Dramatic Moments

A short story depends upon a key moment that is inherently dramatic and leads to conflict and a dilemma for the protagonist. Literature and film will provide plenty of examples which can de developed by students into stories.

1 The moment the protagonist hears his or her beloved denounce them. 

Wuthering Heights    

Cathy’s declaration that she couldn’t marry Heathcliff.  Think of the emotions roused in Heathcliff.  Imagine his thoughts.  Put words on the decision he makes.  Write a story. 
2 The moment the protagonist realises a parent is ashamed of them.    

Inside I’m Dancing. 

When Michael and Rory visit Michael’s father in the Four Courts. 
3 The moment the protagonist realises their loved one is about to depart.  


Witness


     
When Rachel sees Eli and John Book fix up the Bird House. 

4 The moment the son or daughter knows s/he cannot obey the parent.

Romeo and Juliet





                             
When Capulet orders Juliet to marry Paris.

5 The moment a friend asks you to do something corrupt or immoral. 
The Third Man 

When Harry invites Holly to join his trade in counterfeit medicine. 
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NOTES FOR TEACHERS 
Before You Start 

1 Characters and Their World   
Be clear in your own mind about the characters and the world they inhabit. We are trying to encourage the students to immerse themselves in an imagined world, so the world and the characters that inhabit it need to be presented in a clear, credible and persuasive way.  Use something like A Private World (the documentary on John McGahern) or a favourite film or book to provide you with a small set of key characters.  The scenario for this project was developed after viewing the McGahern film.  As recounted in A Private World  McGahern’s father is a fascinating, complex character: 

· He can be charming 
· He sets great store by his appearance 
· He is self-obsessed
· He never feels the need to explain himself 
· He hates to be questioned 
· He is sometimes violent.  
The students do not have to go with this version of the character.  Some may elect to go with the complete opposite - a father who sets no store by appearance; who is without guile; who is selfless; who always feels the need to explain himself; who always tries to answer questions; who is never violent. There are two key points here.  The first is that the given characters must have sufficient depth to allow for development both in terms of motivation and action.  Secondly, the teacher must have a set of characters clear in his or her mind so that he/she can help the students develop a clear set in their minds.  In A Private World, McGahern says he wrote Memoirs, his final work, out of a desire to understand his father. If we can create characters who are real enough for the students, then the motivation to write will become the desire to explore and understand how these characters will behave in the dramatic situation we devise.  A task for teachers of writing is to develop a set of scenarios, similar to improvisation starters, which the students can help to co-create and elaborate.  The process has some similarity to the way in which players of computer games both inhabit a given world but have the opportunity to refine or change it.           
2 Situations and Prompts (Scenarios and Inciting Incidents)  

Remember that stories are about characters in particular situations and circumstances and these contribute to the dramatic conflict - the child caught between warring parents; the person asked to do something wrong by a good friend, and so on.  Be clear about the situation of the character in this story.  Be also clear about the particular circumstances or prompt that sets this story in motion.  In this instance we are using the situation of a boy who is his mother’s favourite and a bit soft in the eyes of his father.  The immediate prompt is the promise of a puppy made by the father to the son.  Throughout the whole process, the given world has to be real enough for the students to: a) recognise it as real; and b) find it sufficiently interesting that they are willing to immerse themselves in it.  If the world does not fire their imagination, their exploration of that world, and the writing which will follow, will be flat and uninspired.  Use ‘What if’ scenarios to enhance the given circumstances and increase interest.      

3 Structure of a Story and the Stages in Writing it.  

Be clear in your own mind about the structure of a story and the stages involved in writing it, in order that you can guide the students through these stages.  (Of course, there is no one structure for every short story.  However, for teaching purposes, writing in stages in accordance with a clear structure will help the young writer.)      For this story we are using the following structure: 

The Immediate Situation/Prompt 
The Revelation

The Conflict or Climax
The Aftermath of the Conflict – Confusion followed by 
Decisive Realisation 
The End 

Each stage will demand a different range of writing from description to dialogue to monologue.  
The story structure I’m proposing to use is not arbitrary, though different terms may be used to describe different stages of the story. For example, in a class I observed recently, the teachers gave a worksheet which invited students to analyse a story in terms of the following structure: 

Opening

Development

Complication

Crisis

Resolution

This is the model proposed by the UK national curriculum framework in 2002.   

My use of the terms ‘situation’ and ‘revelation’ is based on analysing self-contained sequences in a number of films (The Wings of a Dove, Million Dollar Baby, Bridge to Terabithia, Witness) which work as short stories.  I think these terms reflect what happens in those stories.  Through the project, we might consider if the terms stand up to scrutiny or if we think other, better terms, might be employed.  We may end up with different sets of terms, one for teaching purposes and one for our own analysis of stories. So, for example, we might speak about something that prompts the story, in the teaching situation, but speak of an inciting incident or action, in our own analysis of narrative.  The key point is that, as a teacher, you have a clear sense of how a story unfolds in stages.  You also must have confidence that you can guide students through these stages as you tease out the different writing issues that arise at each stage of the composing process.          
Warming Up

Before the students try any writing, introduce the characters and the general situation in the family. Use role play and brainstorming to explore family dynamics. For example, use this or similar ‘What if…’ scenarios to help the students imagine how the characters might react or to add texture or layers to the given circumstances.  


Imagine the scene.   John is sitting in the kitchen with his Mother having his breakfast.  He’s eating a runny boiled egg.  John’s Dad comes in.  His shirt is snow white and really crisply ironed.  He looks at himself in the small mirror on the wall and runs his hands through his hair.   He’s not in the best of form and doesn’t speak a word.  He sits at the table and John’s Mother gives him a cup of coffee. As he is drinking his coffee, he notices the sleeve of his shirt has been stained by the egg that John has spilled on the table. 

What does the father do and say?

What does John’s Mother say? 

 What does John do and say?

What do you think is going to happen next?

Because the father has many sides to his personality, encourage them to imagine different responses depending upon which aspect of the father’s personality is in the ascendancy. Use a high energy approach to elicit answers and encourage the students to try out the voice of characters.  If you are comfortable, organise groups of students to improvise the scene.  Improvising depends upon intuitive responses.  Guided questioning can help students articulate the insights they’ve gained in working in this spontaneous, intuitive way.  Record good suggestions on the board and acknowledge the authorship of students.  These authored suggestions will scaffold students’ writing. 
Work hard to bring the students into the world of the characters.  I suggest you use a non-bidding class for all these exercises – you invite students to respond rather than have them bid against each other.  You can build in opportunities for students to contribute further suggestions at the end of each cycle of prompt and response.  
Writing

1 The Immediate Situation/ Prompt. 

Give the students the first sentence or two, something along the lines of:   
The morning arrived.  John was awake at six trying to contain his excitement.

Ask students what they think he’d do to fill in the time before his parents wake up.  Nominate individual students to offer suggestions. If someone offers a suggestion like, ‘He’d look for the dog’, acknowledge it but also ask them to slow down and imagine what we’d see as if we were watching a film, running in slow motion, of John waking up on the morning of this birthday.  Bring the students on his journey down the stairs. (Mind that creaky step!) Talk them through the search for the dog in rooms and presses and in the shed in the garden. (‘Where else might he look?’) Ask them to consider John’s mood at the start of the search.  Record words that chart his changing mood, his thoughts and his fears.  Put really good suggestions on the board and acknowledge the authorship of the students who suggest them.  Try to steer the students to a scene that concludes the first stage of the writing and that represents a moment of dawning realisation. One student suggested a scene of John sitting alone in the kitchen feeling dejected, hearing only the sound of the ticking clock and the distant barking of the neighbours’ dogs.   By any standards, this is a brilliant suggestion and shows a real writerly feel for the material.  This suggestion from the student is writing that hasn’t yet made it onto the page.   
When you have finished talking through and exploring the opening, and if you are happy that the students have bought into the world and have become immersed in it,   invite them to write the first stage of their story. Remind them of the idea of a camera following John, and encourage them to incorporate some of the best suggestions from their fellow students into their writing.  Encourage the students to think of this piece of writing as complete in itself, so that even if nothing else is written, they will have a satisfying piece of work. Tell them only to write down what they feel is really good, as good as anything they’ve written before. In other words, this adventure in writing is not about fulfilling a set task, it is about creating a vivid, highly-imagined world.  It is about encouraging the students to see themselves as writers rather than performative students (to almost quote Seamus Heaney).      
Take feedback on this piece of writing before going on to the next.  Encourage students to change and redraft at every stage of the writing process.  Don’t wait till the end to catch problems.  Let students be influenced by hearing and reading the work of other students.  Offer them ample opportunity to change or re-draft their work and to read each other’s work.  Give the students simple guidelines for reading: a) Look for two things that you really; b) Question one thing about which you are not sure.       

2 The Revelation 
As in many short stories, the next stage of the writing involves the appearance of a new character into the story and a revelation.  This could be as simple as the father appearing in the kitchen and a short exchange occurring between father and son.  It could involve the son running up the stairs to his parents’ bedroom to find out what is happening.  In the version I am suggesting, two characters will appear.  The first is the mother. Do some more ‘What if…’ and imaginative work with the students. 

Do you think the mother knows there is no puppy?

What conversation might have occurred between the mother and father about the puppy? 

Will John ask her about the puppy or will he wait for his father? 

It’s John birthday, how will the mother make it a special morning for John? 

What exactly will be said between John and his Mother?

Will his mother kiss him and give him a hug? Why do you say that?  

Will John expect her to? Why do you think that?  

The arrival of the mother into the scene prefigures the arrival of the father and you should make sure the students mark the key moment of the father’s arrival. This doesn’t mean they overwrite, but they imagine the scene as clearly as possible and imagine where everyone is, and imagine the action in slow motion.  It’s really important that you help students get inside the heads of all three characters at this moment in the story.  There won’t necessarily be a lot said but the students will understand the emotions and the motivation behind the dialogue if they are clear about how everyone is feeling.  It is at this point that we get confirmation of what the boy has feared – there is no puppy.  How will this happen?  Again, you need to prompt engagement.

Will the mother say something to the father?  – ‘Go on tell the child the truth.’

Will John ask his father?  – ‘Dad, the puppy, you promised me!’     

Will the father speak first?  – ‘What! What are yous looking at?’

If you encourage the students to think of the father as the focal character in this scene, with the other two characters waiting for him to reveal himself, you can do interesting work asking the students to imagine how the father carries himself; what he does once he arrives in the kitchen; what gestures he makes; what nervous tics he displays, and so on.  In cinematic or dramatic terms, the action pulls in to a very tight space so that everything is magnified and every small gesture takes on significance, and we perceive the world in slow time. There is scope here to have students on their feet setting the action of the scene.    
I think it would be a good idea to write the second stage of the narrative (the revelation) and end just before the moment of revelation and the conflict and recrimination that flows from it.  This has the merit of encouraging the students to focus, in the next stage of the writing, on a climactic moment of tension and conflict. It also encourages the students to think about how you write a pause in the action into a piece of writing – cinema is always a big help in thinking out how texts tell their story. 

Remember: take feedback on this piece of writing before going on to the next.  Encourage students to change and redraft at every stage of the writing process.  Don’t wait till the end to catch problems.   

3 Conflict

The moment of conflict can be very short and will be driven by the dialogue.  Not every student will have written the same scenes or ended on the same note, so your job, as you get further into the story, is to help the students concentrate on the through lines and not get too distracted if their details differ from someone else’s. 

For the conflict scene, you can begin by simply offering a line of dialogue and see where it takes you.
“There is no stupid dog, so are you happy now?” 

Ask students to suggest alternatives, or to put the inflammatory line in the mouth of one of the other characters.   Each line of dialogue in a dramatic scene elicits a response.  This can be verbal or physical, quiet or loud, demonstrate or restrained.  Make sure that any suggestions made by students are true to the character. Keep asking, ‘Do you think he/she would say or do that? Keep using the ‘What else’ question?  ‘What else might he/she say?’ ‘What else do you think might happen?’  

In story writing, a moment of conflict needs to keep the focus very tight and does not have to be very long.  You end when one of the characters takes decisive action.  In this case, I think the decisive action will be when someone leaves the room.  There is great scope here for finding the best suggestion for a final sentence to bring this scene to a conclusion. Some bright spark might borrow from something you’ve read in class.  ‘He banged the door and the silence surged softly backwards long after his footsteps disappeared.’  It’s always all right for students to borrow creatively in this way – it means they are absorbing the idea that they are writers-in-the-making, not just students performing a task.  Moreover, the whole approach is influenced by the idea of the classroom as a rehearsal space with the students and teacher working together in the same way that an ensemble company works with a director in the rehearsal room.   
4 The Aftermath: Confusion 

If the process is going well everyone will have expended creative and emotional energy in bringing the story to this point. The next phase of the story brings the central character off to the place where he goes when he wants to be on his own to think his thoughts. The change in location often brings a change in the writing.  Explore the idea of private, safe spaces, where people go to be on their own.  Encourage the students to think about what makes each place somewhere where people want to go to.  Encourage them to describe the place they have in mind in terms of all the senses. Ask them to think about the qualities this place might have – safety, welcome, calm – and the effect of these qualities upon the person who goes there.  This kind of imagining is difficult for some students but others will shine in using descriptive a language to create a mood.  Without overdoing it, you can introduce the idea of expressive language and the importance of noun phrases and verbs. 

Once in this safe place, the central character thinks his thoughts and tries to make sense of what has happened.  He also tries to make sense of his feelings for his mother and his father.  The making sense is written as an extended internal monologue or, in effect, an internal dialogue.  ‘Why would he do that?’ Why didn’t Mum stand up for me?’ 

As with all the other sections of the story, make sure the students have a chance to try out the voice of the boy and the words he uses in class before you ask them to put pen to paper. Use role play, and brainstorming and ‘What if…’ scenarios and any other intervention that will help them to inhabit the mind of the character.              
This fourth stage of writing involves description (‘He fled to his room and pulled the covers over his head.’) and internal monologue (‘I knew there was no dog.’).  Depending on your students, you may choose to do this as two separate exercises. This will make five discrete pieces of writing.    
Remember: take feedback on this piece of writing before going on to the next.  Encourage students to change and redraft at every stage of the writing process.  Don’t wait till the end to catch problems.   

5 Decisive Resolution: Declaration 
The penultimate task is to write a short statement that follows from the boy’s thinking over what has happened.  It’s a moment of decision or resolution expressed as a declaration.  Prompt the students to suggest what might he conclude or declare after this episode.  It can be self-directed or directed at his father or his mother. It might be something like: “I’ll never believe him again” or “He won’t make a fool of me again.” This can be framed in a short paragraph written in the voice of the narrator, He stopped crying. He spoke out loud, not afraid who might hear.  The key idea here is to help the students understand that the different stages in a story have their own shape and forms of completion. This short paragraph completes the action of the aftermath of the crisis.              

6 The End: The New Boy 

The final piece of writing is intended to show how the declaration that the boy makes changes something in him and this change shows itself in some way.  It might be that he walks back and his mother recognises by the look on his face that he is different.  It might be that the boy feels the difference in himself.  There is good scope here for engaging the students in imaginative speculation.  This final piece of writing can, like the declaration, be very short, but it will give a satisfying sense of completion to the story.    
After the Writing

For many students this will be the hardest they have worked on a story, so the achievement of completing it and creating something that has the look and feel of a real short story deserves celebrating.  I think one of the most meaningful ways is to create an audience for the stories.  This can be parents, other students, other teachers.  For parents, it is worthwhile asking them to complete and sign a simple comment sheet on which they record two things they really liked about the story. For fellow 
students you might create a slightly different version of the sheet in which the students write two things they really like and, if appropriate, one change they would make to the story.  
If the project goes well, you might consider asking the art teacher to help the students to design covers and make their own books of their stories.       

Educational Issues 

Teaching for Understanding and Exploratory Talk.  

The approach is guided by Gardner’s and Perkins ideas on Teaching for Understanding and Robin Alexander’s ideas on Exploratory Talk. Both approaches lay emphasis on talking and thinking things out.  The teaching approach, developed from both these sources, is presented diagrammatically on the following page.  There are a number of key features: 

· the link between talking and thinking   
· the value given to putting forward tentative ideas, raising questions and solving problems together  
· dialogic interaction through which students are guided to talk themselves into understanding  
In both models, classroom talk is envisioned as collective, supportive and reciprocal.  Classroom talk is a shared enterprise in which teachers and students build on each other’s ideas and link ideas into coherent lines of enquiry or strands of narrative. The role of the teacher is vital. It is the teacher who guides the talk; who seeks to extend students’ understanding; who challenges them into better ways of thinking or more elaborate forms of explanation or consideration.  The teacher has to be willing to pursue the questions raised – it is not sufficient for the teachers to ask the questions and stand back from the enquiry.  Often it will be the quality of the teacher’s thinking that will incite the students to further and more elaborate exploration.  And when things go flat or the results of the work are disappointing or flat, it is the teacher who has the responsibility to re-present the material or offer a new perspective that might unlock something vital in the students. 
Collective Nature of Classroom Talk 
The project tries to exploit one of the most obvious features of the classroom – its collective nature. It works on the assumption, taken largely from the example of theatre and film, that creativity is as much a public, collective and collaborative enterprise as it is a private, individual and competitive one.  This assumption can be challenging for some successful students who see school as a competition between individuals and who do not want to contribute to a public, collaborative enterprise.  They do not want to give away their best ideas.  The assumption can also be challenging for complaint students who conceive of learning as something you receive form the teacher.   
Directed Writing Equals Formulaic Writing? 

A key issue for the project is to explore the extent to which this structured approach to writing helps to liberate the imagination of the students.  There is an argument that directed writing leads to formulaic writing that stifles creativity. My own view is that the creativity will emerge in the exploration of interesting situations, in much the same way that providing improvisation starters can provoke original and imaginative responses.  Just as an ensemble company makes discoveries by working together in a ludic way, so the teacher and students work together to explore each stage of the story. An underlying assumption is that the creativity of all students can be encouraged and fostered.  However, this will only happen when the teaching approach is itself creative.  Another analogy for the kind of learning envisaged in the project, in addition to that of the ensemble company in the rehearsal room, comes from Game Theory, where players immerse themselves in a world; confront situations which demand problem-solving skills; progress through a number of stages; and find satisfaction in competing the game.  For me the key feature of game theory, which I would like to take into the classroom, is the absorbed immersion of the game player in the imagined world.  Of course video games are intrinsically visual.  However, we can help students to visualise by asking ‘What if…’ questions.  One other analogy strikes me as apt.  One student complained that by asking her to write about given characters in a given world, we were denying her the opportunity to be original and creative.  Yet when we think of auteur film directors, who often develop projects from secondary sources, we don’t think of them as lacking in creativity or originality.   
Personal Knowledge and Creativity
In inviting students to explore the dynamics of family relationships, we are offering them the opportunity to use their personal knowledge in a creative way in the process of composing a story or, to put it another way, the creative element resides in the students making inventive choices at key stages of the composing process. Because of the emphasis on talk and talking through scenarios, as a prelude to writing, we are also applying students’ communicative skills in an inventive way. 
An Approach Not a Set of Procedures  

The approach is just that.  It is not offered as a set of procedures to be followed at all costs.  The scenario elaborated by me is a projection of how I think the approach might work in the classroom.  It is drawn from memory of the work I did when I was teaching and my imagining of the work I would like to do if I returned.  The approach is there to scaffold teaching, not to control or dictate how an individual teacher goes about his or her business. 

Other Possible Scenarios or Sources of Scenarios. 

1 A young girl is an illegal immigrant.  She is in charge of two younger siblings.  They are discovered and pursued.  She takes the youngest child and flees. She becomes aware that the pursuit has stopped.  She looks around.  Her youngest sister is not with them. She has been seized and taken captive.  (Based on an autobiographical  story told by a student.)  
2 Young traveller girl is given in marriage to an older man from a feuding family.  She runs off with a younger man. The ensuing trouble falls on her own father.  (Helen of Troy)    

3.  An old person is forced to leave their home when they are deemed too old and frail to look after themselves by a relative.   (The Majesty of the Law) 
Use folktales, favourite films, short stories, episodes of television drama. 

The most important thing is that the teacher elaborates the world and thinks through the characters and the relationships, so that, if the work of the class falters, the teacher has sufficient knowledge of this world to ask new questions to r-engage the students. 

Some Issues

Ownership of the Project. 
We piloted the approach in four schools, with one teacher in each school working with one class.  Two were all-girl schools and two were community schools.  Has the project been a resounding success?  No.  A success but not a resounding success. There are a number of reasons for this. 

One reason is that I didn’t do enough preparatory work with the teachers involved.  In many ways, the world and the scenario we presented to the students was too much ‘my’ world, as conceived and imagined by me in response to John Mc Gahern’s Memoir and the Arts Lives documentary broadcast on RTE.  One teacher wrote in her project diary, I don’t know how they (the students) will feel about the plot outline.  With more preparation, I think she would have abandoned the given plot or inciting incident and come up with her own.  Against that, another of the teachers welcomed the structure as it allowed her to concentrate on facilitating the sessions.  Short story writing was not an area she felt she taught well, and the structure scaffolded her learning, as much as it did the learning of the students.    
Recording

The request to the teachers to record the progress of the project got in the way of the learning and teaching.  Two of the teachers reported that the students were self-conscious when the camera was running.

Constraints of time.

There was the challenge of managing the staged natured of the project within the confines of thirty-five minute classes.  One teacher reported the pressure of reaching a ‘finishing point’ within the confines of the thirty five minutes.        

Quality of Writing
One teacher chose to work with her sixth year students in the period before the official end of school prior to the Leaving Certificate.  Many of the students did not really take ownership of the project.  As an observer, who visited the class on one occasion, it seemed to me that the students were more interested in completing each stage of the process than dwelling within any stage.  I was minded of Seamus Heaney’s comment about being tuned to play the examination. The students were almost set to perform in the Leaving Certificate examination. For them, the focus was on completing tasks, not looking at story writing in a new way.  Interestingly, among this group, the students who responded most positively and whose writing improved were the students who were struggling with their writing. One remarked that the project “helped me to write in stages…I recognised the different kinds of writing involved…developed a sense of structure ”.  
On the other hand, one student who was successful in her writing said that she didn’t believe in the situation and so didn’t find it helpful. On the contrary she said she found it “wholly restrictive”.  
Fluency without Creativity
Another issue which surfaced was students presenting work which was fluent and coherent but which did not have any particular spark of creativity.  How do you push further and create the conditions in which the students can honestly say, ‘It’s good but it’s not great’? 

Certainly it’s about creating an atmosphere in the class in which moments of undoubted quality are celebrated and made public. That can be by way of group work and pair work and also through the whole-class talking stage.  It is about creating a sense of collective effort so that when a stage of writing does not produce real moments of frisson, it can be said, ‘We didn’t really nail that, did we?’ so that the failure is shared and collective and not private and individual. It is about creating an atmosphere in which students are brave in having a go and are prepared to try again, in a different way.  I think it is about creating a culture where interesting failure is valued above mediocre success.  

Measuring Success

How do you measure success in a project such as this?  One answer is by concentrating on small moments - Writing and Learning Moments are often small. Here are some sample of such moments:  
1. Pitch Perfect.  

What are yous all looking at?’ 

2  A Mother’s Response to her Daughter’s Story    

I like the wonderful insight into the young boy’s mind… the strong bond he had for his mother …almost her protector.  But the outstanding point of the story was how forgiving a child is, shown when John extends his love to his father and when the  father expresses his love for John. And the importance of communication in a family.
3 Birthday Hate 

John wasn’t usually an angry person but this man had crushed his hopes one too many times.

‘You didn’t get it did you?’ John whispered on the verge of tears. 

‘Huh?’ his dad talked around a piece of blackened toast.

‘My puppy?’ John shouted, his anger now towards magma levels. This surprised John, he was like his mother sweet, quiet, almost never angry, but today was different.

‘You didn’t think I was serious did you? His father laughed darkly.

‘What have you done to deserve a puppy?’

‘But you promised, that’s not fair’ John sobbed, lowering his head. Then the man who he loathed said three words that were daggers.

‘Life’s not fair.’

4 Dog Days 

His father entered the room, picked up his paper and sat at the table, ignoring them both. 

“I hate you,” Tommy thought, staring at the back of his father’s head.

Breakfast was a silent affair.

5 For Tim  
Red, blue, green, yellow, they had every colour Tim could think of! ‘Red if he’s black, blue if he’s white! But what is he’s black and white? Green, that’ll do the trick!’ Tim ran his hand along the different coloured leads.

‘Hmmm...Chicken, meaty beef, turkey treat what would be his favourite? I’ll get him one of each, oh and the softest bed and the squeakiest toy...’ Suddenly Tim felt himself being jerked away from the dog section.

‘But Mum...’ he whined ‘my new puppy!’

‘Stop it Tim’ she said in her soothing voice ‘I’ve got to buy your dad his newspaper! You know what he’s like!’
Yes, he did know what Dad was like! He saw the fluffy beds; coloured leads and meaty snacks disappear as he was pulled out of the local supermarket. 
6 Freezing and Unfreezing 

Tommy freezed like a block of ice and looked around to see if anyone had woken up.  There was no movement in the house. Tommy defrostted and tip toed to the end of the stairs.

Three things strike me.  

One: Learning Disposition Versus Performance Disposition 

There is a difference between a learning disposition in students (and teachers) and a performance and examination disposition.  And for a project such as this, and for the kind of tentative thinking that it promotes, a learning disposition and a dialogic classroom is absolutely essential. 

Two: Risky Work 

This kind of tentative, imaginative work is risky and may not produce the results you expect.  So there is a built-in need to re-formulate and try again, to fail better if needs be.  This involves creating a classroom climate in which interesting failure is more exciting than mediocre success. It also involves developing the art of asking generative questions, or of re-formulating tasks in such a way that the students gain from them the kind of experience and insights that you know are possible if the right conditions prevail. The challenge for you is to create those conditions 

Three: Good Teaching 

Good teaching in the English is courageous teaching and creative teaching, which makes demands on the teacher. It takes courage and skill to recognise learning moments in the classroom and it takes creative discrimination to use them to good effect.      

Thanks
It takes courage to open your classroom and invite an outsider in; to open yourself to the critical gaze of a colleague.  To the teachers who opened their door, a sincere thank you. 

10 Key Points  

1 The Imagined World – make it vivid

2 The Situation and Inciting incident – make it dramatic and within the imaginative compass of the students

3 Be sure about the Structure of a Story 

4 Write in Stages 

5 Use Exploratory Talk, ‘What if…’ and visualisation to explore possibilities

6 Make Sure the Students Find an Audience

7 Measure Success in Small Moments

8 Set High Expectations 

9 Encourage a Learning Disposition in your classroom – Don’t be afraid to say, ‘That didn’t really work’.    

10 Be brave – you could change a life forever.   
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SHORT STORY





Situation and Prompt 





Revelation





Conflict





End





Description





Description and/or Dialogue 





Dialogue





Internal Monologue





He saw his Dad in the kitchen. “Where’s the puppy, Dad?”





John was playing in the back garden, waiting for this father to arrive with the puppy.  








“But you promised, Da.”


“Will you stop annoying me.”








I’ll never believe a word out of his mouth again.





Characters


Boy is nine years of age.  He is soft and his mother’s favourite.





Dad is wilful, self-obsessed and hates to be questioned.  His temper is uncertain.  





Mum is kind and tries to smooth things over. 








Situation


A boy is promised a puppy by his father for his birthday.  He is mad with excitement.  On the day of his birthday he finds there is no puppy.   





Include


Description of hiding place where boy flees. 








Include


Declaration made by boy at the end of the story.








Use photos as prompts    





Class Discussion


Brainstorm all parts of the story and use classroom discussion to develop students’ ideas.  Place good ideas on board and attribute them to named students.  





Teaching Tip


Story should be written in stages with plenty of pre-writing talking and thinking at each stage.





Class Talk


Tease out characters and situation.  Acknowledge student insights.  Include students who are not confident in their ability to write.





Confusion


 Decision





I couldn’t marry Heathcliff





What are you doing here?





Do as I say or else 





He’s going back where he belongs.





What difference one or more less specks in the world? 





Dialogic Teaching





* Collective: teachers and students work together 





* Reciprocal: teachers and students listen to each other, share ideas and consider alternative viewpoints 





* Supportive: students articulate their ideas freely, without fear of being "wrong" and help each other to reach common understandings; 





* Cumulative: teachers and students build on their own and each other's ideas and link them into coherent lines of thinking and enquiry; 





* Purposeful: teachers plan and steer classroom talk with specific educational goals. 
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Theory and Research 


H G Gadamer  Hermeneutics


Lev Vygotsky   Devel Psychology


Howard Gardner   T for U


David Perkins   T for U 


 Robin Alexander   Social Interaction


Neil Mercer  Sociolinguistics





Idea of Complexity and Emergence





Threshold Concepts 


Troublesome Knowledge





Exploratory talk can help students master threshold concepts or tease out troublesome knowledge.





Follow Through


Class work and homework should follow on from ideas developed and refined through exploratory talk.





Homework


Set homework based on ideas generated by students and related to class discussion.





	Author Ideas 


When ideas are recorded on the board identify the author of each idea. 








Bidding


Don’t ask for a show of hands.  Nominate students to speak 





Extended Exchanges 


Use extended exchanges to help students refine their ideas and think critically    





Wait Time


Don’t rush in looking for the answer.  Give the students time to think or to discuss the questions in pairs or small groups.  





Answers


Record student ideas and use as basis for further exploration





Thinking Time


Real questions need to be considered before answering








Open Questions 


Ask questions worth pursuing. 





Exploratory Talk


Talking to Learn
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