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remember, as a
child in grade
doing
school,
"SRA." It was an
attempt at "individualizing,11 so
perhaps that was
good, but, what it
taught me about
reading, I'm sure I don't know. I
did learn that I was the fastest kid
in the class at moving from the
brown level to the green level, and
I was the very first to reach orange!
Meanwhile, I was engrossed
in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn after
school at home. If anyone had
asked me, I'd have told them how
much Francie and I were alike.
How much she liked to read, and
learn just like me. How we both
had funnny Irish fathers, and even
though mine didn't drink, I missed
him a whole lot because he was
always on business trips away
from home.
But nobody asked me. What
they did ask me were literal level
factual questions dealing with
boring little stories on the SRA
cards. I did very well on those
quizzes, but what about the students that didn't make it to orange? What about the ones that
stayed at the brown level all year?
The SRA program seemed to test
whether we comprehended the
stories, (at a very low cognitive
level), but they didn't help a child
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learn how to make meaning from
the text.
What was missing in the experience I had with SRA, was my
involvement in the text. When I
read A Tree Grows in Brooklyn
on my own, I allowed myself to
invent knowledge about the text.
As I read, the narrative caused
me to think, create, and construct. If I had not engaged myself with the text in this way, the
story would have remained
meaningless. The meaning, or
knowledge from the story resides in the reader's mind, and is
only recognized when there is an
interaction between the text and
the reader.
Recognition of narrative
knowledge enables us to connect and build. As Coles puts it,
"this immediacy that a story can
possess, as it connects so persuasively with human experience" (205). It is this connection
with human experience that leads
the teller, writer, or teacher of a
story to ask the listener, reader,
or student, what about this story
is important to you? Or, as Dr.
Williams advises Coles, "an important part of our lives would be
spent 'listening to people tell you
their stories' and in return 'they
will want to hear your story of
what their story means" (104).
We share with one another life's
moments in the stories of particular events. In doing so, we see
past our prejudices, and come to
better understandings. The connections we make with storytellers, or the characters in their stories help us to understand the
particular by recognizing the general. We make meaning out of a
story by personalizing it.
My students are generally
not Native American. The few
who are have not experienced
reservation life. Still, they all connect with Tom Blackbull's sense
of displacement and alienation in
When the Legends Die when they
recall times they've had to move,

or even remember the big change
from grade school to junior high.
As we connect with a story
and make meaning from it, we
engage in vicarious experiences
which expand our range of knowledge. We can find answers to
questions, such as Coles': "How
to encompass in our minds the
complexity of some lived moments in a life? How to embody in
language the mix of heightened
awareness and felt experience
which reading a story can end up
offering to the reader?" (128).
A narrative affords readers
an opportunity to heighten
awareness and feel experience.
The students reading about Tom

Drawing by
Nathan Ramsey,
Filer High School,
Filer, Idaho.
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Blackbull not only experience his
alienation, but broaden their
awareness of society's expectations and human behavior. The
awareness and the experience
do not exist in the narrative --they
require the interaction of the
reader. The knowledge is made
in the reader's mind. Bruner
states in his chapter "Two Modes
of Thought":
as our readers read, as
they begin to construct a
virtual text of their own, it
is as if they were em
barking on a journey without maps -- and yet, they
possess a stock of maps

For
students,
what is
going on
in a story
must be
relevant
to their
lives outs ide of
school if it
is to have
any learning value.

that might give hints, and
besides, they know a lot
about journeys and
about map making (36).
Readers come well
equipped, it would seem, to
bring their own knowledge to
play in the meaning-making of a
text. The narrative brings what it
has in the way of setting, characters, and plot, and the reader
brings an understanding of the
form. But, more than that, readers bring their experiences to connect to the text, and that is when
knowledge is made. Bruner says
that stories are filled with gaps
which require the reader to compose a "virtual text in response to
the actual" (24). It is in creating
a virtual text, that a reader gains
knowledge from the actual narrative. For students, what is going on in a story must be relevant
to their lives outside of school if
it is to have any learning value. I
want my students to be able to
discover who they are, and their
relationship to others, and the
world, by responding to stories
as writers of their own narratives.
arratives take place in
the mind of the reader.
For every text, there
are as many stories as there are
readings. Each story must be
recognized and valued. We tell
each other about the stories we've
created from the stories we've
read. We then learn from the stories we've heard from each other
about those stories. We constantly
recognize, build on, and connect
stories with each other, all the
while learning more about others,
the world, and ourselves. This is
not knowledge that can be tested
"SRA" style, by asking merely for
facts about the content of the story
itself. Being able to parrot back
the name of a character, date of a
setting, or order of events does
not even begin to explore the
knowledge that was gained from
the narrative.
A student who may not be

able to remember the store
owner's name in When the Legends Die might gain a new understanding of cultural diversity
that is much more valuable. I
hope to provide my students with
many opportunities to connect
with the text of a story by personalizing it. I will be glad to use
discussion and writing as a means
to discover what my students
have really learned by responding to literary narrative and each
other's stories. Recognizing that
narrative knowledge resides in
the reader will allow more learning to take place in an English
class. I still remember Francie
Nolan looking out her tenement
window to see a tree growing

there. For the life of me, I can't
remember a single story from the
brown, green, or orange level
SRA cards!

Narrativestake
place
in the
mind
of the
reader.
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Drawing by Kevin Lyda, Centennial High School, Meridian, Idaho.
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