Chapter Two


Voicing my intentions - then other voices join in


Responding positively to a story once it is complete 


There was another aspect to my enquiry which also influenced the wording of the first set of Guidelines. For more than a decade, I had been involved as an Adviser, in working with primary and secondary teachers to develop contexts for helping pupils in the process of writing stories to achieve their maximum potential. Between us, we had produced booklets� based on classroom practice, describing the different stages through which story writing moves before it can successfully be presented as a finished product: the pre-draft exploratory stage when ideas are generated, the draft itself, the revision of that draft - clarifying the meaning, proof-reading - and  then the careful presentation of the story in its final form. I was keenly aware of the considerable investment which many teachers and pupils brought to these activities. 





I regarded it, therefore, as a logical extension of my interest in pupils’ story writing, to enquire further into the kind of response that teachers might make to their completed stories. My interest in the stories as they were developing, had naturally focused at the post-draft stage on how they could be improved.  At both primary and secondary levels, teachers in our ‘Write to Learn’ Project had spent a great deal of time trying out activities that would help this process of improvement, such as working with response partners and making specific suggestions for how a draft could be edited as I illustrated in some detail in Making Sense, Shaping Meaning [1989]. 


.





Now, I wanted to enquire in more detail into what a meaningful response to a completed story might look like, which focused on explicit references to the writer’s achievements. I felt strongly that once the final presentation of the story had been made, the teacher’s response should be affirmative - letting pupils know in what ways their stories had succeeded. If they had been given adequate opportunities to explore their own ideas in the first instance, and to revise their draft for meaning as well as for correctness, then they had given the stories which they produced their best shot. It seemed to me that there was no point in suggesting further improvements to this finished story, better to concentrate on aspects of what the writer had actually achieved. 





In this respect, I hoped that my suggested kinds of response in the Guidelines would be meaningful to pupils, a) by enabling them to share the teacher’s own experience of the story in its finished form,  and b) by offering them an explicit appreciation of aspects of its construction.





Here, then, is the first version of my Guidelines for making a meaningful response that I took to my initial meetings with the teachers who were about to be involved:


 Guidelines - first version


Three possible responses from story reader to story writer


Engagement: Enter into the world of the story. ‘Live’ whatever is happening along with the central character. Imagine what it might have felt like to have these experiences. Let the writer know how you re-created the story inside your own head.





Appreciation: Now step out of the story. Comment positively on any aspects of the story-making that have worked well, with regard to the characters, the setting and the plot. Pin your comments to specific details. Avoid generalisations - what you are appreciating are aspects of the unique meaning which the writer has created in this particular story.





Questions: You may have questions as a story reader about why something happened, or about what might happen next. Avoid making suggestions about possible changes to the text but feel free to ask about the meaning in a way that will encourage the writer to take the story seriously as well.





*** Bear in mind that these are not professional writers. They are learning the craft of story writing and of course there will be obvious flaws. But concentrate on drawing attention explicitly to what they have achieved, in order to encourage further achievements next time.





Making the visits


Next, I visited each of the three primary schools and talked individually to the class teacher who had agreed to collaborate. In each case, the teacher chosen by the Head was the school’s Language Co-ordinator. I also talked individually to two of the secondary teachers who had already expressed an interest in the research and on two occasions I was given half an hour at an English Department meeting to explain what I was hoping for and invite contributions.





I am all too conscious, as I recreate these meetings in my mind, of how little time I allowed for teachers to ask questions or express reservations. I felt so fired with enthusiasm for the kind of meaningful personal responses that I had described in the Guidelines, it didn’t even occur to me that teachers might have reservations. The responses I had in mind made sense to me; I saw no reason why they should not make equal sense to my potential contributors!





To illustrate what an Engaged, and then an Appreciative response might look like, I had used my own Guidelines to write down as if I were writing to James, what I had ‘made’ of A Frightful Tale and what I liked about the way he had written it:





Engagement 


What a spine-chilling story! I can just imagine the sheer horror that Paul must have felt when he caught sight of the bear in the beam of his torch and then realised that what it was carrying in its mouth was Sam. I guess Sam was already dead as he wasn’t making any sound. I think Paul and Andrew were really lucky though, that the bear lost interest in them - maybe because he already had some prey to eat.





Appreciation


I like the way you give the reader a hint that something awful is going to happen on this camping trip, by telling us that Paul was right to be nervous about it. The fact that it is dark and cold - and so far from human civilisation all adds to this sense of foreboding. At the climax of the tale, we just have this one beam of light from Paul’s torch which catches the full horror of what is happening.





Questions


I have two questions about your story: 1) Don’t you think it was rather foolish of Paul and Andrew to go hunting the bear the next day? I’d have come down off the mountain as quickly as I could as soon as it grew light. 2) How come these inexperienced boys were allowed to go on a camping holiday in such a dangerous environment without any adults on the trip?





Second thoughts


As I  re-read these responses that I made at the start of my research, I now regard my two questions as largely inappropriate, especially the second one. I feel that they are far too literal , denying the fantasy qualities that stories possess. As I wrote more recently in the Prologue to this thesis: ‘in story terms their discovery and burial of the picked clean bones before they “returned home sadly”, comforts me and provides a sense of resolution.’ In fact, here is an example of Rosenblatt’s observation that it is not only different readers who respond differently to the same story, but also the same reader on different occasions.





My second thoughts are also belatedly rueful, when I consider how little opportunity I gave for discussion, although in the department meetings I do recall that we were, as always in department meetings, pressed for time. I remember one teacher expressing some confusion about the differences between my first and second kinds of response, wondering whether the separation between Engagement and Appreciation was really necessary. 





This was to become an issue that later would occupy much time and thought, but full of optimism at the start of my enquiry, I brushed it aside.  I had every confidence that once they had tried using my Guidelines, teachers would find it easy to respond ‘meaningfully’ according to the distinctions I had made.





Other voices join in


My next opportunity to meet with secondary teachers came at the beginning of the Spring term, 1995. At this early stage, there were still no responses to pupils’ stories available as research data, apart from the one which I had offered as an example, to A Frightful Tale. Towards the end of the previous term, however, I had tried out a slightly different version of the Guidelines, (adapted to refer to a published story), with a Y8 group of pupils whose teacher had asked them to respond to a short story by Katherine Mansfield called The-Child-Who-Was-Tired. It seemed at the time to be a good idea to use the same story and the same Guidelines with the teachers. 





The Guidelines which I had used on that occasion with pupil readers and now with teachers read as follows:


Guidelines - second version


THREE POSSIBLE RESPONSES FROM STORY READERS TO STORY WRITERS


Engagement


When you make an engaged response, your attention is focused on the story itself - not on the writer behind the story. You are attending to what the story is about - to how characters feel and think and behave and to how you visualise moments in the story. On a first reading, you may also be attending closely to what is happening and to what you think is going to happen. In other words, what are you ‘making’ of the story inside your own head? What thoughts/feelings/images come to mind?





Appreciation


Now step out of the story in order to consider how the writer has achieved the effects which have ‘engaged’ you. Because this is an appreciation, concentrate on what the writer has succeeded in doing (not what s/he could, in your opinion, do better). Relate your comments on the author’s handling of the narrative to specific details in the story. Clearly there will be an overlap with the details you have commented on as an engaged reader but now you are focusing on an appreciation of the writer’s skills - as you perceive them.





Questions


There may be aspects of the story which puzzle, confuse or intrigue you. If it were possible, what would you like the author to enlarge upon or explain in more detail?








The first half of the meeting was taken up with the teachers reading the Mansfield story and then taking about 15 minutes to write their responses before moving into a discussion. So at least on this occasion they had an opportunity to try out responding, in the way the Guidelines suggested, for themselves. I collected these written responses at the end of the meeting but they did not in any specific way form part of the discussion which took place after they had been produced. Rather it was the way that these teachers had felt about the Guidelines themselves and the issues that being asked to respond in this way raised for them, that took up the rest of our time together.





Issues raised in the discussion


Engagement


The first issue to arise was that of ‘engagement’ - and what it actually meant. Daniela was clearly frustrated by what she had experienced as an impossible demand as she immediately came in with: 


I wasn’t engaged - and the whole engagement thing was a real problem for me.


For Daniela, her inability to engage with the story was closely connected with her dislike of the story’s style.  In her written response she had explained that she was irritated by the constant references to the central character as ‘The-Child-Who-Was-Tired’ - a device that had irritated other readers also, as did the fairy tale overtones. Erica, for instance, had written: 


I wouldn’t normally choose to read any story that had names like The-Child-Who-Was-Tired set in a mythical Red Riding Hood type of country.





Initially, therefore, the engagement issue centred on whether or not the reader had liked the story. It then switched into whether or not you wanted to read on:


Andy: I didn’t enjoy it. I didn’t like it and found myself getting irritated as I was reading it.


Kevin: I found it a nasty story.


David: Yes, I found it very nasty.


Kevin:I didn’t like it but I think I was engaged by it.


Pat: Engagement doesn’t necessarily mean you have to like something does it?


Daniela: No, but it sort of hooks you - maybe it’s the word engaged...


Andy... actually I wanted to pack it in. When I got to the second page, I just wanted to stop reading it...


David: I think hooked is a good word. You’ve just got to want to read on.





Knowing  the pupil writer


Dawn then makes an important new distinction which had not previously occurred to me:  


We don’t know Katherine Mansfield but we do know the pupils whose stories we read - and then you’re engaged with the person who’s written it. 





This issue of knowing the pupil writer, clearly had important implications for these teachers that I had not foreseen. For one thing, they objected strongly to the idea in my first suggested response, that you could put the pupil out of mind and concentrate wholly on the story.


Andy said: 


I don’t force myself to engage with the thing that the kid’s written. What I do, is, I have a kind of image of the kid in mind, as I’m reading through what they’ve written. And I can read the most god awful crap from the kids but because I know who’s written it, I don’t say to them “This is god awful crap” ‘cos I’m thinking about the kid. Where with the Katherine Mansfield story, I’d be prepared to say,” as far as I’m concerned, this is god awful crap - I didn’t enjoy it at all” - I would never say that to a kid.





Helping learner writers


Andy goes on to offer another reason why he regards children’s stories as different from those of professional writers:


Kids are writing more or less in response to conditions that I’ve set up in the classroom - which might mean “Yeh, because I told them to” or it might mean that they enjoy something we’ve done in class together and they actually want to write something down. But they’re not professionals. 





A little later Andy adds:


 When I read kids’ stories... I read those from an educational point of view... There’s an element of lit. crit. creeps in but its mainly because I want the kids to get better at  writing stories. Whereas when I read Raymond Carver, I’m not bothered about Raymond Carver getting better as a story writer - what I’m bothered about there, is understanding my response to that story. And I think to me these two things are quite different. And I don’t think I could possibly respond to a kid’s work in the same way.





There seem to be three reasons here behind the distinctions that Andy makes between his educational responses to pupils’ stories and his readerly responses to published stories:


1)  He does not wish to de-motivate pupils by rubbishing what they write.


2)  His response must take into account the classroom context which may or may not have activated a sense of commitment to the stories that were produced.


3) His chief concern is to help his pupils to improve as story writers.





Pupils’ stories require a different  kind of response


This insistence, that responding to pupil story writers (and in consequence to the story they have produced) was quite different from responding to a published author’s story, now became the central issue in our discussion.





David maintained that:


The fact that I engage with both doesn’t make me worry that I engage differently.





At the time, I took this distinction to imply that these teachers thought it was impossible to take an aesthetic stance towards their pupils’ stories. And indeed, my supervisor who was present at the meeting, suggested that my request for teachers to respond as story readers rather than as evaluators or assessors looked as though it was untenable. Inwardly I was distressed at the unexpected reluctance of the teachers to engage with this story in the way my Guidelines had suggested, especially as it had moved me quite deeply! But I was not ready to give up so easily.





I was somewhat reassured, when I read the written responses that these teachers had actually made to the Katherine Mansfield story in accordance with my Guidelines. True, this was a story by a professional author, for whom I had just been told they were not prepared to make any allowances, but only two of the ten respondents had been so put off by her style that they were unable to ‘experience’ the story at all. 





One teacher had responded with intense feeling:


It all feels so dark, cold, grey and wet... by the end of the first page I immediately felt very angry that she was treated in that way...The tiredness just builds and builds. At times it felt unbearable... I was longing for her to get a break...fear permeates everything...





Another had brought all his visual capacities to bear: 


I found myself primarily engaging with visual images to help me construct a mental idea of the physical environment... I then found that having done this, the action took over my engagement, allowing me to “see” the child going about her duties etc. There was also an element of associated images from TV, films etc. which I was using to help construct the scene. 





Yet another’s written response reflected a mixture of thoughts and feelings, which also reflected back onto herself: 


I feel as if I might have been driven to do something similar to escape that horrendous life of oppression...I think the news of the other baby might have driven me over the edge and I’d like to think that I would have walked away at that point before reaching the stage of killing the baby...It’s strange not to like her but to feel sorry for her. I’m trying to think hard about why I don’’t like her.





Surely, I said to myself, these teachers could take a similar stance to the stories their pupils wrote. I now know,  as I look back on the rest of the journey which at that stage was still to come, that such a stance to pupils’ stories is both possible and demonstrable. In what respects it can be said to have an educational value, is an issue to which I shall constantly return as my thesis unfolds.





I can also now see with the benefits of hindsight, how the impression was   created that we were at cross purposes about whether to pay attention to the story or to the writer. In my concern that the unique meanings of individual stories were being ignored, I had specifically directed attention away from the writer in the first instance:


When you make an engaged response, your attention is focused on the story itself - not on the writer behind the story. 





I had omitted to explain, in my initial school visits and also at this meeting, that one of my reasons for giving the story close and thoughtful attention was in order to give it genuine status in the eyes of the pupil who had written it   thereby to increase her confidence and motivation for future efforts as a story writer.





I also discovered when I began to write my own responses to the pupils’ stories as they came in, that there is a distinction  between what the writer makes of a story as she reads, and her formulated response to that evocation. While I was reading a child’s story, I could, if I chose, concentrate entirely on the thoughts, the feelings and the images that were occurring in my mind as I ‘transacted’ with the text. When I came to make my written response, I was recollecting all of these but at the same time I was considering how I might share them with the child in a way that would both please her and have educational value.








�  Clarkson, Map me a Story, Corbey and Emery, Creating Infant Story Books; D’Arcy, Writing: A Voyage of Discovery,  Maxwell and Thirlaway, Writing: 7-15, Scope for Development. 


                                                                                                                                      [printed but unpublished] 
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