RESPONDING TO TEXT AND CONTEXT

As students move to senior high school, the texts they interact with and study—print,
oral, visual and multimedia texts—become increasingly complex. Students are
expected to be able to make meaning of text not only at aliteral level but at
increasingly inferential and metaphoric levels aswell.

The meaning-making strategies used by proficient readers need to be made “visible” to
students. Initialy, students must understand that constructing meaning from text isa
participatory rather than passive activity. Meaning is something that must be recreated
into the understanding of the reader. Meaning emerges as aresult of the interaction
between what the reader brings to the text and what the text creator has provided.

Secondly, students must recognize that text is embedded in a communication
Situation—a context. A reader attempts to reach an understanding of that context in
order for the fullest meaning of the text to emerge. If knowledge about the author’s
“world”—the contextual elements that have shaped the text—is not externally
provided to assist the reader in making meaning, then the reader must engage his or her
own prior knowledge—experiences, fedings, values, beliefs—in exploring and
creating a context for understanding the text. This active engagement of prior
knowledge is a metacognitive function that calls upon an awareness of one' s strategic
reading processes in helping to make meaning.

Metacognition The study of language enables students to devel op metacognition: it enables them to
become more conscioudy aware of their own thinking and learning processes and to
gain greater control of these processes. Essentially, metacognition involves reflection,
critical awareness and analysis, monitoring, and reinvention. Students who are engaged
in metacognition recognize the requirements of the task at hand, reflect on strategies
and skillsthey may employ, appraise their strengths and weaknesses in the use of these
strategies and skills, make modifications, and monitor subsequent strategies.

Metacognitive awarenessis equally important when students make meaning of
literature and of nonliterary text. In communication situations where text is often more
utilitarian than aesthetic, students’ critical consideration of external context € ements
becomes essential. They must understand that such communication is often directly
geared to a particular—usually immediate—audience, in a particular time or place, and
for aparticular purpose. Accommodating the immediacy of such contexts adds a
degree of additional challenge to the meaning making process. Students abilitiesto
call forth the resources to assist them with forming accurate personal interpretations
will often determine whether and how well they have understood the particular
communication.

Providing opportunities for students to reflect on and assess their own learning in any

given situation assists them to become more aware of the processes they use and how
I o modify them, if necessary, or to adopt different strategies. Appendix B contains

several self-assessment tools that can be adapted for a variety of situations, including
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group work. For example, Exploring Thoughts and Language: Self-assessment Form,
pages 436437, asks students to answer a number of questions about their learning
(which could be applied to any activity). It asks them to choose statements that
describe their learning as well as to discuss ways in which they might handle the
learning differently in the future.

Another valuable tool to develop metacognition isthe Learning Log.9 This one-page
sheet requires students to evaluate a number of stagesin their learning by responding
to the following:

*  What | focused on learning.

e Strategies used to accomplish the learning.

e What I did and how | felt when | encountered difficulty or problems.
* How I felt at the end of the learning.

*  Waysin which the new learning has impacted my life. (What | can now do or
enjoy that | could not before.)

e Godsl have set for myself for continued learning in this area.

This activity can be applied to goalsthat students set for themselves outside their
English language arts class as well aswithin it. Teachers can encourage students to
challenge themselves to learn something they have been reluctant to tackle. Asa
follow-up to their learning, students could be asked to teach other students what they
have learned.

Teachers can determine if students are becoming more aware of their own thinking and
learning processes as they:

e describe what they are doing and why

» assessthe success of their strategies

» identify the errors and/or difficulties they encountered

» make aconscious effort to adapt their processes

» take more pride in their accomplishments as their decisions increase success.

Skills and Development of the following skills and attitudes helps students to make meaning and
Attitudes successfully participate in response-based activities:

* A capacity for sustained, focused attention on the text. This might mean that,
depending on the students, a teacher may need to begin the term with shorter,
somewhat simpler textsin order to engage and hold students’ attention. Asthe
year progresses, and as students demonstrate the ability to sustain their focus, texts
of increasing length and complexity may be introduced.

« A willingnessto postpone closure, perhaps indefinitely. While all readersliketo
believe that they have found the right interpretation or answer, it isimportant for
them to understand that such a“right” answer is not always clearly defined. One
of the frustrations of reading is the feeling of uncertainty over the accuracy of

9. Adapted with permission from Dom Saliani, “Learning Log,” Much Ado About Teaching and Learning,
http://www.members.shaw.ca/dsaliani/activities/learninglog.html (Accessed June 20, 2003).
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Responding
to Text

one'sinterpretation. Y et areader’ swillingnessto entertain problemsisaso ajoy
of reading—an expectation that as one continues to read and rethink, a deeper
understanding will gradually emerge.

e A tolerancefor failure and prolonged ambiguity. Students must be prepared to

read and perhaps reread a difficult text again and again and to reform and revise
and occasionaly discard their earlier opinions. They must demonstrate atolerance
for and come to appreciate the challenge in uncertainty, ambiguity and paradox.

* A willingnessto takerisks. Increasingly, students are required to move away from
simpler, more familiar reading contexts to those that are more complex and less
familiar—texts are more complicated, thinking is more analytical. At the same
time, students are expected to move toward greater independence in their
interactions with text. Within this context, the classroom must be a place where
students are encouraged to respond with honest comments, to offer variant
readings of atext, to predict and perhaps be wrong in their predictions—in short, to
take risks when engaging publicly with atext.

« Intellectua generosity. Readers bring their own alternative visionsto text. Itis
important that students learn to appreciate what others have to share; they must be
willing to listen closdly to others’ interpretations, find value in others opinions, be
prepared to respond to others' opinions and allow others to influence their opinion.

Classrooms that maintain an environment in which the above skills and attitudes are
fostered provide an ideal setting for a culture of response to flourish. Students reflect
upon their reading, are provided with an opportunity to generate aresponse, share their
response and receive feedback, hear others' responses, respond themselves to others
responses, and perhaps see the need to revise their own response.

Response at its most basic engages students in discussion with themselvesin answer to
aprogression of questions about text—a progression in the style of Bloom's
taxonomy:°

e What does the text say?

*  What does the text mean? What does the text mean to me, the reader?

e How does the text say what it means?

* How well doesthe text say what it says?

e How universaly significant isthe text?

Teaching can help students come to make sense of text by designing specific reading
and responding activities for students to engage in at various stages of the reading

process. Thetypes of activities would be determined by the kinds and genres of texts
being studied and by the contextsin which the study may occur.

Pre-reading

Pre-reading typically includes those activities, often teacher-generated, that prepare
students for their reading of the text. Such activities help create a receptive context for
the student in which to construct meaning.

10. Bloom, Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. The Classification of Educational Goals, 1956.
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When students are reading literature, they should be encouraged to pay attention to the
idesas, feelings, attitudes and associations that the words, images and allusions evoke.
Activities that encourage this kind of engagement, where the students live in the world
they have created by their reading, are appropriate for pre-reading, while requests for
summaries and deeper analysis of the experienced text should be kept for after reading.
Activities such as the following increase the likelihood of students engaging more
actively in the text:

« exploratory questions or personal or creative writing activities that lead students to
think about issues raised by the text

« dictionary or Internet searches of information connected variously to the themes to
be met in the text

« provision of historical/biographical information about the author or referenceto
other works by the author.

Many English language arts teachers structure their programs around themed units of
study. This approach serves many purposes, one of which isto provide an ongoing
and devel oping context for extended literature study. A new understanding about one
piece of literature lays afoundation for studying the next piece. As students then
engage with additional texts within the theme, they continue to construct for
themselves an ever-expanding context for their understanding of each subsequent text.
Every new text, once internalized, becomes part of their prior knowledge. In thisway,
students’ need for external, teacher-generated pre-reading activities becomes lessened.
Independence is fostered.

Reading

The context for students' reading of texts depends upon the students’ and/or teacher’s
purpose for studying the particular texts. Consideration is given to the nature of the
students in the class, the numbers and kinds of texts being read, the complexity of the
texts, the availability of individual accessto the texts, the level of interest demonstrated
by the students, the desire for variety in approaches to text study, and other factors of
pedagogy. Students may read orally or silently, individually or in groups, at home or
in school, in one sitting or over several sittings, once only or repeatedly. The particular
approach to experiencing atext will be determined in relation to the purpose for text
study.

Responding Personally, Critically and Creatively

Throughout senior high school, students are developing their ability to construct
meaning, independently, from increasingly complex texts. To reach the required level
of competence, students need to sharpen their skills in a constructive and reassuring
environment: they must be encouraged to engage in their own exploratory response
activity, and they must be provided with ongoing opportunities to see and hear many
and varied models of good response.

»  Personal response is the using of one's own lived experience and prior knowledge
to provide a bridge into the new experience of the text—forging connections
between one's own world and the text’simagined or created world. Personal
response activities help students “live” the text and make it their own; therefore,
students need to be ableto respond in avariety of ways, individually and in
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groups, in writing and orally and visually, including such “creative” activities as
dramaand art. Once students have experienced the text through reading and
personal response, it iswhat Louise Rosenblatt refers to as the “experienced” work
that is analyzed and critici zed M

Analytical/critical responseis an examination of the validity of the content of the
text and of the ways in which the language, imagery, form and organizational
structure of that text serve the content and context. Thislarger examination is
linked to students' personal response to extend understanding.

Creative response is used here to mean a transference of the meanings and
conceptsthat lie at the heart of the text into extended or different contexts—
different characters, different settings, different genres, different forms of text, and
soon. Itisoften desirable to permit students to bring their aesthetic selvesto their
exploration of their understanding of text and to have the students move beyond
the bounds of the text asisto the text asit might be. Based upon their
demonstrated comprehension and analysis of the text, students would be invited to
create an extension of the text, engaging their understanding at a synthetic level.
This might include activities such as presenting areaders’ theatre, creating a poster
or collage, interviewing or writing to (or as) a character or an author, adding a
chapter to the end of anovel, dramatizing a story or poem, preparing a music
sound track, or filming. Most student textbooks and teacher guides suggest many
such creative response activities appropriate to particular texts and contexts of
study.

Responding Responding to context includes analyzing the context in which the text was created, the

to Context

context in which the characters exist and the context in which the reader exists.

Students can ask questions such as the following while reading and responding:

Who created this? In what context? With what values? In whose interests? To
what effect?

How do the setting and relationships with other characters affect a character’ s way
of acting and responding?

What do | bring to the text that causes me to respond as | do?
How am | influenced by language and society to respond as | do?

How am | being positioned by the author and my culture to respond as | do?"

Responding to context can also include activities where the student responds to the
situation in which the text was created or for which the text was created, such as
writing in role to consider the different contexts in which various people respond to
issuesraised by texts. For example, students could write or create a scene about
poverty from the point of view of labour leaders, business |eaders and people who are
homeless.

[> SeeAppendix A, page 412, for asample of a student response to text and context.

11. Rosenblatt, Literature as Exploration, 1995.
12. Thomson 1993, cited in Pirie, Reshaping High School English, 1997.
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One Approac h  This apprqach provi d&e_ response activities Q&_si_gned to he_l p students interpret ar_wd
to Response- extend their understanding, after they have initially experienced the text. The diagram
based %t ud y below provides an overview of this approach.

The core of the text Personal connection

What isthe key idea that the > between

author wants to convey?

The key ideain the text
Support with reference to
specific details from the text. and

Anincident from one’'s
Reading “beyond” the text own experience, either
4+— lived or vicarious.

Evaluate the author’ s ideas.
Do you agree with the author?
Why or why not?

Arrive at ageneral insight about life.

Through this approach, students are encouraged to practise increasing independence in
generating persona and critical/anaytical responses rather than expecting a teacher to
initiate, through questioning, all student response activity.

The approach encourages students to explore their understanding of text while they
read. Students reflect on what they have read, then record their thoughts and begin to
shape those thoughts; they learn as they write their response. Putting pen to paper
alowsthem to “hold” thoughts, to give them some form of permanence so that they
can be revisited, reflected upon further, and perhaps revised.

Because exploratory thinking is recursive rather than linear, the sense of what students
write may not beinitially coherent. Thisisduein part to the fact that responses
change, even asthey are being written. New thinking emerges, and occasionaly it
contradicts earlier thinking.

This spontaneity in writing as students explore their thinking needs to be accepted by
the teacher for what it is. exploratory writing. For thisreason, it should not have the
same expectations placed upon it as does revised and polished writing, especially in
terms of matters of correctness. Response should be understood as a receptive rather
than expressive activity, asreading rather than writing. The context of any response
processis rather limited—the purpose of response is to make meaning, and its primary
audience is the meaning-maker, the student.

This process might best be applied initially as awritten response process. A written
response allows student responders the opportunity to hold their thoughts on paper
initially, and then to revisit them and to either firm them up or to modify or even regject
them. At the same time, awritten response provides teachers with the opportunity to
actually see their students' thinking as it has evolved and to comment on the direction
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and strength of thethinking. Finally, written responses offer classmates a variety of
models of others' thinking and meaning-making strategies from which they can take
direction for themselves.

The Coreof the Text

Students identify what they believe to be the key idea(s) that the author develops.
They do not simply retell what is already written. Instead, they ask themselves
guestions about why the text unfolds as it does: what has been the author’s intent in
creating the text? Students then attempt to suggest likely answers. They do so by
identifying any number of textual details—specific passages that deal with elements of
character or setting or plot, key images or symbols, ironies, the speaker’ s perspective,
or any other elements thought to be of significance. Students examine the detailsto
discover how they contribute to the expression of the author’s main idea.

There are several ways that students can begin to explore the text. They might ask
themselves and attempt to answer questions regarding what “strikes” them about the
text—what attracts their attention. Isit:

» theauthor’s point of view or tone?

e adescription of aparticular incident or event?

e aconflict?anirony?

» acharacter?

» thecharacter’s motivation or reaction?

e an epiphany the character experiences, or aresolution the character realizes?

e amood that the text creates? a powerful image?

« afeding or emotion that the text evokesin the reader? And might that emotion, or
the cause of that emotion, point to the idea that the author devel ops?

Students should refer to actual passages in the text—to lines, phrases and even words
that have attracted their attention. In what ways do these passages affect or direct their
understanding of the whole text?

Personal Connection

Here, the students make a connection between their lived experience and the
author’sidea asidentified in the first part of the response. What does the text say to
them personally?

Students identify a specific incident in their own life that hel ps them interpret the
experience of the text. How does the one experience help them to interpret, or to
better understand, or to more fully appreciate the significance of the other?

The students are not expected to have experienced an event similar to the event
described in the story. For example, the story may be set during the second world war;
within that context, the ideas the author devel ops may be related to the courage shown
by acharacter in adifficult situation. Relatively few Canadian students will have
experienced war directly, but al will have been witnessto acts of courage; the situation
or degree may differ, but the concept of courage is the same.
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Students, in this case, would then be asked to describe a situation in which they
witnessed or experienced a demonstration of courage. They would be expected to
discuss how their experience helps them to understand better the author’ sideain the
text.

There may be occasions when the idea the author writes about has not been a part of
the student’ s personal lived or remembered experience. In such instances, students
would be encouraged to go beyond just their own experience to that of people close to
them—their siblings, parents or grandparents, or more distant relatives, or even beyond
their family to their neighbours or friends. Perhapsthey might relate to vicarious
rather than lived experience—to a book they have read or afilm they have seen, or to
art, music or other human expression.

Taking a different perspective, it may be that the experiences they select to write about
demonstrate the antithesis of the author’ sidea. They may choose to relate a time when
someone did not act courageously, and they may connect to the author’ s idea through
inverse example. Either way, the purpose of their personal connection isto have them
offer another perspective, another way to interpret and to attempt to understand the
ideas at the heart of the text and the impact the ideas can have on their lives.

Reading “Beyond” the Text
Finally, students are asked to generalize beyond thetext.

After attempting to personalize the ideas of the author, they are now asked to move
outside themselves—to address the ideas at a universd level. Inwhat way do the
author’ s ideas reflect on the world today? Aretheissuesidentified as being at the core
of the text important, not only to the author and to the student who has responded but
to al people? And if so, in what way are they important? What makes the issues
universal? How do the author’ s ideas shed light on the human condition? Do students
accept that view? Can direction be taken from the author’ s ideas?

Never isit suggested that students must accept the author’ s perspective. In this section
of the response, students identify their own points of view regarding the issues; and if
they disagree with the ideas of the author, they are free to challenge what he or she has
said.

Revisiting the Text

On occasion, students are requested, or they may themselves choose, to complete a
second look response. The purpose of the second look is for them to take themselves
deeper into the text than they did in their first response.

Following classroom discussion, students may feel that their responses are either
incomplete or inadequate. Perhaps they have missed a key idea that, following
discussion, they have come to appreciate as significant. Or it may be that while their
“reading” of the text has been basically sound, they have omitted identifying a key
detail from the text that would more strongly support their contention.
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Always, students are encouraged to return to the text, to reread and to add to what they
have already written in their response. They are not to restate what they have already
said but to go beyond their initial response.

It is understood that students' second ook responses are a product of the interaction of
their own thinking and that of othersin the response community.

Sharing Once students have taken time to reflect upon the implications of the text they have
Responses read, to pull their thoughts together and to shape them into arelatively coherent whole,
P they will be ready to share the product of their reflection.

The sharing of responses can be conducted in whatever manner the teacher deems best.

* Theteacher might ask students to volunteer to read their written responses aoud to
the class.

»  Students might share with a partner by reading their responses orally to one
another or by exchanging journals.

e Theteacher might ask to have students share in small groups. From each small
group, one entry might be selected to be shared with the class as awhole.

* A small group might be asked to identify two responses that offer different or even
conflicting viewpoints, and these two views could be shared with the class.

* Following the collecting and marking of responses, the teacher may select a small
number of stronger models to share oraly with the rest of the class.

Early in the school year, or with classes of particularly reticent students, the teacher
may prefer to select a smaller number of responses and to read them aloud on behalf of
the students. Over time, as these students become more used to hearing one another’s
shared work, and as their own responses become validated, they can be expected to
volunteer to share responses openly with the rest of the class. As students respond
with increasing candour, there may be occasi ons when they request that the second part
of their response—the personal connection—not be shared in the open classroom.

Purpose of Sharing

Having students share written responses orally serves many purposes. As already
mentioned, it provides an effective starting point for discussion, and it does so without
the teacher unnecessarily determining the direction of that discussion. Thisis
significant. When students come to expect the teacher to always ask the questions—
even open-ended questions—as a starting point for response, thereis adanger that
those students who may initially struggle in their understanding of the text will
perceive the teacher’ s questions as an indication of where the right answer must be
found. By not being given such direction, students will need to adapt their reading
patterns to help them search out their own direction. While they may flounder early
on, they will increasingly come to the text looking to make meaning for themselves
rather than relying upon the teacher’ s help. Confidence in themselves as effective
readers will emerge.
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Response-
based Learning
Activities

Role of the Teacher

When students initiate discussion by responding to what they see to be the author’s
main idea, the teacher is quickly able to ascertain the levels of students’ reading
comprehension. If the text has been poorly read, the teacher should then identify the
cause of the problem and, as necessary, teach to the issues that were missed. The
teacher may at this point need to use diagnostic tools, such asthe Basic Reading
Inventory: Pre-Primer through Grade Twelve and Early Literacy Assessments
(availablefor purchasefrom the L earning Resour ces Centre), to provide further
information. Where the text has been better understood, the teacher may need only to
supplement understandings with bits of information or explanation. Inideal
circumstances, the teacher’ srole will be ssmply to monitor the discussion, perhaps
participating only as one of the group. For students, the obvious benefit of
self-directed response is that they can speak in an original voice about their own
observations and understandings. When they arrive at the discussion table, they have
aready done their own thinking and are prepared with insights to share.

Benefits of Sharing

A benefit of the oral sharing processisthat students engage in meaningful
collaboration.

Aswell, students devel op an awareness that not everyone need come away from the
same text with an identical reading. Different readers bring different prior knowledge
to the text and may |leave with somewhat differing interpretations. While core meaning
remains the same, one reader may see one aspect of the author’ s idea asimportant
while another reader may perceive an aternative emphasis.

A final benefit to students is similarly metacognitive, in that they are provided with
varied models of comprehension strategies. They see and hear how other readers
arrive at understanding, and they come to realize that ways to make meaning of text do
vary. Often, students will experiment with others' reading strategies and in doing so
will expand their own repertoires. As personal responses are shared, the response
process becomes more collaborative.

While students often use print text, such asjournals, to respond to other print text, they
may also use visual or ora means, or they may use print to respond to oral or visual
text. Often, the text the students are reading dictates the form and the composition of
the students’ response. Note: The information in parentheses for each of the following
response-based |earning activities indicates the specific outcomes from the program of
studies for which the activity is appropriate.

Writing Poetry as Response (2.3.1 10-1a, b, ¢; 10-2a, b, ¢; 20-1a, b, ¢; 20-2a, b;
30-1a, b, c; 30-2a, b)

When students respond to literature that strongly engages their emotions, it might be
appropriate to give them the opportunity to make a personal connection through
writing poetic text rather than prose. Responding in verse can remove from students
some of the usua constraints they expressively expect in other forms, and it enables
them to focus their memory of an incident on their feelings and their emotions at the
time.
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Mind Maps as Visual Response (2.3.1 10-1a, b, ¢; 10-2a, b, ¢; 20-1a, b, c;
20-2a, b; 30-1a, b, ¢, d; 30-23, b, )

A mind map isavisual text constructed as a response to another, usually print, text. A
mind map conveys a student’ s understanding of the author’ s controlling idea through a
thoughtful selection and careful placement of visual representations onto a page. Each
visual element in the mind map should show a supporting detail from the text that
points to the author’ sidea.

Students might begin by imagining a collage, a scattered collection of images about a
single theme in the text. What images come to mind? Thetitle? Characters?
Incidents? Settings? Dominant symbols? Significant literary or rhetorical devices?
Students then arrange these images on the page in away that most strongly conveys
their understanding of the author’ s idea.

3 Students might provide a brief written accompaniment explaining content and

(§Z organization—why they selected the images they did and why they were placed on the
page asthey were. Aswell, students might be asked to explain their mind maps orally
to their classmates. Their explanations would ensure that the teacher has not missed
what the students were attempting to say in their response.

[ Note: Thefirst two assessment outcome criteria of the response assessment rubric on
page 471 are appropriate for evaluating students work.

The following sample mind map is based on the short story “ Saturday Climbing,” by
W. D. Valgardson, which can be found in Imprints 11: Short Stories, Poetry, Essays
and Media. See pages 208-209 for more information on mind maps.

&
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SATURDAY CLIMBING

Acceptance
Moira leading
Barry following

“... her father ... determined to give her all the slack she needed while, at
the same time, ... ready to lock shut, ready to absorb the shock of any fall.”

e

independence .
“| want to lead this pitch.” ’V equality understanding

/ “They sat side by side ...” \sar,, ‘Letusgo back the way we came and find
-,

* somewhere that'll always be safe. ... he
knew that it was impossible.”

competence '\
“... he had the distinct feeling that

he’d been checkmated.” realization
@‘The chock nut, the wire loop, the carabiner, the rope, fragile
as they looked, would hold ten times his weight.”

learning

“... she paused to pull loose the chock
nuts and pitons her father had left behind
... since they would be needed later ...”

letting go

“... Barry could not help and had to
leave her to find her own solution.”

“The caged bird T
proves nothing but
separation the power of the overreaction
“... she deviated from the route her Captor.” “Good girls,” he said, ... “don’t stay out all night.”

father had taken ...”

1

overprotection
rebellion
“... he had been trying to keep her from rushing

“... she had come home late a number of times ... : : e »
" V headlong into taking on too much responsibility ...
the sweet-sour smell of marijuana clung to her ...” @ g / g P y

\

testing fear
“Moira had wanted to go to an all-night 8&@ : ) ? .. he was achutell}; aware of how
party with a bOy o tenuous her life was ...

Dependence
Barry leading
Moira following

“Ever since his wife had left him, he had tried to compensate
by providing unhesitating leadership for his daughter.”
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458  Oral Interpretation as Response to Poetry (2.3.110-1a, b, ¢, d; 10-2a, b, ¢, d;
20-1a, b, ¢, d; 20-2a, b, ¢, d; 30-1a, b, ¢, d; 30-23, b, c, d)

For this activity, students are placed into collaborative groups of four. Each groupis
given a poem that they will “teach” to the class. The teaching of the poem will take a
specific four-part presentational approach. The members of the group must collaborate
closely, asall four parts of the presentation are closely interconnected. Two group
members are readers, oneis the responder and one isthe explainer.

The response takes the following approach:

1. Firstreading: Thefirst group member performs an opening reading of the poem
for the class. The performance of this reading has been determined by the group.
The group must consider the following performance aspects: volume, intonation
and pacing; points of emphasis; body language and eye contact with the audience;
mood setting in the classroom environment; additional performance aids, such as
music or smoke; and any other effects that help listeners in reaching a more
complete understanding of the content of the poem.

2. Critical/Analytical response: This group member followstheinitia reading of the
poem with a prepared response to the content of the poem. The response would
contain only Part 1 of ausual response (the core of thetext). All group members
have discussed the poem and have agreed on the interpretation that is to be shared
with the class. The preceding reading has been constructed based upon the group
members agreed-upon understanding of the poem. While an accepted tenet of
response isthat not all people arrive at the same understanding of a given text, in
this instance some consensus must be reached.

3. Explanation: This member provides a detailed description of and rationale for the
interpretive reading of the poem. In essence, this person breaks down the oral
interpretation, explaining not only the what of the reading—Iline by line if
necessary—but also the why. Thereading isregarded as an artifact; the explainer
describes the way that the reading has been constructed to aid the listener in
reaching the understanding described in the earlier response.

4. Second reading: This member closes the performance by replicating the earlier
reading. The two readings should sound virtually identical. The audience's
understanding of the poem should be deepened by the response that was shared.
The audience should also hear in this performance the explanation provided by the
previous group member.

Oral interpretations can be presented periodically throughout the term. The assessment
I rubric on page 471 can provide formative direction, |eading students toward
increasingly proficient demonstrations. Because a group’s complete performanceis
the response, the oral interpretation activity as a whole can be assessed using just the
second assessment outcome of the response rubric. When a summative breakdown of
the four partsis preferred, a performance scoring guide can be designed to
accommodate the readings, the explanation of the readings and the response element.
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Found Poem—Collage: Intertextuality as Response (2.3.110-1a, b, ¢; 10-2a, b, ¢;
20-1a, b, c; 20-2a, b; 30-1a, b, ¢; 30-2a, b, ¢)

This response activity is particularly appropriate following the reading of a narrative
text that is highly emotive and/or where descriptive passages are sensuous and vivid.
It is best suited to print text. Aural text would serve only if students were able to
revisitit, e.g., audiocassette. Visual response to visual text would not be
recommended.

The activity is designed to be completed in two steps. Whileit can end at the
conclusion of only the first step, the full effect is achieved when students move to the
second. Students are not informed of Step 2 until they have completed Step 1.

Step 1: Students capture the thematic and emotional experience of the original
narrative in the reconstructed form of afound poem. Theintent isto extract the
essence of the original text using details of language and imagery that most strongly
convey that essence. It is not aconcern if the narrative details of the original become
secondary, or even logt, to itsideas. It is the basic theme and the emotive quality of the
literature that must survive.

In writing their found poem, students must use the author’s own language. They begin
by extracting specific passages—words, phrases, lines—of the original and
restructuring them into the form of afree verse poem. The language of the extracted
passages must remain verbati m—students may use only the author’ s words and are not
permitted to add any of their own. However, the extractions may be reconfigured into
an order that deviates from the original text. Students may even repeat certain
passages if doing so helps them to retain the core meaning. Essentially, the poem must
develop the author’ s controlling idea through its effective sequencing and emphatic
highlighting of original words and images.

The found poem that follows is based on “Harrison Bergeron,” by Kurt VVonnegut Jr.,
which can be found in Inside Stories |1, 2nd Edition.

The Dark Ages
Everybody competing
Taking unfair advantage of their brains

Finally equal

Nobody stronger

Nobody quicker

Nobody smarter

Perfectly average intelligence
Couldn’t think about anything
The Dark Ages

Step 2: Upon completion of their found poem, students construct a collage of visual
images that will visually recreate the text of the found poem. Students must trandate
print into visual form. The visual representation must complement, perhaps even
parallel, the text of the poem in as many ways as possible.
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There are many factorsto be considered if the collage is to capture the content of the
poem effectively:

»  How does the placement of images on the page complement the sequence of
images in the poem?

*  Wherewill the viewer’s eyes travel first? What will be the dominant image on the
page? How will that dominance be expressed?

e What isthe intended progression that the viewer’s eyes should follow? How will
such a movement be suggested?

e Arecertain images purposely juxtaposed? |s the juxtaposition intended to convey
similarity or congruence, or isit for purposes of contrast? How will that similarity
or contrast be indicated?

* Areimages coloured or black and white? Which convey the emotional setting—
the mood—of the poem more strongly? Might a combination of both black and
white and colour be effective?

« If colour isto be used, which colours? Would certain colours carry symbolic
importance? Might changes in colours convey a shift in meaning or in mood?

In the same way that the found poem captures the essence of the origina narrative
without simply retelling the story, the collage should capture the essence of the poem.
The three pieces—original narrative, poem and collage—use different forms of text to
convey similar meanings, impressions or understandings.

Character Mapping as Response (2.3.1 10-1a, b, ¢; 10-2a, b, ¢; 20-1a, b, ¢; 20-2a, b;
30-1a, b, ¢; 30-2a, b, ¢)

This activity is particularly useful after students’ initial reading of texts that involve a
number of characters, such as Shakespearean plays. It serves as an effective starting
point for discussion about character—motivation, development, conflict, contrast.

The purpose of acharacter map is to have students provide a knowledgeable
interpretation of the play through their sense of the relationships between and among
characters. Characters are juxtaposed, paralleled, opposed, grouped or separated
depending upon the influence their words and actions have upon one ancther, either
directly or indirectly. Whileit isrecognized that relationships may change over the
course of the story, it is at the play’s compl etion that readers finally see the big picture.
It iswith this complete information that a character map is created.

Students do the following:

1. Incorporate all the mgjor characters. Include any minor characters who influence
the thoughts or actions of one or more of the major characters.

2. Place each character’ s name on the page only once.

3. Relative proximity should suggest closeness or distance of relationship. Colour
may also be used for this purpose.

4. Asrequired, lines, either solid or dotted or both, and arrows may be used to stress
relationships or conflicts. Lines may also be meaningfully coloured.
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5. Included with each character’ s nameis aline from the text that best exemplifies
that character’s personality, maotivation or impact. Students should be prepared to
judtify their selection of text.

While the map should speak for itself, students might also be asked to include with the
map a statement of their reasons for placing the characters as they have. This
statement would be shared as they are presenting their mapsto the class.

Criticism as Response: Critiquethe Critic (2.3.1 10-1a, b, ¢, d; 10-2a, b, ¢, d;
20-1a, b, ¢, d; 20-2a, b, ¢, d; 30-1a, b, ¢, d; 30-2a, b, c, d)

This activity is better suited to students who have become familiar and comfortable
with the requirements of response. For this reason, it might be better undertaken later
in the school term.

Following the reading of arelatively major piece of literature—novel, film, play,
Shakespearean play—students are either given a prepared criticism of one thematic or
stylistic element of that piece or they are asked to conduct a search for published
criticism about the piece. If students are searching out their own, the critical text they
select should be shorter rather than longer—a maximum of perhaps two pages—and
relatively self-contained. It may be excerpted from alonger piece of criticism or it
may be complete. The text may be photocopied from a book or it may be downloaded
from an Internet source. Either way, it should be appropriately referenced.

Students are required to compl ete two tasks:

» Firgt, they are asked to précisthe text. They objectively retell in summary form
the ideas that the critical text communicates. They demonstrate alitera
comprehension of the critic’ s text.

» Following theretelling, they respond to the criticism—they critique the critic. As
they have already communicated their understanding of the critic' sideas, their
response moves now to an evaluative level. Do they agree with the critic's
interpretation of the literature? Do they agree with his or her views regarding the
author’sintent. Do they agree with the critic that the author has or has not been
successful in achieving that intent? In responding to the critic, students are asked
to demonstrate their understanding of not only the criticism but also the original
literature. In essence, they are being asked to respond to two texts simultaneoudly.
Their own understanding of the literature will precipitate either agreement or
disagreement with the critic. Their reaction to the ideas of the critic will have
been formed, and will need to be justified, by their understanding of the literature.
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458 Small-group Discussion as Response (2.3.1 10-1a, b, ¢, d; 10-2a, b, ¢, d; 20-1a, b, ¢,
d; 20-2a, b, ¢, d; 30-1a, b, c, d; 30-2a, b, ¢, d)

The following activity, adapted from Patrick Dias, offers an approach that is
particularly useful when dealing with the study of poems that students find ambiguous
or perplexing. This highly structured activity is completed in three stages, moving
fromindividual reading to multiple small groups and finally to the full class setting.
The teacher begins as a facilitator of the process but then during the second stage
becomes a participant of one of the small groupsin the classroom. By becoming area
participant, the teacher demonstrates the genuineness of the meaning-making process:

Having to admit that poems cannot aways be pinned down or “solved,”
even by us, may be disconcerting for us and for our students. It can also
be areleasing discovery, a means of showing that teachers have as much
right to be puzzled by a poem as any other human being and that poems
have rights of ambiguity and inexhaustibility like any other artistic
venture.®

Responding-aloud Protocol: % Thetime allotment for the complete activity is
approximately 45—-60 minutes. For purposes of the “jotting around” activity, itis
necessary that individual copies of the poem to be read are reproduced and distributed.
Students should gather in small groups of four to six.

Stage 1

1. Each group selects areporter who will act as chairperson for the group’s
discussion during that block.

2. Theteacher reads the poem aloud to the entire class. One student in each small
group then reads the poem to his or her group.

3. Following the second reading, students are provided 10 minutes to independently
“jot around the poem.” They underlineg, circle, connect, writein, and briefly note
observations, questions and gut reactions, anything and everything about the poem
that attracts their attention.

4. During thistime, the teacher invites inquiries about meanings of unfamiliar words
or obscure alusions—references that the writer of the poem would expect the
knowledgeabl e reader to understand. The teacher will answer questions but
without suggesting an interpretation of the poem. Where possible, the teacher will
invite other students to answer.

13. Hayhoe, “ Sharing the Headstart: An Exploratory Approach to Teaching Poetry,” 1984, p. 43.

14. Adapted from Patrick X. Dias, Reading and Responding to Poetry: Patternsin the Process, Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook
Publishers, 1995, pp. 19, 20, 21. Adapted with permission from Heinemann—Boynton/Cook.
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Suggestions
for
Assessment

Stage 2

1. Onceagain, one student in each group—different from the first—reads the poem
aloud to his or her group.

2. After the poem isread, each student in turn responds with an initial reaction—an
observation, insight, question, confusion, speculation, emotional reaction or any
other such comment. These are expressed without othersin the group remarking
until al have shared. It isimportant that the group initially accept all possibilities
of interpretation.

3. Freediscussion follows. Students may respond to one another’' s comments as well
as share additiona insightsin their endeavour to arrive at meaning. While
discussion continues, students add to their “jottings” around their poem.

This stage should continue for approximately 20 minutes. If it appearsthat
discussion has bogged down, students should be directed to return to the text and
toread aline at atime, commenting as they go along. This requiresthem to
examine more closely what is and is not there in the text.

4. This stage ends with yet another student in each group reading the poem aloud, in
light of new understandings as they have emerged from discussion.

Stage 3

1. Thereportersfrom all the groups gather as a new group in the middle of the
classroom, with the rest of the class around them.

2. Each reporter in turn shares a brief summary of hisor her group’s discussion.
Rather than each repeating what others have aready said, they are asked to build
upon previous comments, adding insights not previoudly stated. They may even
disagree with previous comments or interpretations.

3. Onceagain, as before, free discussion follows. Reporters may turn to their groups
for assistance. The teacher, while not a member of the reporters’ group, may
interject with questions that he or she feels still need to be raised.

At the conclusion of the activity, students should be left with the feeling that they have
within themselves the resources to arrive at the sense of the poem.

The purpose of assessment isto heighten students' awareness of their own learning.
Often, the teacher provides students with feedback regarding their demonstrations of
learning, relative to their own growth in their abilities as readers, listeners and viewers
aswell asto the outcome standards that are expected of senior high school students. In
order to satisfy both requirements, teacher assessment of student response should be
formative as well as summative.

At other times, classmates will provide assessment feedback. Increasingly, the
students themselves will come to assess the nature and quality of their responses. Itis
then that students can be prompted to turn to the second look response as a vehicle for
revision.
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Teachersreply to students' personal and critical/analytical responses either oraly
during class discussion or in writing when students’ journals are collected for
evaluation. Teachers engage students in an authentic dialogue about the text, whereby
teachers share their own ideas and responses as well as react to those of the students.

Teachers might consider the following:

* Respond to students' questions or to their revelations of confusion by providing
information or direction as necessary. Assist the students to make sense of the text
by modelling the process of extracting information from text, e.g., inferring,
backward referencing.

» Develop students’ awareness of reading strategies by explaining those strategies,
e.g., prediction, where appropriate. Encourage students to apply such strategiesin
the future.

e Develop students’ awareness of literary techniques and how knowledge of those
techniques could serve in hel ping students make meaning of text. What isit that
makes atext effective? What should students be expecting of text in their reading?
Which techniques might students transfer to their own writing?

e Mode aprocess of elaborating on initial thinking by building upon students' own
thoughts. Extend students' thinking through questioning; e.g., What seemed to be
motivating the character to say that? Why might the author have chosen that
particular image?

e Challenge studentsto think in new ways. While honouring their stated responses,
broaden and deepen their understandings of text by providing them with new or
additional perspectives on issues they themselves have raised but not devel oped.

Encourage students to evaluate their own growth through devel oping rubrics.
(See Grade 12 Growth Rubric, Appendix B, pages 438-439.)

&

The assessment guide in Appendix B, page 471, should prove useful in providing
students with feedback about the quality of their responses. The guide incorporates
four assessment criteria. The four may be used independently of one another or they
may be combined, depending upon the teacher’ sinstructional objectives at the time.

&

While the scoring guide serves the teacher in a summative capacity, it can aso serve
both students and teachers more formatively, in a direction-giving capacity. For thisto
take effect, the scoring guide should be shared with students at the time of the first
response assignment; and it could remain in place for the entire term, used either in
whole or in part for most response assignments. It is anticipated that over time the
assessment criteria and standards will become internalized by the students. Ideally, the
externa criteria of the scoring guide will help students establish personal standards that
will direct their commitment to and ability in response. They will cultivate the tools to
assess their own work as they engageinit.

The assessment criteria can serve students through all levels of senior high school.
Differences in standards applied to students' responses among English language arts
courses over the three grades would be determined largely by the differencesin the
complexity of the texts studied and in students’ devel oping abilities to demonstrate
their understanding of increasingly complex text.

Senior High School English Language Arts Guide to Implementation Responding to Text and Context /53
©Alberta Learning, Alberta, Canada (2003)



10r A 00l ENgll anguage Arts Guide to Implementation
54/ Senior High School English Language Arts Guide to Impl [
(2003) ©Alberta Learning, Alberta, Canada



