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The landscape of narrative

Reading a narrative is like starting a journey.

In our journey today, our guide will be noted theorist Jerome
Bruner who wrote:

As our readers read ... it is as if they were embarking on a journey without maps — and
yet, they possess a stock of maps that might give hints.

Throughout this presentation, | will be giving you glimpses of a landscape. |
would like you to try and predict what this scene shows. Each small piece will
add more to the picture. Here is the first piece ...






Some beliefs about teaching narrative to children

Simple stories are only good for entertaining little children.

Once children get older they should focus on more important
information and skills.

Children need to understand how to read and write words

and sentences before they can progress to studying whole
books.

Literary works such as novels contain difficult language and
concepts that children will not be able to understand.

Do you agree? If so, | hope my talk will encourage you to
reconsider some of these beliefs.






Narratives and children’s cognitive development

Stories provides opportunities for children to use inferential cause from
text and illustration, to hypothesize and to consider alternative pasts,
futures, places and identities. Wells suggests that stories provide ‘a richer
mental model of the world and a vocabulary with which to talk about it’
(1987: 151 - 2).

For children, this richer mental model can give them opportunities to
explore ideas and situations both within and outside their personal
experience ... Such opportunities have clear links with the development of
abstract thinking ...” (Robson XX 148)



Why is the narrative form such a powerful
teacher?

Narratives are structured in such a way that they guide our thoughts as we
read.

Bruner tells us that narrative is important in children’s development
because it creates two landscapes:

— The outer landscape of action
— The inner landscape of thought and feeling

These two landscapes come together in the concept of intention — the
inner state that results in the action.

We are going to take a closer look at how narratives are structured. But
first another piece of our landscape ...



Narrative stages

‘ Steady state

' New development

‘ Response
* Crisis
‘ Resolution




' New development —

The new development raises questions

— What is happening?

— Why is it happening?

— What should we do?

* The new development prompts a response.

* The new development starts a chain of events.

* The new development causes complication.

| think we have a new development in our picture ...






The most simple narrative
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What the child learns by experiencing simple
narratives forms the foundation for
understanding more extended narratives.



A simple extended narrative
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A complex narrative
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Main plot

Sub plot






A simple narrative.

Flora’s Blanket
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' Complication in a simple narrative

Flora couwldn't .s(e.ep.

Mudan bu ké jiao.




& Questions
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"No. said Flora.

Poor Flora, whats wrorxg?"
soid her Dad. "Sore l',uww'uj,?

“Qiéng Mudan weishénme ni bu
jiao?” shuo Baba “Téng fu ma?”

“Mudan,” shudo Mama “Nide ér
Téng ma?”

‘Héwei shi Mudan?” shuo
dixiongmeén heé jieémei,

“Weishénme ni bu jiao?”

“Bu tan” shuo Mudan.



Main response: Searching




Different characters respond to the new
development in different ways

* [nb images to be added]






An extended narrative

Comet in Moominland




Extended narrative: patterns of complication
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‘stopped on aledge to restand stared
ence at the swirling grey vapour on
des of them. Suddenly it divided
olled away until at last the three tired
llers could see where they were, and
they saw took their breath away!
e was a sea of clouds at their feet,
1 looked so soft and beautiful that
wanted to wade out and dive and
>in it.

ow we’re above the clouds,” said

Irin enlamnler and thaw frsnad sannd

ound him and
i else in sight,
1e end it caught
nufkin was able
ick.

.say “Now” pull,’
ff. “Notnow. Not
Now!” And they
h all their might,
ast Moomintroll
over the edge,
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The reader’s mind travels in two directions

To recognise the pattern requires two simultaneous thought
processes:

— Thinking back to remember similar occasions

— Thinking forward to predict the outcome.

Recall Predict Confirmation



Even a simple narrative can work this way, if read
more than once.

Recall Predict

None of the characters know where Flora’s
blanket is but ...

On the second reading, the child may
remember where they found it.

On the third reading, (s)he certainly will.

This makes the child more knowledgeable than
the characters.







Narrative produces knowledge gaps

It requires an uneven distribution of underlying consciousness
among the characters with respect to their plight. (Bruner 1986 p.
21)

The author knows more than the characters.
Some characters know more than others.
The reader may know more than the characters

The reader knows more on a second reading than on
a first.

Adult readers may know more than young readers.



Moomintroll knows that a comet is coming.
He doesn’t tell his younger friend Sniff.

The child reader shares this knowledge with
Moomintroll.

The child learns about the burden of responsibility
that comes with being older.



The reader lives the story through the characters.
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Moomintroll is on a quest to

Sniff thinks they are just having
save his family from the comet. a fun camping trip.

The child reader experiences the events of the story from
more than one character’s perspective. (S)he can feel

Moomintroll’s anxiety and Sniff’s excitement at the same
time.






Retelling is an act of composition

* When we have read or heard an interesting story, we often
want to retell it.

 To retell a narrative, we need to:
— put the events of the narrative in a sequence,
— distinguish between more and less important events
— communicate the characters’ thoughts, feelings and motives.

[Narratives] call upon the reader ... to become a writer, a composer of a
virtual text in response to the actual. (Bruner 1986 p. 24)

* Listening to children’s retellings can tell teachers a lot about
how they understand the narrative.



Many ways to retell a story

Each child draws a different scene. Together the class
puts the scenes in order.

Groups of children act out scenes from the story.

Older children turn a story into a picture book for
younger children.

Writing the story in the form of emails from one
character to another.

Writing the story in the form of a character’s journal
or blog.



The scene in context

Extended narratives may be too long to retell in class.

Working with just one scene still requires a knowledge of the
whole story.

It is a good way to explore children’s understanding of the
story events and characters’ motives.

The class might vote on the best scene in the story. This could
involve children giving a talk to the class about why a
particular scene is the most exciting, most important or
funniest.

Individual children or groups can choose their favourite scene
to present as a play.
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¥ Once the journey is finished, we can loo '
We now know how we got from the begink
end. n
We now have the map for that journey./




Each narrative journey gives the reader a map.

As our readers read ...

it is as if they were embarking on a journey without maps —
and yet, they possess a stock of maps that might give hints,
and besides, they know a lot about journeys

and about mapmaking.

(Bruner 1986 p. 37)

This is why it is important for children to read many
narratives. As they become familiar with more story
structures (or maps) they are better able to navigate
independently though more complex narratives.

| hope you have enjoyed our journey today through the
landscape of narrative.



