image devoid of its surroundings. Film can also evoke by alluding to other familiar images (like Millet’s painting for the reapers in Tess) where words would have made that allusion laboriously and inappropriately (and distractingly if the image doesn’t register).’ [p.79]





Summary


These, then, are three possible approaches to reading stories that I have considered in this chapter: through cultural analysis, through their narrative codes and through visual as well as verbal presentation. As I come to its conclusion, I can see no reason why readers should not adopt an aesthetic stance to all three, which involves them, initially, in engaging with the story  and subsequently in interpreting its significance and considering how its construction has enabled them to move through it meaningfully.
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