Chapter Seventeen


Assessing pupils as story writers


In the previous chapter, I considered how pupils are currently being assessed as story readers and the extent to which they are given opportunities and credit for responding aesthetically to stories written by others. I shall now conduct a similar survey of the same external Tests and Examinations in order to discover:


a) to what extent they offer pupils opportunities for story writing;


b) to what extent stated Aims, Assessment Objectives and Performance Criteria or Level Descriptors offer opportunities for examiners to take an aesthetic or efferent stance to the stories pupils write. 





Again, before I turn to the Papers, let me summarise what examiners are likely to be looking for when they turn their attention to stories written by pupils, depending on the stance they take.





Taking an aesthetic stance:


To what aspects of a pupil’s story can this stance draw the examiner’s attention?


a) It can draw attention to the effect the story has on the examiner’s thoughts and feelings.


b) It can draw attention to the examiner’s interpretation of the story’s themes or values.


c) It can draw attention to the visual impressions that the story evokes for the examiner.


d) It can draw attention to the construction of the narrative in relation to the


     examiner’s experience of the story.





Taking an efferent stance:


To what aspects of a pupil’s story can this stance draw the examiner’s attention?


a) It can draw attention to a content analysis of the story but not to an


   interpretation . What a text signifies must incorporate what the reader has


   ‘made’ of the story.  [Rosenblatt,1978; Bleich,1980; Culler,1983;


                                                                                            Bruner,1986; ]. 





b) It can draw attention to a linguistic analysis of the story - grammar, 


    spelling and vocabulary (what the KS2 SATs refer to as ‘style’).





c) It can draw attention to a structural analysis of the story - syntax,


    paragraphing, narrative techniques and codes.





d) It can draw attention to the genre of the story - eg.myth, folk tale, fairy


                                                                                                                      story...





Taking an aesthetic stance involves the reader; taking an efferent stance dissociates the reader from the text.





English Tests for Key Stage 2, Summer 1997


 The Writing Test


Opportunities for story writing


In the Writing Test, pupils were given a choice between ‘Information writing’ and ‘Story writing’. In either case, they had a planning sheet with an allowance of 15 minutes to map out what they were going to write. The story planning sheet included the following instructions:


Tick the title you have chosen. Now make a note of some of your ideas.


Remember: 


Setting (Where and when does it happen?)


Characters (eg. Who are they? What are they like?)


How the story begins


What happens





There were three story writing titles to choose from. The first A Strange Tale, related to the earlier story-reading task as it used the same opening sentence as the story, with the invitation to ‘Make up your own story, using this beginning.’ 





The second title Rescue! suggested a point of view:


One of the people in the story could be you, or you could write the story from the point of view of an eye witness. 


It also included the following instructions:


You should think about:


  * who or what was in trouble


* why they needed rescuing


 * who carried out the rescue


   * what happened 





The third title At the Water’s Edge, included an ‘idea’ in the form of a given sentence:


The beach was quiet, and hardly anyone noticed the figure standing by the rocks, gazing out to sea. 


It also included a sketch of a beach with an upturned boat and the silhouette of a human figure standing by the rocks.  





Each of these titles with their accompanying suggestions offers scope for a writer’s creative imagination to come into play.





On the other hand, the ‘compulsory opportunity’ of 15 minutes for planning the story outline before launching into its creation, could encourage pupils to take an efferent approach to their story-writing as a kind of lego-block construction that pays more attention to fitting the components together than to creating a ‘secondary world’.





Then, as with all tasks set under examination conditions, there is the time limit, in this case no more than 45 minutes in which to complete what is bound to be a first draft, with no opportunity for extension, elaboration or clarification. It may be difficult in such circumstances for the writer to retain an aesthetic stance to the act of creation. Writing to a strict time limit is not conducive to launching into writing as a process of discovery.... 





Opportunities for examiners to take an aesthetic or an efferent stance to the stories pupils write in the KS2 English Test  


It is evident from the Mark Scheme� for assessing pupils’ stories that the examiner is expected to take an approach which is wholly efferent, extracting information from the product with regard to the pupil’s writing ‘skills’ but paying no regard to its import as a story, apart from noting the narrative techniques which have been employed. Even, therefore, if the child has succeeded, imaginatively, in creating a ‘secondary world’, the engagement of the reader with this world and with the characters which people it is to be disregarded.





An officer for the NFER made this distinction quite clear in a Paper� referring to the 1996 KS2 Writing Test:


‘As readers, we usually have a personal response to a piece of writing. We may be influenced by the subject matter, or by whether we find the authorial voice appealing. Yet for eleven year olds who are in the process of developing their writing skills, it is important that we set aside such considerations in order to give full consideration to the skills that the child is developing as a writer.’ [my italics]





Three fifths of the marks for the Writing Test are allotted for ‘Purpose and Organisation’ and one fifth each for ‘Punctuation’ and ‘Style’. (Spelling is not taken into account in the assessment of pupils’ stories as there is a separate test at Key Stage 2 for that aspect of writing.) Punctuation refers variously to full stops, question marks, speech marks and commas, depending on the designated level. Intriguingly, exclamation marks receive no reference at all!





It is clear from the Level Descriptors, that ‘Style’ directs the assessor’s attention mainly to sentence structure (  ‘a variety of simple and complex sentences’) to correct grammar (‘Pronouns and tenses are generally consistent throughout’) and to vocabulary choices which somewhat confusingly for story writing, are expected to be both ‘imaginative’ and ‘precise’.





The directions for Purpose and Organisation, Levels 3-5 refer pretty well equally to content and form ; there are no references to the meaning of the story. In the Level Descriptors, attention is directed instead to ‘the use of narrative techniques’ and to ‘a secure grasp of the chosen form (eg. realistic narrative, fable, myth, adventure etc.).’ Wherever a reader’s response receives a reference, attention is always deflected from the meaning that might be made to the reasons for its making, eg.:


The reader’s interest may be engaged through the use of different narrative techniques, such as opening with action or dialogue, or moving between times and places. [Level 5, p.20] 





The instructions in the Mark Scheme on what to take into account when reading a story bear out this efferent emphasis. To quote just one commentary for how one of exemplar stories might be assessed as a ‘Level 4’ which is the hypothetical ‘level’ that most pupil story writers are expected to reach towards the end of Year 6:





PURPOSE AND ORGANISATION


This is an example of a typical ‘pony adventure’ story. It is well structured, opening with dialogue to introduce the characters and the relationships between them. The plot, though unoriginal, is coherent and well-paced, and the events leading up to the fall are organised for effect. Action and dialogue are successfully interwoven, and there are some attempts to indicate the thoughts and feelings of the characters, (She went off in a sulk; I sighed; I exclaimed with horror; Jenny smiled) as well as characterisation through dialogue. Despite this lack of originality, the story has a theme, in that it is the unwelcome younger sister who saves the day, suggesting that the piece overall merits 15 [out of 15] rather than 12 marks’





GRAMMAR


Punctuation


Sentence demarcation is generally accurate. Inverted commas clarify where speech begins and ends, and there is some correct use of commas to separate clauses. In some instances, full stops have been omitted from speech punctuation.


Style


The style gives shape and interest to the writing, and a mixture of simple and complex sentences are used. A variety of connective are used to indicate relationship between ideas... There are some well chosen phrases... and some effective expansion... There is some use of adverbs to add interest....’ [Script 5, p.42-43]





There is no invitation to engage here, with the way in which the narrator’s feelings towards her younger sister change in the story from bossiness, to resignation, to co-operation and gratitude. Merely the recognition that ‘there are some attempts to indicate thoughts and feelings of the characters.’ Throughout, the assessor is expected to keep the story at arm’s length and to regard it solely as an object for analysis.





English Tests for Key Stage 3, Summer 1996


At this Key Stage there are three Papers. Paper 1 tests both reading and writing, Paper 2 relates to the Shakespeare play and Paper 3 is an Extension Paper for reading and writing, which gives pupils who have gained sufficient marks on Papers 1 and 2 to be awarded a Level 7, an opportunity to reach a higher Level of 8 or 8+. As this chapter relates only to story writing, Paper 2 will not be considered. 





 Opportunities for story writing


As is the case in the KS2 English Tests, pupils are offered a choice between writing a narrative about ‘a real or an imaginary event’ and writing an informative article or an opinion based piece. It is possible, therefore, yet again, to avoid story writing altogether. If, however, a pupil chooses to write a story, there is no requirement as there was for KS2, to spend 15 minutes on planning an outline and no suggestion that pupils might do so.





In Papers 1 and 3 the narrative choice is thematically linked (but rather loosely) to the materials used for the reading test. 


In Paper 1 the task reads:


Write about someone who is frightened or nervous but who tries to overcome these feelings.


In your writing you could:


* write about a real or imaginary event;


               * try to build up a feeling of tension or suspense. 





In the Extension Paper the task reads:


Write your own description of an experience which was made


        more memorable because of extreme weather conditions.  


        Your account could be based on a real or an imaginary event.





If they split the time evenly between the two questions on the Extension Paper, pupils will have 45 minutes to write their story. On Paper 1 they are specifically advised to spend 35-40 minutes on this task, although for slower pupils considerably fewer minutes will be available by the time they arrive at this final section of the Paper.





Nevertheless, it has to be said that the opportunity for pupils to write imaginatively and experientially is present in both Papers - and as the example which I shall take from the exemplars for Paper 1 demonstrates, in spite of temporal drawbacks it is possible to rise superbly to the occasion.


What is at issue, even more than the artificial time limit, is what the examiners are required to look for - and what remains ‘out of the frame’. 





Opportunities for examiners to take an aesthetic or an efferent stance


In the Mark Scheme, the Performance Criteria for the task in Paper 1 which gave pupils the opportunity to ‘write about a real or imaginary event’ were not divided into the ‘Purpose and Organisation’ ‘Punctuation’ and ‘Style’ sub-headings used in the Tests for Key Stage 2 nor were marks for these categories allotted separately. 





Spelling, however, received a reference at every level as there is no separate Spelling Test. The demands for accuracy become increasingly stringent:


Level 5


Spelling, including that of words with complex regular patterns, is usually accurate.


Level 6


Spelling is accurate though there may be some errors in difficult words.


Level 7


Spelling, including that of complex irregular words is correct. [p.77]





The overall effect of the Performance Criteria is still to disregard the meaning of the story itself almost completely, as the Descriptor for Level 6 indicates:


The pupils’ [sic] writing is interesting and engaging in parts, using an appropriate narrative style and form to present events, characters or a setting. A varied vocabulary, a range of simple and complex sentences and appropriate paragraphing contribute to the quality of the writing, though the same quality may not be evident throughout. A range of punctuation is used correctly to clarify meaning. Spelling is accurate though there may be some errors in difficult words. Handwriting is in a fluent and legible style. [p.77]





As the reader’s experience of the story is discounted, the ways in which the writer shows reader awareness and succeeds in drawing the reader into her story, are virtually ignored.





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


In order to demonstrate the differences of perception about the same story written by a pupil, which taking an efferent or an aesthetic stance can produce, I shall contrast the protocol instructions for the assessment of an exemplar pupil’s story�  which appears in the KS3 Mark Scheme, with the response that I would make to the same story using my Guidelines for Appreciation:


Now turn your attention to the writer’s handling of the story. Focus on those aspects of the writing which were successful for you as a reader with regard to character, plot and setting - or any other feature of the narrative. Relate your comments to specific details, avoid generalisations. 





Briefly, the story is about a mountain hike which the narrator and her older brother took on a hot summer’s day. Having lost their way, they suddenly come upon a coiled snake and are too frightened to move for some considerable time. When at last they run away the snake stays put. Apparently it was dead all the time!





The commentary in the Mark Scheme


The pupil begins with a contrast between the expected ‘nice stroll’ and the ‘safari’ which she and her brother eventually went on. The mountain is introduced with it’s ‘heather and bracken and ponds’ as is the relationship with Gavin who ‘kept reassuring me that he knew where we were’.





The tension between the two is well developed and the discovery of the snake is amusingly described. Tension is built up in a well controlled sentence as they wait for the snake to move: ‘Everything seemed to be silent now, all I could hear was my heart beating fast, and Gamins deep breathing.’





Control of sentences, narrative pace and descriptive language are used to engage the reader in ways expected of Level 6 and 7. There is some width of vocabulary in this piece: ‘reassuring’, ‘obvious’, ‘snapped’, ‘glared’. The spelling is erratic: “caught’ and ‘reassuring’ are correctly spelt, but we also find ‘’, belie’ and ‘always’. There are frequent incorrect uses of full stops, though speech marks and question marks are correct.





The pupil combines the incident and the relationship into an engaging narrative. Despite its weaknesses, which are most significant in the punctuation, the piece matches on a best-fit basis the Level 6 criteria.


Key Considerations


* engaging narrative


* good presentation of characters and setting


* control of sentence structure


* some weakness in punctuation and spelling 





My appreciation


The feelings of the narrator are vividly evoked throughout this story. I can identify with her exhaustion and sense of despair when she realises that they are well and truly lost: ‘My legs were like lumps of jelly and they had bad cuts all over them from all the heather.’ I can also empathise with the way her feelings turn to panic when she spots the snake: ‘Everything seemed to be silent now, all I could hear was my heart beating fast, and Gavins deep breathing.’ I realise that ‘sighlent’ is an inadvertent misspelling but it does have a pleasing ambivalence about it! The ‘seemed to be’ also conveys her awareness that she is perceiving the situation through the immediacy of her own feelings.





The relationship between the brother and sister changes as the story moves forward and is conveyed through their actions, through dialogue and through the girl’s commentary on events. Initially the brother is confidently in total charge of the expedition: ‘I thought we were just going for a nice stroll... but my brother had different ideas.’ His increasing awareness that he has lost his way and his refusal to recognise the fact, is expressed subtly and indirectly, by implication rather than direct acknowledgement:


‘We hadn’t spoken for a long while all I could hear was his breathing getting deeper and faster. He just kept looking around in every direction. ... I asked him if he knew where we were “Of course I do.” He snapped.’ Every one of these details has a deliberate significance which convey’s to me her brother’s growing uncertainty. ICumulatively, it is a sophisticated and effective technique.





Gavin’s self-confidence is initially dented when he loses his way and then totally destroyed, when he is paralysed with fear by the presence of the snake. One of the most moving moments of the story for me is when his sister, in acknowledging her own fear, comments that it was ‘mainly for my brother’s sake’. Even though he has shouted at her and called her a baby to cover his own anxiety, when the situation becomes self-evidently dangerous, above all, she doesn’t want any harm to come to him.





There are some interesting variations in the narrative time line. First of all there is the writer’s management of time, through her silent commentary as the narrator, to indicate that the ‘safari’ is not proceeding quite as the brother intended: ‘We had started from the house at half past two and when I glanced at my watch now it was twenty past four and we were still in the middle of nowhere.’ The device of looking at her watch is used again to indicate (by contrast) the length of time in which they have been standing stock still next to the coiled snake.





Elsewhere, the narrator’s observation that ‘He didn’t believe me, as we always say silly things to each other’ took me briefly out of the present situation to offer a wider perspective on their relationship. Similarly the story concludes by taking a step into the future in order to look back at the whole experience: ‘Now sometimes Gavin and I laugh about it, but it wasn’t funny at the time, not at all.’





Finally, the details which the writer gives about their mountain ‘trek through heather and bracken and ponds’ enable me to picture the scene as I can relate it to my own experience of similar landscapes. I like the way that she refers later to how the heather had scratched her legs badly - I have the impression that they have strayed off any observable path as they plunge onwards. This is the kind of terrain in which, on ‘an extremely hot day’ one might expect snakes to make an appearance, basking in the sun. My only reservation about this highly competent and successful story, is that I wish she had chosen an adder instead of a grass snake!


Key Considerations


* The relationship between brother and sister


* The narrative viewpoint


* The creation of mood


* The evocation of setting





Differing perceptions


The protocol commentary suggests that on a ‘best fit’ this story rates a Level 6 - the level that most Year 9 pupils are expected to reach. Its quick skim of the narrative overlooks many points to which my ‘key considerations’ draw attention. I would claim that my interpretive assessment of the story, based on taking an aesthetic rather than an efferent stance, takes the pupil’s achievements as a story writer more fully into account than the marking protocol. I would have no hesitation in rating this pupil’s performance as a story writer as exceptional, exceeding Level 8:


Pupils focus on specific features of the task and its genre, for example characters and settings are appropriately developed. They demonstrate sophistication of style and use of variation for a range of effects. Their control of the writing secures and sustains the reader’s involvement. Narrative techniques are used with imagination and skill (eg. to create effects such as build up of tension, climax, surprise, bathos, unexpected endings, flashbacks, time lapse).[my italics][p.27] 


                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   To make a final observation on the protocol commentaries for story writing at KS3, I have to say that I am puzzled by their frequent use of the word ‘control’, as in ‘control of sentences’, ‘control of style’, ‘control of the narrative form’, ‘good controlled writing with an imaginative structure’, even ‘control of character, event and setting’. What, I wonder, does such an all-embracing use of the word imply? That without a conscious and rigorous manipulation of words into sentences and sentences into paragraphs, written language will get out of hand somehow and leap about all over the place? Or that characters will run rampant in a surrealistic chaos of settings? 





It suggests what I would regard as an efferent approach to story writing, rather like painting by numbers, where the framework or grid is planned in advance and nothing is allowed to escape from it. I do not believe that stories are created in that way. I believe with Frank Smith [1982] and Donald Murray [1984] that writing is a process of discovery that is generated by the writer’s intention to make meaning. Ann Berthoff [1982] explains how language is not a pre-set ‘muffin mould’ into which our thinking is poured; rather ‘thinking pulls a flow of language along with it’. This model for writing is dynamic; it recognises the generative capacity of the ‘learning brain’ when meaning-making is underway. 





To quote Berthoff [1982] again:


‘...it’s important and I think comforting to know that the means of making meaning which you depend on when you make sense of the world and when you write, are in part made for you by your brain and by language itself. You don’t have to learn to focus your eyes or to control the responses of  your eardrums. You don’t have to invent English grammar when you compose a sentence... any more than you have to take grammar lessons to learn to talk.’ [p.12]





GCSE English


Opportunities for story writing


Course work


The 1996 MEG Syllabus stipulated six kinds of ‘evidence’ that Coursework Folders must provide, of which only ‘the redrafting and revision of writing’ would appear to offer a possible opportunity for story writing. At most, given the range of writing required, it might have been possible to include a couple of stories, but these would have counted for no more than 10% of the total marks, however original, fluent, sensitive and expressive they were. In future, with the number of submissions in Coursework Folders limited to five, opportunities for story writing will be even more limited than opportunities for responding to stories by other authors - and could well disappear altogether.





Conclusions


 Opportunities for pupils to write stories and for examiners to respond aesthetically or efferently


Opportunities for pupils to write stories which involve their own thoughts, feelings and visual imagination do exist in the KS 2 and 3 English Tests, although they are severely curtailed by limitations of time. Also, story writing is only offered as an alternative to non-literary forms of writing, it is not a statutory requirement. The responses required from examiners are almost entirely efferent, focusing on skills rather than meaning.





In the MEG 1996 English Syllabus there was an opportunity for pupils to submit a story of their own as a coursework assignment  and a requirement in Section B of Papers 2 and 4 (ie. both Tiers) for them to: ‘see how well you can write and how well you can use your imagination to extend and develop what you have read’ which could take the form of a story. However, it was clear from the Performance Criteria that this writing was to be assessed in a largely skill-based way, similar to that in the SATs for Key Stages 2 and 3. This presumably, will continue to be the case with regard to pupils’ responses to similar questions in the future, in accordance with the Attainment Targets for Writing laid down in the English Orders for the National Curriculum [p.30-31].





In the final chapter of this thesis, I shall consider in more detail the knock-on effect that the expectations of examiners and examination criteria can have on the way that teachers assess their pupils as story readers and story writers and the way that pupils, in consequence, see themselves as story readers and story writers.
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