Symbolic Reading Inventory (Baer, in JAAL 49:3)
Background and a Little Theory

SRI is a method that asks students to consider HOW they engage a text, their stances a they approach a text, and the ways they get into a text.  It allows us to study just how students do (or don't) get into a text.  All about metacognition.  The method typically involves students creating cutouts of characters and something (an object or a character) that represents them.  Baer modifies the SRI method to creating a shapshot scene of the text and themselves in the text.  Below, I modify this a bit to drawing a scene using the comics templates that I like so much.

Engaged Readers 

We want to know how students get into the texts they read (or don't read!) and/or how we can engage them further.  Engagement is key to reading (and writing) success.  What do we man by engaged readers?  

· They read with a purpose

· They use strategies to read (so we need to know which they have and to teach them others)  

· They are motivated

· They tap their background knowledge (their cultural capital or cultural funds--note the language of economics!)

· They interact with the text.

A Little History: Our Patron Saint, Louise Rosenblatt
If you know me, you know I love "Weezy" (see The Jeffersons, 1975-1985) famous for identifying two reading stances in the transaction between the reader and the text (if you are not familiar with any of this, look at Literature as Exploration): the efferent and the aesthetic.  The former, the efferent (effere, Latin, to carry away), is the stance of a reader who looks to take something away from the text.  They are reading with the purpose of getting something--maybe for directions or guidance, maybe to help them form a conclusion.  Those of you who know me, know that I give this a social justice tweak but suggesting that it is also about students taking away from the text a sense of how students might make the world a more just and democratic place and the skills they need to be activists .  The latter stance, the aesthetic, is when the reader seeks to create something from the text, when they enter into the story by virtue of the generic elements the "rhetor" brings to the transaction--that is, how well the creator of the text uses language or image or meter, etc. 

The idea is that readers come to the text assuming one stance or another.  Although I think that might be so, I also think that the stance can be altered.  For example, to come to a text thinking you'll get what you need from it (the efferent stance), but the writer grabs you and takes you in and you get lost in the reading (now you are assuming and aesthetic stance).  Then, think about this, as a teacher you want your students to read this text because you think it will similarly grab them--and then they will take what they get from the reading, go out and change the world--that's when the two stances CRASH.  That's a MOMENT.
Students and Their Skills

What researchers discovered is that students bring different skills to the table depending on the stance they are taking.  And, because there is a more "personal" connection in the aesthetic stance, students seem to engage better when reading from that perspective.  The challenge is getting students to use those same skills and strategies to ALL their reading--even the boring stuff for their content classes.  So, when they are reading stuff they enjoy or select (what you've heard me refer to as "out of school literacy practices"),  kids have techniques they do but that they can't name.  We need to show them what they are and name them so that we can talk about them (in other words, enter METACOGNITION).  We want students to think about how they apply prior knowledge, how the decode words (and I would say experiences) with which they are unfamiliar, how do they make sure they are following (aka MONITOR UNDERSTANDING), etc.  We might also ask them to think about how they can maintain focus for more than five minutes (after all, they don't so that for a history book!).  The point is, they have the skills to be independent readers, but they can't name them and they can't make the skills work for them when the text is one that asks for more of an efferent than an aesthetic stance.

So, back to SRI

One thing students do well is visualize, and this approach taps into that intelligence (see Gardner and multiple intelligences).  This SRI tack attends to the spatial/visual intelligence, which looks to skills in visualizing, mentally imagining, spatially reasoning, and projecting.  Mostly, I think, it taps the imaginative capacity of our students.  

Think about it, when students are engaged then enter to world of the story, they get lost, time stops.  And, because this is an increasingly visual society, readers create images as a visual way of knowing.  Seeing Eisner (NOT my comics guy, another one) says that for many students visual ways of knowing can be more clear than discursive representations.  The trick is, I say, to get students to move from the visual to the discursive.  It's a kind of continuum:  reading--visualize--write.  Three literacies, one building on the other.  They are NOT discrete.

How Do We Do This in Class

Here's the framework of a lesson that you might try with students.  For those of you who know me, it is not presented in the Lesson Plan Format I demand of you.  I am the teacher.  I don't have to use it.  That said, it follows the format, as you will see.  And I cover almost all the fields.  Remember, this is a FRAMEWORK, NOT A CANNED LESSON.

CANNED LESSONS BAD.  FRAMEWORKS GOOD.

I break this into TWO class periods because I want noodling time between.  In addition, you want to do this after students are into the book a bit.  You want them to be able to think about what precedes the MOMENT they will select.  And, although I talk about a scene from a literary text (I developed this for our Three Cups of Tea project) know that this can be a history text (take an event) or even a science text (take part of an activity or the narration).  There are "scenes" in all manner of texts. 
NOTE:  I use the word MOMENT b/c in my work with graphic novels, I contend that the "Moment" of a panel or a scene is akin to the thesis of an essay or the topic sentence of a paragraph, so I am trying to create a lexicon.  You could use "scene".

 And, as they read on, you want to know how this MOMENT (or scene or event) affects their subsequent reading.  

Class One: 

Hook:  Ask students their favorite moment in the story and why they like that moment.  In discussion, lead them to think about the senses . . . what they see, smell, hear.  But don’t be explicit about the senses, just steer discussion that way.  

In-Class Writing:  Develop a well-crafted paragraph or two around the following topic:  

The scene where ________________ is my favorite because _______________.

Activity Part I: 
INDEPENDENT PRACTICE: Drawing 
Using the comic template sheets you’ve been given or just a blank sheet of paper, draw either the scene you just described or a different one.  It’s not about the “art,” it’s about getting a sense of the moment from the story down on paper.  Try to recreate it in images.  Draw what you can; use labels for stuff you can’t quite recreate.
MODEL: YOU as teacher should do this, too. You can have it done in advance to show them, but don’t make it too good.  As they draw, roam the room and ask questions, seek clarification, etc.

You can also use magazines, etc. to allow students to make a collage; however, I say stay simple.  Stick people are fine.

Reflecting:  After you finish your drawing answer the following questions.  

BEST OPTION: SMALL GROUPS/PAIRS: Although, you can have students write these reflections as an essay or complete a questionnaire, think about putting them in pairs and having them “interview” each other, with the interviewers taking notes.  Model a question or two by doing this with a student from the class.

· Why did you choose this scene?  What about it appealed to you?
· Is there any background knowledge you needed to understand this scene?  Is there anything in your background that made this scene appealing to you?

· What do you think is the “point” of this scene?  What does the author want you to take away from it?

· What did the writer “do” to make this scene appeal to you—think about the writer’s craft. 
· Or, if you don’t think it’s the writer, then what specifically about the scene--the details--appeals to you?  What did you try to capture in your drawing?
· How is it important to the rest of the story--to what you've read so far?
· How can this scene explain or clarify what comes before or what does it make you think about what might be coming later in the story?
CLASS TWO:

WHOLE CLASS Review: Ask students about their responses.  Have them share their answers—if you did interviews have the interviewer repeat what she was told (and ask the artist if that was what he/she meant . . .).  
WHOLE CLASS Discussion, focus on: the scenes and the point of the scenes—that is, the “thesis” of the scene—and how it was connected to the rest of the story.  Start a list of their answers to: what the writer did—the techniques, the writer's craft.  If you want, you can begin to discuss literary terms or conventions--image, setting, tone, etc.
Activity Part II:
INDEPENDENT PRACTICE: Drawing: Now have students insert themselves into the picture.  Take what they did last class and place themselves in there.  They can assume the place of an existing character or even an object.  Or they can join by simply placing themselves in the scene as a participant or an observer.  They can be near the actions or off in a corner.  No rules; no right or wrong.

You do this, too.

Independent Writing: Now have them write.  Students will describe the scene what’s happening in it (not returning to the book).  Remind them of using the senses.  Then they will explain where/what they are in the scene and why they placed themselves there.

SMALL GROUP:

Have students read their writing to peers in groups of 3-4.  As they read, peers should think about the “techniques” the student-writer used to describe the scene.  Review the list from above

Now, before coming back together as a class, have the students return to the scene in the text and read it again.

Whole Class:
Talk about the activity. Ask the following:

· What went through your mind as you drew the scene?

· How did you represent yourself in the scene?  Why did you choose that way?

· How did drawing the scene and placing yourself in it “change” the scene for you?
· How was writing about the scene different from drawing it?

WRITING ASSIGNMENT

In this activity, you’ve been asked to think about a number of specific questions regarding the scene you selected to draw.  Now, for homework, return to that first writing and answer it again.  This time in a longer essay (you can think five paragraph) with an intro, conclusion, and using specific evidence from the story, the drawings, or the experience of this exercise.
For example, think about why you liked the scene, is it the way it’s written?  Do you like the language or the tone or the words? Is it how it works in the story?  Does it clarify?  Does answer questions or even raise new questions?  Is it because it speaks to YOU in some way?  Do you relate to it?  Really think hard about the scene you selected from all angles.

EXTENSION/Follow-Up:

As the students read further in the story, ask them how this exercise affected how they are reading and seeing the story.
Ask students to bring in a section of a text book from another course and work through the drawing part.  You don’t need all the questions, but have them draw FIRST and then place themselves in the picture.  Focus discussion on where they have placed themselves and why.
