Chapter Sixteen


Assessing pupils as story readers 


I have described throughout this thesis how Rosenblatt’s distinction between making an aesthetic and an efferent transaction with a literary text has become central to my understanding of the difference, for a reader, between an approach which involves engagement and one which focuses on the text solely as an object for analysis. For a story to become personally meaningful, what the reader ‘makes’ of it must engage her own imagination in conjunction with the words on the page as the following observations from response theorists clearly indicate:





‘As the reader passes through the various perspectives offered by the text... he sets the work in motion and so sets himself in motion too.’ [Iser, 1978]


                                                                                               


‘To speak of the meaning of the work is to tell a story of the reading.’ [Cutler, 1983]





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


                                                                    [Rosenblatt, 1985]





In the preceding three chapters, I have turned my attention from teachers as readers of their pupils’ stories to pupils as story readers in order to illustrate the variety of ways in which they, too, were able to express responses to texts that were personally meaningful with the help of my Guidelines.





As I move towards the completion of my investigation, I now want to look more closely in this chapter at the current system of external Tests and Examinations for Reading , for English and English Literature , in order to find out:


a) to what extent the Examination Papers (and in the case of GCSE, Course work) offer pupils opportunities as story readers to make an aesthetic or an efferent  response;


and


b) to what extent stated Aims, Assessment Objectives, Mark Schemes and Performance Criteria or Level Descriptors direct the attention of the examiners to aesthetic aspects of  pupils’ responses. In the case of GCSE, I shall also consider comments in the Examiners’ Reports.





For a time, I was inclined to call this chapter:


‘What You See Is What You Get’ - but who decides what to look for?


If pupil readers are expected to extract relevant bits of information, like ‘plums in a pie’ as Protherough [1983] remarks, or if they are expected to comment on a writer’s handling of narrative unrelated to their own engagement with the story text, then the assessor’s stance will be largely efferent. If, on the other hand, the assessor wishes to consider how the reader engages with the story, then the stance that s/he adopts to what the pupil has written is likely to be predominantly aesthetic. 





We must also bear in mind that whatever stance predominates in our examination systems will tend to predominate in our classrooms also, for as Claggett [1996] remarks: ‘assessment whether we like it or not, drives curriculum’. I explore the knock-on effects of our current approaches to the assessment of story reading and story writing in my final chapter.





Before I come to the actual test and examination Papers, let me set out in more detail what aspects of a pupil’s capacity for response as a story reader are likely to be taken into account depending on the kind of stance that an assessor chooses to adopt.





Taking an aesthetic stance:


To what aspects of a pupil’s response can this stance draw attention?


a) It can draw attention to a pupil’s own thoughts about the story.


b) It can draw attention to a pupil’s own feelings about the story.


c) It can draw attention to the visual or other impressions which the story has


    evoked in a pupil’s mind.


d) It can draw attention to a pupil’s interpretation of the story, of its themes 


    and values.


e) It can draw attention to how a pupil relates her experience of the story to   


    her appreciation of its construction .





Taking an efferent stance:


To what aspects of a pupil’s response can this stance draw attention?


a) It can draw attention to the pupil’s content analysis of the story.


b) It can draw attention to the pupil’s structural analysis of the story.


c) It can draw attention to the pupil’s linguistic analysis of the story.


d) It can draw attention to the pupil’s cultural analysis of the story. 


e) It can draw attention to the pupil’s historical analysis of the story.


f) It can draw attention to the secretarial aspects of a pupil’s written


                                                                                                      response.





I shall now investigate the extent to which recent English Tests for pupils at the end of Key Stages 2 and 3, and GCSE examinations for English and English Literature at the end of Key Stage 4, offer pupils on the one hand, and examiners on the other, an opportunity to approach story reading from an aesthetic or an efferent point of view. At the time that I was collecting the data for this chapter, the 1997 English Tests for Key Stage 3 and the GCSE examinations had not taken place. Accordingly, in these instances I have  drawn on 1996 materials.  





English Tests for Key Stage 2, Summer 1997


 The Reading Test


Opportunities for pupils to take an aesthetic or an efferent approach


The booklet for this test included a folk tale and two articles.  One article offered information about ‘monsters of the deep’ and the other, information about four mythical sea creatures. The response to these non-literary articles in Section 2 of the Paper appropriately required information retrieval, but so, largely, did the 19 questions about the story in Section 1. The format for response to The Asrai is that of a traditional comprehension test. Readers are required to comb through the story in order to extract the correct information, mainly in the form of single words or phrases.





Only three questions invite the reader to offer any thoughts of her own: 


14. Choose three of the words below which best describe the Asrai...


     Beside each one explain why you have chosen it.





18. Many traditional folk tales have messages.


      What do you think this story is trying to tell us?


      Explain as fully as you can.





19. Did you enjoy reading this story?


      Explain your opinion as fully as you can, referring to the story. 





For this final answer, pupils were given a box with a space for six lines of comment inside it.  I cannot help feeling, however, that by the time any child arrived at this final question after searching for the right answers to most of the preceding eighteen, any impulse to write even a short response about her enjoyment of the tale would have quite faded away. 





No question invited any reference to the visual or other sensory impressions which the story may have evoked. Thus in assessing a reader’s response to this folk tale, what Benton [1992] calls the substance of the story world and the voices which communicate it, are ignored completely. 





Opportunities for examiners to give credit for an aesthetic or an efferent approach


In the Mark Scheme�, the focus was largely on the ‘correct answer’, ‘finding evidence’ by quoting words and phrases culled directly from the text. Two questions (for 1 mark each) required ‘deduction of motive’, one question (for 3 marks) required an explanation of why three descriptive words had been chosen by the reader, another (for 3 marks) required an interpretation of ‘the underlying message’ and for 1 mark readers were asked to respond generically, by explaining one way in which folk tales differ from other types of story. Throughout the Mark Scheme, examiners were given either the actual information to be extracted from the tale or brief exemplar answers. 


To be fair, these examples were accompanied by the caveat:


Many children will, however, have different ways of wording an acceptable answer...’ [p.1] 


but nevertheless the whole emphasis of the test is on the extraction of information.





There are no Assessment Objectives or  ‘Level Descriptors’ for story reading in the 1997 KS2 Tests. Instead, examiners  are informed that the Mark Scheme which I have just described ‘indicates the criteria on which judgments should be made’, presumably by referring to: ‘the focus of each question’ such as ‘finding evidence’ or ‘deduction’ or ‘characteristics of this text type’.[p.6]





Predominantly efferent expectations


There can be no doubt, that currently at Key Stage 2, the response to a story that pupils are invited to make and that they are given credit for is predominantly efferent, in the sense that it requires information retrieval rather than imaginative engagement. 





English Tests for Key Stage 3, Summer 1996


Paper 1


Opportunities for pupils to take an aesthetic or an efferent approach


The passage that was chosen to assess a pupil’s response to narrative in the 1996 KS3 English Test comes from Polar Dream by Helen Thayer [1993], an autobiographical account of her journey to the North Pole. It recalls her first unexpected encounter with a polar bear and her two cubs. Helen vividly describes her feelings in a silent running commentary as she follows the advice that she recalls for frightening bears away:


With a pounding heart I grabbed my loaded gun...’ ‘I frantically tried to remember...’ ‘...my nerves were as tight as violin strings and my heart could have been heard at base camp.’ ‘My hands were shaking...’, ‘...the mind-numbing fear that still gripped me... 





Small details evoke a picture of the arctic setting as Helen prepares to strike camp:


pulling the freezing tent poles out of the ice’, ‘purposefully plodding through the rough shore ice towards me’ , ‘the flare burning a bright red on the white ice.





More descriptive details paint a clear picture of the mother bear:


Her head moved slightly... but she didn’t stop., ...she fixed her tiny black eyes on Charlie’, ...she plodded north with her two new cubs trotting behind her, their snow-white coats contrasting with their mother’s creamy, pale yellow colour.





As well as her feelings, Helen records her thoughts:


Even before I looked, I knew what I would see.... I could sense her concern about Charlie’s snarling. ... The whole episode... seemed years long.. Now I knew that I could stand up to a bear in the wild... ... I was thankful for Charlie’s warning.





She also records a blow by blow account of what happens:


I heard a deep, long growl coming from the depths of Charlie’s throat., I unclipped Charlie from his ice anchor... I led him to the sled..., I fired a warning shot..., On she came., I dropped another flare two feet in front of her... 


and so on.





Clearly, there is plenty of scope here for pupils to take an aesthetic approach and to respond with engagement as they describe the thoughts, feelings and  impressions that Thayer’s description evoked for them as imaginatively they re-create the whole experience.





However, the questions side-step any specific scope for a ‘personally meaningful’ reader-response by focusing on how the writer builds up and sustains a sense of danger about the event in Question 1 and again by focusing on an explanation of the writer’s ‘mixed thoughts and feelings’ in Question 2.  Attention is directed to the extraction of details which are relevant to the writer’s ‘sense of danger’ and to her ‘mixed thoughts and feelings’, but how the reader experienced the situation is left out of the transactional  equation.  





Opportunities for examiners to give credit for an aesthetic or an efferent approach                                 


The Assessment Objectives for the first question read:


This question assesses pupils’ ability to understand and respond to:


* the theme of the passage;


* the writer’s presentation of character;


* the writer’s choice of language;


* the development of the plot. [p.21] 





The Assessment Objectives for the second question read:


This question assesses the pupil’s ability to understand and respond to:


* implied and explicit ideas


* how the writer’s choice of language affects her meaning. [p.29] 


                                                                             [my italics]





The problem is that the first question with its focus on how the ‘build up of danger’ is achieved offers only limited scope for a reader to express her own reactions to the situation which a more aesthetic approach could have encouraged. This is also the case when it comes to understanding ‘implied or explicit ideas’ in relation to ‘an explanation of the writer’s thoughts and feelings’. Surely a pupil’s ability to understand the nature of the experience that Helen Thayer describes, must  depend in part on her own ability to imagine the whole encounter.





The Mark Scheme commentary on the exemplar responses to both Questions for an ‘above Level 7’ assessment gives mixed signals to the examiners. While focusing on the writer’s ‘style’, it would appear to confirm that ‘good’ responses do involve, if only indirectly, the reader’s engagement with and interpretation of what happened as the comments which I have italicised indicate:





Commentary on a response to Question 1 - Example 6


‘This response focuses immediately on the style of the passage. The relaxed opening is noted as is the change to a much more tense style when Charlie spots the polar bear. A perceptive point is made about Helen’s initial obliviousness to the danger, making her seem ‘much more vulnerable’. The juxtaposition of Helen’s movements and the bear’s reactions... is commented on and the effective use of decreasing distances  which give the reader ‘a much clearer view of what is happening’. There is recognition of the build up of tension as the reader waits for the bear to move... Charlie’s dual role both as defender of Helen and provoker of the bear is commented on. These are features of an above Level 7 performance.’ [p.20]





Commentary on a response to Question 2 - Example 12


‘This response shows a full appreciation of Helen’s thoughts and feelings and their mixed nature. From the first sentence the pupil is able to focus on the contrasts inherent in Helen’s description of this experience and also on the strength of her feelings. There is recognition of the great danger of the expedition... but also the awe inspired in Helen by the episode. The pupil notes that Helen responds to both the ‘power’ and the ‘gentleness’ of the bear and there is evidence of personal response in the final two sentences. ... This shows an appreciation of all aspects of Helen’s feelings and therefore merits the award of above Level 7.’ [my italics] [p.28]





Because the writer, in this instance, is also the central character in her own story (as was also the case in some of the children’s stories) there is an ambivalence here about focusing on Helen Thayer’s formulation of her experience and, more directly, on the experience itself, which allows more scope for an aesthetic ‘reader-response’ than might otherwise have been the case. 





The Extension Paper


Opportunities for pupils to take an aesthetic or an efferent approach


Strictly speaking, neither of the passages for the Reading Test on this Paper are fiction but both, like Polar Dream, are autobiographical. Readers are presented with the skating excerpt from The Prelude,  by Wordsworth, and a similar excerpt from Laurie Lee’s Cider with Rosie. Both passages offer scope for imaginative engagement on the part of the reader, although, with the exception of the final instruction, the required responses again tend to be writer rather than reader oriented:


Compare the way the two writers describe their experiences.


You should consider:


          *the writer’s choice of detail and language;


         *the ways they express their feelings;          


        *the ways in which the passages end;       


 *which passage you prefer and why 





Opportunities for examiners to give credit for an aesthetic or an efferent


                                                                                                               approach           


Credit for evidence of personal response is implied in two of the three Assessment Objectives:


engage with ideas and themes in literature; 


sustain and develop interpretations of texts, and support opinions by reference to them. [my italics] [p.15]





The other Assessment Objective is more analytic, although if it were linked to the reader’s engagement with either of the texts it could involve a personal component as well:


understand how writers use linguistic, structural and presentational devices to achieve their effects.[p.15]





The effects of each text also receive a reference in the Performance Criteria for Levels 7 and 8, thus allowing for credit to be given for an aesthetic response at those high Levels, as presumably any discussion of effects are best related to the reader’s own response.





The Criteria for ‘EN’ or ‘exceptional performance’ refer directly to ‘personal response’, along with the requirement that:


 ‘Pupils handle complex ideas and interpret each text effectively...


                                                                                        [p.15] 


Similarly, the commentary for the 8+ exemplar response, observes that:


There is also a sense of personal response... which clearly shows full engagement with the texts. [p.14] 





GCSE English and English Literature Examinations


The Examining Boards


The opportunities for pupils to respond as story readers in the GCSE examinations at the end of Key Stage 4 are complicated by the fact that there are five different Examining Boards, each of which offers separate syllabuses for English and for English Literature. There is also a system of differentiation within each syllabus, which requires separate Papers to be set for Standard or Foundation Tier candidates and for those taking the Higher Tier examination.





From the pupils’ point of view, the extent to which they are given scope to


 respond aesthetically to the texts which they have studied and to unseen pieces, depends on the phrasing of the questions in the Papers. 





From a teacher’s point of view, the additional information provided by the Examiner’s Report is likely to influence how the next set of candidates will be encouraged to respond.





From an examiner’s  point of view, there is a bewildering variety of ‘assessment objectives’, ‘attainment targets’, ‘marking criteria’, ‘level descriptions’ and ‘grade descriptions or descriptors’ provided in the 1992 English Orders to take into consideration. 





I make an unfortunate choice!


In my enquiry, I chose to focus on an analysis of the 1996 Syllabuses and Papers for English and for English Literature provided by just one of the Examining Boards. The Board that I chose was the Midland Examining Board, not realising at the time that the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate under whose aegis the Midland Examining Group comes, have to my mind an inexplicable regulation, that detailed reference to any of their past Papers cannot be published in the public domain. As this includes the Internet, I am reluctantly obliged to extract all such references in this chapter and the next.





I move, therefore, to my general conclusions regarding opportunities for pupils to respond aesthetically as story readers and for examiners to respond to student responses, which look forward to what might be available in future, in the light of current forms of assessment.





Conclusions


I stated at the beginning of this chapter that I wanted to look more closely at the current system of external Tests and Examinations for English and English Literature in the curriculum in order to find out:


a) to what extent the Examination Papers (and in the case of GCSE, Coursework) offer pupils opportunities as story readers to make an aesthetic or an efferent response;


and


b) to what extent stated Aims, Assessment Objectives and Performance Criteria or Level Descriptors direct the attention of the examiners to aesthetic or efferent aspects of pupils’ responses.





Opportunities for pupils to respond to fictional texts aesthetically


In every case, the texts offered plenty of opportunity for pupils to take an aesthetic stance and to express an aesthetic response. However, the way that the questions were phrased in the KS2 and 3 SATs invited a predominantly efferent approach, most strikingly at the primary stage, by requiring mainly information retrieval, but also at KS3 by directing attention to the writer’s handling of the narrative with little direct reference to its effect on the reader.





However, the commentaries in the KS3 Mark Scheme and the Assessment Objectives for the Extension Paper which refer to ‘engagement’ and to ‘interpretation’, do allow for the examiners to give credit for an aesthetic as well as an analytic response, especially at the higher levels. Strangely, though, the only direct reference to ‘personal response’ occurs in the Level Descriptor for ‘exceptional performance’ on the Extension Paper. There are no references to the reader’s visual impressions in relation to any of the texts in either the 2 and 3 SATs or in any of the GCSE Papers.





In 1996 at GCSE level, in both the MEG English and English Literature Papers, pupils were invited to make responses which directly involved them as readers: ‘Why do you think they are treated like this’ ‘What different feelings... do you see’ ‘What do you think are the most important lessons...’ and so forth. All the Level Descriptors from 5-9 in the English Literature Mark Scheme included some reference to personal response, suggesting that there was plenty of opportunity for examiners to give credit to pupils who took an aesthetic stance. Comments in the Examiners’ Reports for that year confirm that this was so.





However, the instruction in Section B on the English Papers 2 and 4, ‘to see how well you can use your imagination to extend and develop what you have read’ was misleading in giving an impression that the ability to read a text aesthetically would be rewarded. Examiners were directed to assess this question chiefly (and efferently) as a writing task which provided information about the pupil’s writing skills. 





All in all, it would seem that the more advanced the ‘level’ at which pupils are assessed for their responses to literature, the more opportunity there is for making an aesthetic response, especially one which relates the reader’s engagement with the story in some detail to an appreciation of its construction. Pupils who have been encouraged to respond in the way suggested by my Guidelines would not be disadvantaged, in fact quite the reverse! 





Looking ahead


Before an optimistic note creeps in too strongly however, I have in front of me a chart which summarises the 1998 English and English Literature Syllabuses for all the GCSE Boards, to be implemented in all taught courses from September, 1996. In the English examination, Coursework assignments to be assessed for Reading will generally count for no more than 10% of the total marks and only one of those assignments will offer the opportunity for pupils to make a response to fiction.





There may be no opportunities in the Examination Papers for English for pupils to make a personally engaged response to any of the literature that they have read. Most writing tasks will be focused on writing which ‘argues, persuades, instructs, explains or analyses’ in conformity with the new clustering for all kinds of writing set out in the 1995 GCSE Regulations and Criteria produced by SCAA:


   * explore, imagine, entertain


 * inform, explain, describe


 * argue, persuade, instruct


  * analyse, review, comment





Writing which sets out to ‘explore, imagine, entertain’ is to be almost entirely restricted to Coursework and consequently to the minimal amount of marks allotted to pupil folders as part of the overall assessment.





In all the English Literature examinations, there will also be one opportunity only, to respond to fiction in the Coursework Folder and one further opportunity in the Examination Paper. In future, it will be compulsory to answer a question on all three literary genres, including poetry, where previously two responses to either the novel or drama were possible. There is also a greater emphasis in the 1998 Literature Syllabuses on cultural and historical analysis and on comparisons between texts thus reducing the opportunities for personal response or for an aesthetic approach to the assessment of pupils as story readers.





A dissonance between the reduction in opportunities for responding aesthetically to texts and increased references to aesthetic forms of response in the stated criteria


I cannot help observing that this drastic reduction in the opportunities for pupils to respond (or to be assessed for responding) aesthetically to works of fiction, does seem to be at odds with fresh Criteria and Assessment Objectives that SCAA published for English and for English Literature Examinations in the very same booklet that specifies clustered forms of thinking:


The SCAA Criteria for GCSE English [1995] 


The first of the stated assessment objectives for reading supports the aesthetic approach to texts which I have been advocating throughout this thesis:


read, with insight and engagement, making appropriate references to texts and developing and sustaining interpretations of them. [my italics]


                                                                                               [p.36]








The SCAA Criteria for GCSE English Literature


The first assessment objective again would appear to allow considerable scope for pupils to take an aesthetic approach to the texts they read:


respond critically, sensitively and in detail,.. [my italics] [p.40]





Ironically, General Criteria for Reading have also now, apparently, been agreed for all the GCSE Boards although the wording for General Criteria varies from Syllabus to Syllabus. Most Boards strongly foreground a personal response. Here are just a couple of examples:


General Criteria for Reading, 1998


English, Grade B


Candidates develop a perceptive personal response. There is understanding of the techniques by which meaning is conveyed and of ways in which readers may respond. They support their responses with detailed references to language, theme, structure and context. 


                                                   [SEG,1998 Syllabus, p.31]





English Literature, Grade B


Candidates show independent understanding and appreciation of layers of meaning in texts through the identification and discussion of appropriate detail. 


They make relevant comparisons between writers’ concerns, attitudes and ideas, responding personally to the ways in which they affect the readers’ responses. They successfully communicate insight and exploratory thought in various forms.


They show analytical skill when exploring the social and historical settings of texts, their cultural contexts or the literary traditions on which they draw. [my italics] [NEAB, 1998 Syllabus, p.25]]





I would find these references to what I would regard as aesthetic forms of response very heartening, were it not for the fact that from an assessment point of view the opportunities for making  personal responses to literature of any kind are steadily diminishing - and are not likely, therefore, to receive the attention they deserve, either in the examinations or, far more importantly from an educational point of view, in the classroom. I address the issue of whether this reduction of opportunities in the examination system for both story reading and story writing actually matters, in terms of classroom practice, in my final chapter
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