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Dealing with Debts and the indebted:
Financial management in everyday life
and indigenous development in the

contemporary Truku society

Abstract

Financial supports and aids have been seen as one of the most
important ways to solve problems of the poverty in the contemporary
indigenous society. Inspire of the success of the ‘micro-financial aids’
in the South Asia, the government sets up the programs of ‘the micro-
financial loan for the indigenous people’ in order to make them more
conveniently apply for a loan and easily borrow money from the banks.
However, this financial policy is not effective and therefore cannot
benefit most indigenous people. This article looks at activities of the

financial managements in Truku people’s everyday life. Truku people is
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one of the indigenous groups, and most of them have been undergoing
economic difficulties. In this paper, I argue that unfriendly economic
environments and poor conditions make them unable to gain sufficient
family income to fulfill household needs. Nevertheless, the costs of the
monetized ritual or ceremonial exchanges that are based on their
concepts of gaya leads them to increase the number of the family
expenditure. As a result, how to deal with debts has become one of the
most important financial issues in their everyday life. From the
investigation of activities of the financial managements and dealing
with debts, 1 argue that it is necessary to carefully understand
indigenous concepts of the relationship between the economics, normal
society, and their believes. Furthermore, we should accurately examine
what factors bring them to the indebted cycle, but not simply assume

that giving them sufficient money can solve most economical problems.

Keywords : micro-financial aids, debts, indigenous people, everyday life,

financial management, land
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Abstract

This article offers a reading of the novel A Monster Calls in which a
tree-like monster visits a young boy Conor whose mother is dying. I
argue first that Conor’s response to the monster’s stories follows
Patrick Colm Hogan’s view that novels can elicit readers’ emotions as
they evaluate the story plots in the context of their individual
expectations or goals. The monster assists Conor’s emotional healing

through the process of abjection, a theoretical concept developed by
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Julia Kristeva, wherein he separates from his close bond with his
mother. His healing also occurs through a “conceptual blending”
process, as described by Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner. The
conceptual blending process works metaphorically: one thing is
projected onto or perceived as another thing due to their similarity. This
process aligns with the idea of transference in psychoanalytic therapy,
by which one acts out his or her affects or experiences with a particular
person in front of another person. The monster helps Conor to resolve
his emotional issues by aiding his conceptual blending of his real-life
episodes with the story events, so Conor can gain different perceptions

of himself and other people. This process allows Conor to heal.

Key words : emotion, abjection, storytelling, A Monster Calls, Patrick

Ness
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Introduction

In Patrick Ness’s novel, A Monster Calls, a boy protagonist named
Conor experiences emotional turbulence arising from the looming death
of his terminally ill mother. During this time, a tree-like monster visits
him and tells him stories. Gradually, these stories help Conor to
embrace his mental conflicts about his mother’s death.

In discussing how literature elicits human emotions, Patrick Colm
Hogan refers to Oatley and Johnson-Laird’s theory that emotions are
stimulated by individual assessments of life events that are shaped by
personal objectives and expectations (144). Hogan further develops this
view of the reader’s emotional experience in relation to literature: “Our
emotional experience of a literary work is a function of junctural
evaluation of narrative events in relation to our own goals—specifically
our preferred final outcome, a goal that need not be the same as that of
the protagonist” (149). Put simply, if the story does not develop in the
direction that the reader expects, the reader may feel angry,
disappointed, distressed, and so on. The reader may not share the same
emotional response to story events as the protagonist, even if she or he
initially identified with the protagonist. This conflict between the
reader’s expectation and story events can be observed in the plot of A

Monster Calls. At first, Conor believes that the stories will solve his
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personal dilemma related to his mother’s dying. However, Conor
responds negatively when the monster’s stories do not end in the way
he expects. Still, Conor continues to listen, because he can see parallels
between the monster’s stories and his real life.

I argue that Conor can associate the events and people of his real
life with the events of the story, because the monster is skillful in
making appealing parables. As Mark Turner states, “Parable begins
with narrative imagining—the understanding of a complex of objects,
events, and actors as organized by our knowledge of story. It then
combines story with projection: one story is projected onto another”
(Literary Mind 5; original emphasis). The monster skillfully combines
Conor’s personal situation with the plots. Thus, the stories are
successful because Conor can see that the stories resemble his real life.
This effect results from Conor’s cognitive power. His cognition is a
form of “conceptual blending,” in which he blends real-life events with
the story in “a generic mental space” that “contains what the inputs
have in common” (Fauconnier and Turner 41). From that blending, a
structure emerges from the inputs that are projected onto one another
(Fauconnier and Turner 41-43).

This process is characterized through metaphor. As George Lakoff
and Mark Johnson explain, metaphor “is principally a way of
conceiving of one thing in terms of another, and its primary function is

understanding” (36). This interpretation resonates with Carol H.
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Lankton and Stephen R. Lankton’s view of the story as metaphor:
a story can invite clients to “further identify and add personal detail to a
particular experience introduced in the storyline” (1). Regarding the
cognitive aspect of human emotions, Martha C. Nussbaum argues that
the person who embodies emotional concern is “an intentional object”
that “figures in the emotion as it is seen or interpreted by [us] whose
emotion it is” (27). People who are intentional objects of concern are
thus “invested with value and importance” (Nussbaum 30). In A
Monster Calls, the intentional objects in Conor’s emotional life include
his mother, grandmother, father, and others. They influence his
perceptions of events, and Conor judges them in relation to these
events. Using his cognitive ability, Conor metaphorically projects them
into the monster’s story events.

As previously mentioned, the endings of the monster’s stories
conflict with Conor’s expectations, causing him to feel shock and
distress. These conflicts also provoke anger, guilt, and mistrust of the
monster. Interestingly, despite this mistrust, Conor remains willing to
listen to the monster’s stories, perhaps hoping and believing that the
monster can heal his mother. It becomes clear, though, that Conor is the
one who needs healing, as the monster says, “I did not come to heal
her. I came to heal you” (A Monster Calls 184). Self-healing thus is the
goal that underpins Conor’s continued willingness to listen to the

monster’s stories to the end. Therefore, this paper aims to reveal how
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the monster’s stories direct Conor’s two emotions, anger and guilt,
toward thoughts about the people in his life and help him to reorganize
his ideas of people and his personal situation, leading him toward the
ultimate goal of self-healing.

Existing readings of the novel, for example Nathan Carlin’s “A
Psychoanalytic Reading of A Monster Calls: Biblical Congruencies and
Theological Implications,” and Nishan Ghoshal and Paul O.
Wilkinson’s “Narrative Matters: A Monster Calls — A Portrayal of
Dissociation in Childhood Bereavement,” reveal the strength of the
novel in its representation of the human psychic dimension. My reading
of the novel also is psychologically oriented. In particular, I draw on
Julia Kristeva’s psychoanalytic concept of abjection, the state where the
subject is established on the loss of the mother as the desirable and
forbidden object (Power of Horror 5-6). Abjection is intrinsic to
Conor’s emotions about his mother and her death. Conor is emotionally
attached to his mother. She is his intentional object, and thus her dying
is excruciatingly painful for him. To free himself from this pain, Conor
secretly wants his mother to die, an intentional feeling that resembles
abjection. To him, his mother becomes abject. Thus, Conor develops an
emotional state that is in line with what Kristeva says, “a sentimental,
archaic and ambivalent affection” (Tales of Love 33). In this way,
Conor also becomes abject, who, according to Kristeva’s theory, “finds

that the impossible constitutes [his] very being, that [he] iS none other
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than abject” (Power of Horror 5; original emphasis).

Conor’s unwillingness to accept his mother’s dying reveals his
attachment to her. Her death also reveals his estrangement from other
people. When Conor’s schoolmates and teachers learn that his mother is
dying, Conor feels that the teachers “only knew him in terms of his
mum and not who he was before. And the other kids still treated him
like he was the one who was ill” (A Monster Calls 79). Connor’s
feeling of estrangement highlights his very status as abject, or in
Kristeva’s words, “death infecting life ... something rejected from
which one does not part, from which one does not protect oneself as
from an object” (Power of Horror 4).

Karen Coats views abjection as a fundamental characteristic of
adolescent fiction, in which young heroes’ troubled relations with peer
groups often represent the reworking of their relationships with a
maternal figure (293). Kristeva theorizes that, to be detached from the
mother and become the subject, the child needs “a third party,
eventually the father, [who] can contribute [and who] helps the future
subject ... in pursuing a reluctant struggle against what, having been
the mother, will turn into an abject” (Power of Horror 13). Following
Kristeva in Tales of Love, I thus interpret the monster as “the Imaginary
Father” (26) that transports Conor from his attachment to the mother,
whom he is destined to lose, to a peaceful embrace of this lost

mothering. Kristeva says that the process of abjection operates with
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transference “involving three people: the subject..., his imaginary or
real object of love.... And the Third Party” (Tales of Love 13; original
emphasis). With transference, “a true process of self-organization”
(Kristeva, Tales of Love 14), the third party builds the subject’s
relationships with other people in a new way. Through storytelling, the
monster also acts a third party, initiating a healing process in which
Conor addresses his feelings of abjection and works toward self-

healing.

The Monster as the Father-Mother Synthesis

At the end of the novel, the monster takes Conor to revisit a
nightmare in which his mother hangs from a cliff, and he lets go of her
hands. Her death pains him so much that he would rather give up on her
than face the pain of it. The monster tells Conor, “You let her go ...
You could have held on for longer ...” (A Monster Calls 197). The
monster then explains, “You were merely wishing for the end of
pain ... your own pain” (A Monster Calls 201; original emphasis). The
excruciating prospect of losing the mother underscores Conor’s
emotional attachment to her. This attachment leads Conor to deny his
mother’s impending death. It also makes him desperate to find any

possibility of healing her. The monster embodies Conor’s desperate
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desire for his mother to heal. From time to time, Connor hears his
mother point out, “That’s a yew tree, you know” (A Monster Calls 14;
88). She later explains that when she was diagnosed with cancer, she
read in a book that a yew tree can be used to make medicine for cancer
(A Monster Calls 140). Even the monster says to Conor, “The yew is a
healing tree ... it is the form I choose to walk in” (A Monster Calls
136). The monster repeatedly insists on visiting (A Monster Calls 46;
181; 182), and it appears that it is Conor’s strong desire to heal his
mother that provokes this unconscious calling to the monster. It stands
to reason that the monster’s existence is a mental projection of Conor’s
attachment to her and that the monster’s yew tree appearance originates
from Conor’s affective experiences about his mother.

The monster is an agent of acceptance for Conor, preparing him
for the imminent separation from his mother in a psychoanalytic
scenario of abjection. According to Kristeva, the third party that makes
abjection work for the subject is an imaginary father, or the “father of
individual prehistory,” a term borrowed from Freud (Tales of Love 33).
Several textual clues in the novel’s plot imply that the monster’s
compositional elements represent Conor’s affect about his father. First,
although Conor is emotionally attached to his mother, he wants to move
to the United States to live with his father and his new family (A
Monster Calls 98). Second, among Conor’s close relatives, the father is

the only person Conor tells about the visits from the monster (A
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Monster Calls 98). Third, Conor himself draws a parallel between his
father and the monster: “if [the monster] could talk, I wonder if it
would sound like you” (A Monster Calls 100). The resemblance is
confirmed further by his father’s opinion that stories “don’t always
have happy endings” (A Monster Calls 144), which recalls the
monster’s view that stories are “wild creatures” that can cause damage
(A Monster Calls 61). Thus, the monster is a Kristevan imaginary
father, or “a mother-father conglomerate,” as Kelly Oliver states (133).
This father-mother combination (i.e., the fatherly voice and the yew
tree appearance) is apparent in the monster’s proclamation that it has
“as many names as there are years to time itself” (A Monster Calls 44),
such as “the eternal Green Man” and “this wild earth” (A Monster Calls
44). In this way, the monster represents several compositional elements
in Conor’s mind, blending many emotions and experiences in his life,
including his relationship with his father.

In short, as a polymorphous being that contains maternal and
paternal features, the monster can influence Conor by sharing stories

that are filled with references to Conor’s real life.

The Monster’s First Tale:

Projecting Anger and Guilt
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Conor feels ambivalent about his dying mother. He loves her and
does not want her to die, but the fear of losing her torments him so
much that he wants to let her go, leading to feelings of guilt. It is not
surprising then that the monster’s first story is an attempt to alleviate
this guilt. According to the monster’s introduction to the first tale, the
story is about “a wicked queen” who attempts to take over a kingdom
that rightfully belongs to her step-grandson, the prince. The monster
explains to Conor, “I made sure she was never seen again” (A Monster
Calls 61).

This tale echoes an event in Conor’s real life: his grandmother
planned to take custodianship of him after his mother’s death. Conor
finds this arrangement to be emotionally unbearable. This grim
acceptance of his mother’s death infuriates him. “Or it could have been
more. It could have been a hint about a possible future. A possible after.
Conor felt the anger rising in the pit of his stomach” (A Monster Calls
50). He is not ready to think about life after her death. Conor thus
projects this anger toward his grandmother onto the wicked queen. He
wants to get rid of his grandmother, so he sees himself as the prince
who, with the monster’s assistance, recovers his kingdom. In this
context, the grandmother is Conor’s intentional object of anger. He
wants to remove her from his life in the same way that the wicked
queen is removed from the kingdom, as the monster has suggested in

the beginning of the first tale.
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In this tale, a king is left with “only one heir, his infant grandson”
(A Monster Calls 63). Later the king remarries a young queen who
becomes the prince’s step-grandmother. Soon after the king dies, the
queen attempts to steal the kingdom from the coming-of-age prince by
marrying him. In retaliation, the prince secretly kills his own lover and
accuses the queen of the crime, which consequently stirs outrage and
prompts calls to overthrow the queen. In the end, the monster explains
that the queen was removed from the kingdom and taken “to a village
by the sea ... to live in peace” (A Monster Calls 68). This peaceful
conclusion angers Conor, who gets “to his feet, his voice rising in
disbelief” (A Monster Calls 68). He asks, “How is that supposed to save
me from her [the grandmother]?” to which the monster replies, “It is
not her you need saving from” (A Monster Calls 75). Thus, the monster
implies that Connor should be like the prince who feels no guilt for
sacrificing his lover in defense of his right to the kingdom. The parable
suggests that Conor should release himself from the guilt he feels at
letting his mother die, because neither Conor nor the prince are guilty
for their crimes.

The critic Nathan Carlin argues that the monster’s story of the
prince reflects Conor’s wish: he “wants to be forgiven for wanting his
mother to die” (770; emphasis added). I argue that Conor is not ready
for forgiveness at this stage, because he is still struggling with

emotional complexity. He feels it is right to be punished for letting his
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mother die, which is why he feels “aghast” (A Monster Calls 73) when
he learns that the prince murders someone he loves and does not get
punished. Dissatisfied with the first story’s ending, Conor combines the
guilt he feels about his mother-killing intention with the anger towards
his grandmother. This conceptual blending leads to the monster’s

second tale.

The Monster’s Second Tale:

Self-Punishment and Maternal Loss

The monster introduces the second tale as a story “about a man
who thought only of himself” and who “gets punished very, very badly
indeed” (A Monster Calls 108). Conor, still “irritated” by the surprise
ending of the first story (A Monster Calls 76), is tempted to listen to
this second story, though, because “he thought about his father” (A
Monster Calls 108). The selfish man in the monster’s tale reminds
Conor of his father, who divorced his mother, remarried, started
another family, and moved away to the United States. Although Conor
does not want to live with his grandmother after his mother dies, he
wants to live with his father. However, his father decides against it,
saying that it is better for Conor to live with his grandmother, who is

richer and has a spacious house (A Monster Calls 99). Conor views this
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as selfishness on his father’s part, and it angers him. In Conor’s mind,
people guilty of selfishness should be punished.

In the second tale, a bad-tempered chemist, the Apothecary, cures
diseases using an herbal remedy for which he greedily charges “more
than the patient could afford” (A Monster Calls 114). Another man in
the village, the parson, dislikes the Apothecary’s “superstition and

’

witchery,” and he “preached against the Apothecary’s use of the old
ways” (A Monster Calls 116). When an infection sickens many people,
including the parson’s two daughters, he seeks help from the
Apothecary as a last resort. The Apothecary refuses to help, and both
daughters died. The monster then explains how he punished the parson
that same night, tearing “the parson’s home from its very foundation”
(A Monster Calls 117). As in the first tale, the second tale’s ending
surprises Connor. He argues that the Apothecary “is the bad guy!” (A
Monster Calls 118). The monster counters, explaining that the parson is
“a man who lived on belief, but who sacrificed it at the first challenge,
right when he needed it most. He believed selfishly and fearfully. And
it took the lives of his daughters” (A Monster Calls 119).

The monster’s actions and interpretations challenge Conor’s wish
to punish the Apothecary, whom he sees as his father. The story’s
ending aptly provokes Conor’s empathy with the parson. When he hears
that the parson’s daughters die, Conor is surprised. “What?” he asks,

taken aback, and his physiological reaction is “the nightmare feeling
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taking hold of his guts” (A Monster Calls 117). This nightmare feeling
surfaces every time Conor is reminded of his mother’s death and his
willingness to let go of her in his horrifying dream (A Monster Calls,
104, 128, 133, 173). Like the parson, Conor wishes that his loved one
could survive a life-threatening illness. Also like the parson, he
forsakes his belief in his mother’s survival.

After cleverly implicating Conor as the parson, the monster
watches with Conor the scene in which it destroyed the parson’s house
long time ago: “The parson’s house was still before them, and Conor
saw the yew tree next to it awaken into the monster and set ferociously
on the parsonage” (A Monster Calls 118). When the monster “stepped
forward, joining its second self” (A Monster Calls 120), it invites Conor
to join it in destroying the parson’s house, telling Conor that the
destruction is “most satisfying” (A Monster Calls 120). Conor’s
acceptance of participating in the destruction indicates that his rage
toward his irresponsible father coincides with his anger towards the
grandmother. Conor is knocking down the house with the monster. “He
was yelling as he did it, so loud he couldn’t hear himself think,
disappearing into the frenzy of destruction” (A Monster Calls 121).
After the destruction, Conor “stood in shock” (A Monster Calls 124).
He sees that it is his grandmother’s sitting room, in real life, that he has
dismantled. When his grandmother first sees the destruction, Conor

“kept a hand up to protect himself, expecting blows to land any
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moment” (A Monster Calls 128). Yet, she does not punish Conor. It
comes clear that Conor’s feeling of satisfaction in destroying the
parson’s (grandmother’s) house thus indicates a masochistic tendency
to punish himself forsaking his mother.

The grandmother’s sitting room embodies the maternal legacy:
Conor’s mother is the daughter of his grandmother (A Monster Calls
210). In a profound way, the monster is preparing Conor for the mental
break from his mother. By dismantling the grandmother’s sitting room,
Conor destroys the object of his pain. The destruction of this maternal
space also indicates Conor’s concerns about the future, about living
with his grandmother. The anticipation is further embodied in Conor’s
fear that the monster will destroy his grandmother’s office. He is
worried when he sees that the monster “placed its entire great weight on
top of his grandma’s office” (A Monster Calls 147). He wonders, “If he
destroyed her office, too, there’s no telling what she’d do to him” (A
Monster Calls 147; original emphasis). This sentence conveys Conor’s
internal focalization of the monster. Interestingly, Conor uses the third-
person pronoun “he,” rather than the neutral “it,” to refer to the office-
sitting monster. The displacement of pronouns is self-reflexive. That is,
Conor identifies with the monster, which helps him come to terms with
a future life without his mother.

In Kristeva’s theory, “the ‘primary identification’ with the ‘father

in individual prehistory’ would be the means, the link that might enable
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one to become reconciled with the loss of the Thing” (Black Sun 13). In
this way, the monster transforms Conor’s hatred of his grandmother’s
house, which previously represented maternal physical death, into love
and caring for a house that now symbolizes his embrace of maternal
death. Conor’s identification with the monster operates within
psychological transference. As Kristeva notes, “primary identification
appears to be a transference to (from) the imaginary father, correlative
to the establishment of the mother as ‘ab-jetted’” (Tales of Love 41-42).

Conor’s identification with the monster cultivates a connection
between the grandmother’s devastated house and maternal loss, the
very abjection. Indeed, Conor’s mother even encourages this maternal
abjection. After Conor learns that there is no more treatment for his
mother, he feels baffled and angry. His mother assures him that is right
to be “angry at” her (A Monster Calls 177). This mounting anger takes
on different people as intentional objects (e.g., the grandmother, the
father), but its essence is his ambivalence toward his mother. He loves
his mother so much that he hates her for dying. He hates her suffering
so much that he wishes for her to die quickly. Conor affixes all of his
emotions about his mother to some form of anger. Consequently, he is
estranged from reality. Releasing this anger is necessary in the process

of abjection. This process is resolved in the monster’s third tale.
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The Monster’s Third Tale:

Releasing Anger to Address Estrangement

In the monster’s third tale, an invisible man wants to be seen. The
man is not “actually invisible ... It was that people had become used to
not seeing him” (A Monster Calls 156). Conor identifies with this man,
who “one day decided ... I will make them see me” (A Monster Calls
157; original emphasis). The man’s situation echoes what happens to
Conor at home and at school, where he feels visible only in relation to
his dying mother, not himself. At home, people ignore Conor’s
destruction of his grandmother’s sitting room. His father suggests,
“We’re going to pretend like it never happened ... because other things
are going on right now” (A Monster Calls 134). At school, Conor is
“not himself,” and the schoolteachers’ kindness toward him is, in
Conor’s eyes, “only slightly less scary than full-on shouting” (A
Monster Calls 82). Again, Conor is defined only in relation to his
mother.

In this invisible state, Conor is strangely visible to Harry, Sully,
and Anton, the school bullies. The bullying starts the day after Conor
has the terrifying dream in which he let his mother to die (A Monster

Calls 29). That is, bullying mysteriously coincides with the emergence
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of Conor’s belief that he deserves punishment. Conor even encourages
them to bully him, seeing it as a punishment he deserves (A Monster
Calls 136). However, Harry seems to understand this desire of Conor to
punish himself, saying, “I think I know what it is you’re asking for” (A
Monster Calls 154). Harry then decides not to give Conor what he
wants; instead, he says, “I no longer see you” (A Monster Calls 155).
Curiously, Harry’s refusal to see Conor only incites Conor further.
Conor attacks Harry when the latter taunts, “Conor O’ Malley ... who
everyone’s sorry for because of his mum. Who swans around school
acting like he’s so different, like no one knows his suffering” (A
Monster Calls 161). In response, Conor draws on the monster’s
strength, crying over and over again, “Never invisible again” (A
Monster Calls 164) while attacking .

Upon close analysis, Conor’s goal of beating Harry in rage is dual.
On the one hand, in the symbolic act of breaking from the mother,
Conor intends to end Harry’s perception of him as “invisible” in
relation to his mother. On the other hand, Conor wants to satisfy his
desire to be punished. This venting of anger can be perceived as
another way that the monster connects Conor to reality, similar to
helping Conor tear down the grandmother’s house. This act of rage is
symbolic preparation for his mother’s death, although his sense of guilt
remains unresolved. Conor remains imbued with the experience of an

abject. Indeed, after his ferocious public attack on Harry, “Conor was
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no longer invisible. They all saw him now. But he was further away
than ever” (A Monster Calls 168). The monster helps Conor deal with

his sense of guilt in the fourth tale.

The Monster’s Fourth Tale:

Admitting Guilt to Resolve Emotional Havocs

Throughout the monster’s first three tales, Conor still hopes to
heal his mother, who is his main intentional object. Conor’s emotions
also are directed toward other people, such as his grandmother and
father. In the fourth tale, the monster gradually leads Conor toward
himself. In this tale, the main character is Conor himself. The monster
takes him to revisit a nightmarish scene, in which Conor promises his
mother that he will continue to hold onto her. It appears that she slips
from his hands and into the void, but in fact, it is Conor who lets her
go. Conor has never spoken these sentiments aloud. Again, as in the
first three tales, Conor’s sense of guilt is sustained by his efforts to
dismiss feelings about his unacknowledged desire to kill his mother.

This nightmarish scene in the fourth tale is how the monster
coaxes Conor into speaking his intention. The monster wants Conor to
say, out loud, that he is surrendering his mother to death, warning him

to “speak the truth or stay here forever” (A Monster Calls 195). The
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monster’s phrase “stay here” means to stay in the nightmare, but it also
means that Conor will remain estranged as an abject if he does not
admit his guilt. In other words, Conor’s refusal to admit his abjection of
his mother, or his unwillingness to undertake matricide, will result in a
horrible loss of the self. As Kristeva explains, “to protect mother I kill
myself while knowing—phantasmatic and protective knowledge—that
it comes from her, the death-bearing” maternal figure (Black Sun 28).
At last, the monster prods the hesitating Conor forward by instructing
him: “You let her go” (A Monster Calls 195). Conor then admits, “I
can’t stand it anymore! ... T can’t stand knowing that she’ll go! T just
want it to be over! I want it to be finished!” (A Monster Calls 198;
original emphasis).

As Conor finishes the fourth tale, he finds that he survives the
nightmare, though he inconsolably blames himself for wishing his
mother to die. “T didn’t mean it,” he says (A Monster Calls 201).
According to the monster, these contradictory thoughts (wanting and
not wanting his mother to die) both are true. The monster says to
Conor: “You wanted her to go at the same time you were desperate for
me to save her. Your mind will believe comforting lies while also
knowing the painful truths that make those lies necessary. And your
mind will punish you for believing both” (A Monster Calls 201). The
monster shrewdly points out Conor’s mental state, which recalls

Kristeva’s definition of an abject person as one who “never stops
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demarcating his universe whose fluid confines—for they are constitutes
of a non-object, the abject—constantly question his solidity and impel
him to start afresh” (Power of Horror 8). Only by accepting his
conflicting state of mind as the truth can Conor free himself from
emotional havoc. At the end of the novel, Conor “held tightly onto his
mother” (A Monster Calls 215). He says to her again, “I don’t want you
to die,” (A Monster Calls 214) though it is “by doing so” that “he could
finally let her go” (A Monster Calls 215).

Conclusion

My reading of A Monster Calls has shown that the resolutions of
the first and second tales, as told by the monster, challenge Conor’s
expectations. As such, they provoke negative emotional responses from
him. Together, the tales connect his anger and guilt. He is angry at
everyone, his grandmother for assuming his mother would die, his
father for abandoning him, his classmates for not seeing him, and his
teachers for seeing him only as a soon-to-be motherless boy. He feels
deep guilt about his desire for his mother to die: he cannot heal her, so
her death is the only way to stop his unbearable anguish at losing her
gradually.

The monster’s tales help Conor to build different perceptions of



Making up Stories, Dealing with Emotions: Therapeutic Storytelling and the

Healing Process of Abjection in Patrick Ness’s Novel A Monster Calls 71

himself. The monster further helps Conor to process his emotions in the
third and fourth tales which mirror Conor’s personal situation. His
volatile emotions are wrought with feelings of abjection, the emotional
conflicts elicited by the inevitable death of his terminally ill mother.
The monster helps Conor to resolve these feelings by aiding his
conceptual blending of his real-life episodes with the story events. This
process allows Conor, finally, to begin to heal. To conclude, A Monster
Calls exemplifies the therapeutic power of storytelling in resolving

emotional issues.
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Abstract

Rosenblatt’s transactional theory has been acknowledged and applied
extensively in classroom settings of either literacy or literature
programs. Similarly, Gardner’s theory of “multiple intelligence” (MI)

challenged the traditional notion and made significant influence in the
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field of education. With the influence of these two theorists, the
concept of sign systems has been further developed and utilized in
designing teaching activities involving various signs to help children
elicit responses to stories. Sketch-to-stretch strategy is an example
generated on the basis of these two theories.

This article explored the potential of applying sketch-to-stretch
strategy in curriculum and illustrated an example of doing reading
aloud and sketch-to-stretch strategy in two language classes. Readers of
this article may draw some ideas and thoughts and come up with their

own ways of using sketch-to-stretch strategy in their own classrooms.

Key words : sketch-to-stretch strategy, children’s responses to literature,

language teaching and learning, in-class teaching activity
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Introduction

Bringing in children’s literature into classrooms is not anymore a
new concept in language and literacy education nowadays. Teachers
and educators have no doubts about the strong influence that reading of
children’s literature brings to the language development of young
learners (Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Macwhinney, 1999). Generally
speaking, it has been practiced for some time in many countries that
children’s literature is included and incorporated as parts of lessons or
textbooks in curriculum. In many American classrooms, it is commonly
seen that teachers read aloud picture books in classes of various
subjects, and interactive activities are designed and carried out to go
along with reading aloud.

However, the descriptions accounted above are not usually seen in
school education settings in Taiwan. There is still much room for
development, when the educational aspect of using children’s literature
in classrooms is concerned. The Curriculum Guidelines of 12-year
Basic Education has recently announced and issued by the Ministry of
Education (MOE), and in English learning area, the implementation of
picture storybooks has been included and suggested as a part of
teaching instructions and recommended as an evaluation method used

to assess students’ learning performance. Many teachers are still
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hesitated to teach content areas with children’s literature or have
questions about how to use children’s literature within the limited class
time, or what activities are suitable and eligible to be applied for
functions as supporting learning, encouraging students’ involvement,
engaging students in active learning or creating dynamic learning
environment and opportunities.

This article explored the potential of applying sketch-to-stretch
strategy in curriculum and illustrated an example of doing reading
aloud and sketch-to-stretch strategy in two Chinese language classes.
Readers of this article may draw some ideas and thoughts and come up
with their own ways of using sketch-to-stretch strategy in their own

classrooms.

Review of Literature

Rosenblatt (1994) believed that literature should be read
aesthetically, and readers are encouraged and invited to undergo “live-
through” reading experiences. She proposed that there is an active
relationship between readers and texts. According to Rosenblatt,
readers play an active role in the reading process-they actively interact
with texts and make meanings. Readers seek interpretations by making

associations and eliciting ideas that the words evoke in them. She also
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stated,

“The reader brings to the work of personality traits, memories of
past events, present needs and preoccupation, a particular mood
of the moment, and a particular physical condition. These and
many other elements in a never-to-be duplicated combination
determine his response to the peculiar contribution of the text.”

(1995, p. 31)

Rosenblatt’s transactional theory has been acknowledged and
applied extensively in classroom settings of either literacy or literature
programs. Children, like adults, are individuals with their own needs,
interests, and abilities. Therefore, there are significant needs to
encourage children to respond to and understand their responses to the
literature that they read. “In order to have a successful literature
program, teachers and librarians must know books well, but that is only
half the task. It is also necessary to understand children and the
changing patterns of their responses to literature” (Huck, Hepler &
Hickman, 1993, p.54).

However, in real classrooms, teachers usually play the role of
knowledge givers and students are passive receivers. The major reason
that teachers are still in control of students’ learning is that teachers ask

confidence in students. Spiegel (1996) discussed the importance of
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teacher sharing power with children by changing teachers’ role for
“the” leaders and controllers to facilitators and assistants to children. In
the recent decade, learner-centered teaching and learning pedagogy has
been highlighted among educational theorists and practitioners (e.g.,
Bailey & Colley, 2015; Ozpolat, 2013; Schweisfurth, 2014). For
instance, Barraket (2005) argued that learners construct knowledge for
themselves, and Schweisfurth (2014) strongly believed learner-centered
approach has a potential to form quality education. In order to achieve a
success in collaborative learning, it is important to stress necessity of
creating a friendly sharing community where children feel that their
responses are appreciated or respected by their teachers and peers
(Evans, 2009; Gabriel, 2016).

Influenced by semiotic theory, scholars considered art as one of
the components of sign systems, which are treated as “potential tools
for thinking and exploring new ideas for communication” (Short,
Kauffman & Kahn, 1999, p.16). Sign systems can provide new ways of
thinking and shape new perspectives. Leland and Harste (1994) further
commented that readers should be flexible of using different systems
through which they express responses to the texts.

However, art has been ignored by most of teachers and parents
when it comes to talk about cognitive learning. Many writers have
shared a common experience of searching for inspirations from scenes

in the real world and then stretching and mapping those scenes into
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mental associations or pictures. Drawing has served a similar function
as pictures do: to give readers concrete images and enable them to build
a better understanding of meaning. Drawings can be used to
communicate concepts and help comprehend concepts (Laurence, 2011;
Musgrove & Musgrove, 2015).

Gardner (1980), the founder of the theory of multiple intelligence
(MI), explored the vital links between children's art and their
emotional, social, and cognitive development and regarded art
education as the education of a process of thought. The experiences of
making drawings inspire children to think and even take one step
further to help them make thoughtful and productive responses. It was
suggested that young children with limited language ability and
restricted spoken skills can use drawings to show their understanding
about the world and also as a tool for problem solving (Heath & Wolf,
2005; Hubbard, 1987; Roam, 2013). Harste (2014) emphasized the
importance to include art in curriculum because he believes, “Art
allows us to explore who we are, how we are different, what makes us
unique, what contributions we might make to the ongoing
conversation” (p.97).

Sketch-to-stretch, defined as sketching what the story means
(Short & Harste, 1996), is a strategy that can be applied during reading-
aloud session to help elicit reading responses. It serves a function that

“expand opportunities for responses beyond talking and writing” (Short
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& Harste, 1996, p.160). Whitin (1994) explained the strategy as
“creating a visual representation of colors, lines, symbols, and shapes to
convey one’s understanding of conflict, characters, theme or feelings in
a piece of literature” (p.101).

When a child makes a decision to present his/her response through
sketches, he/she has to make choices on how to make their sketches
alive (Hubbard,1987). They express their feelings and thoughts freely
and make personal intertextual connections while drawing their
responses. As Arantes, Hess, Gongalves, & Rodrigues (2017) pointed
out, “Drawings can represent our interior images and perceptions of
how the things are and how they are connected.” (p. 5).

Asking children to respond to literature through sketches and to
share their sketches with teachers and the whole class is one of ways to
let them show what they know and have learned through reading. When
sharing responses, discoveries and questions with the teacher and their
classmates and receiving responses from them, children get a chance to
hear how others think. This will help each individual child learn from
each other and make learning a collaborative process (Baloche, 2014;

Steward, Hebert, & Cheek, 2007).

Research Questions
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This pilot study was designed as an attempt to answer the
following questions:
1. What kinds of responses do the young children in this study make
in sketches?
2. Do children engage aesthetic reading experiences when making

sketches?

Method

Research Design

For this study, three visits were paid to two classes at a local
Chinese School in Arizona State in the United States. The approach I
took was participant observation, where my role in this study was both
a participant and observer. I read one picture storybook to the classes
during each visit. The books selected to be read aloud were all
originally written in English by American authors. I translated the
stories from English into Chinese, wrote the translation on index cards
and attached each index card to the corresponding page. During the

read-aloud, each story was read in Mandarin only.
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The three book titles included, Come With Me (Wolff, 1996);
Harriet, You’ll Drive Me Wild (Fox, 2003); and Night Visitors (Young,
1995). The former two books were selected because they had themes
that young children would easily associate with and make connections
to. Come With Me talks about a sense of love for animals, and most
children readers must have gone through the similar experiences and
conflicts as Harriet has in the story of Harriet, You’ll Drive Me Wild.
Night Visitors was written and adapted based on an ancient Chinese
folktale. The students in the class where I read aloud this book were
older kids from the upper grades. I think it was appropriate to introduce
a story that incorporates elements of language and cultural ideas.

After finishing reading a story, I asked children to try a “sketch to
stretch” activity. Then the next chunk of class time was dedicated to get
the children to share their sketches with the whole class. During the
sharing time, I asked questions to make them explain or clarify their
sketches or their feelings and thoughts about the stories they had
listened to. I also encouraged the rest of the class to respond to each
sketch. In this session, both Mandarin and English were used
interchangeably. English was used when children had difficulties
making themselves understood when giving explanations and sharing
ideas and thoughts about their drawings. Nevertheless, it had to be
noticed and stated that nearly 90 percent of the speaking was done in

Mandarin.
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In addition to conduct class observations, I also did a face-to-face
interview with two teachers after the activities. By acting as a
participant observer and co-teacher, I facilitated interactions with the
children that I observed. By working with the children in class
activities, I not only observed what happened when class activities were
taking place but also had opportunities to talk to individual child and
ask specific questions about the sketches made by certain child. Also,
since I was a part of the class community, children became more

willing to share their responses with me.

Setting

The local Chinese School where the study was conducted at
offered two-hour Mandarin language courses followed by one-hour
cultural courses. Three kinds of Chinese languages are taught in the
school: Mandarin used in Taiwan, Simplified Mandarin used in
Mainland China, and Cantonese used in Hong Kong. The language
classes focus on teaching speaking and listening only. Word recognition
might be taught along with the teaching content, but the written
language is not formally taught in class. Classes for adults are offered
as well, although the main targeted learners are children. The basic

criterion of grouping students was based on the language preference,
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and the decisive factors for class classification were language ability
and proficiency of each individual learner, not the age. The majority of
the students are Chinese American children; however, quite a few
children of Anglo-American and Hispanic-American ethnic

backgrounds also attend the school.

Participants

Two teachers, Ms. Y and Ms. W, and the children from their
classes were involved in this project. Ms. Y taught basic Simplified
Mandarin class. Her class was composed of eight children, five girls
and three boys who ranged in ages from four to eight by the time when
the study was initiated and conducted. Ms. W taught high-intermediate
Traditional Mandarin class. There were only four children in her class,
two girls and two boys who ranged in age from nine to fourteen. All the
children in these two classes were born, raised and educated in
America.

The parents of the children in Ms. Y’s class were originally from
Mainland China, and all of the children in this class are fluent
Mandarin speakers. The parents of three children in Ms. W’s class were
originally from Hong Kong. English is considered to be their native

language, Cantonese is maintained as their heritage language that is



Sketch-to-Stretch: A Fun and Interactive Art Activity That Helps Engage Students

in the Reading Process 89

used with family members and relatives in the households, and they
learned Mandarin in Chinese School during their childhood and teenage
years. | had been told and had observed that although most children
speak Mandarin quite well, they spoke English only when conversing

with each other in the class.

Data Collection and Analysis

The data collected for analysis included the children’s sketches,
their oral responses, and two face-to-face interviews conducted in
Mandarin with Ms. Y and Ms. W. When I analyzed and interpreted the
children’s sketches, their own explanations and descriptions displayed
in sharing time were taken into consideration. The first reason is that |
wanted to be sure whether children’s sketches really reflect their
responses to and their thinking process/understanding of the stories.
The other reason is that I hoped to detect the usefulness of using
“sketch to stretch” as a strategy to help readers elicit responses. That is
why I think there is a need to examine each individual sketch in-depth
and link each sketch to the oral responses that each child gave. In
addition, my analysis and interpretations were also drawn from my
responses to the sketches and my assumptions about the unspoken silent

messages that were indicated by other features such as their reactions
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and body languages observed in the class sessions.

In discussion part, all the children will be addressed by their real
names. There is no need to use pseudonyms when children are referred
because they all signed their names on their sketches. It will likewise be
viewed as a move to recognize their role of being authors of their

original creations and to show appreciation to their art works.

Findings and Discussions

Types of Responses

The outcomes of the analysis of children’s sketches showed that
their responses can be classified as follows:

1. Particular images or ideas from the story: Children picked up
certain images or ideas from the story and then worked on those
images to create new drawings. For example, one girl drew a
sketch of a big ant after listening to my reading of Night Visitors.

2. Reproductions of pictures in the book: In sketches, children copied
certain images or parts of illustrations appeared in the stories.

3. Storyline: The children made sketches that summarized the plot or
presented a short version of the stories.

4. Memories of experiences: Sketches reflected real life experiences
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that children shared with the characters in the stories.

5. Personal connections: The contents of the sketches presented
personal feelings, thoughts, or associations that children
developed with the stories.

6. Longing: Children hoped that they could have or experience
something similar to characters in the stories.

7. New story or imagination: Children picked up ideas or images
from the stories and created new stories or texts of their own.

8. Irrelevant responses: The contents of the sketches showed no

relationship to the stories.

Complex and Creative Designs Discovered in the

Sketches

The categories listed above can only give a rough and superficial
description of the sketches made by the children of the study. Actually,
they are far from capturing the aesthetic characteristics of the sketches
or hardly reflect the complexity and creativity that children exerted in
their art works. I was amazed by the children’s oral and visual
responses when I did a close analysis.

The results of my analysis proved that most children in this study
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had gained aesthetic reading experiences and had given deep thoughts
about the stories, even though they might not completely understand the
story plots due to language limitation. Also, it was found that each
individual sketch showed different layers of understandings and unique

reader perspective interpretations of the same stories.

|
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Figure 1 Figure 2

Qian (see Figure 1) drew himself and a little dog playing together
on the ground. He explained, “The puppy is so small that I can put it on
my head.” (in translation) At my first glance of his sketch, I thought he
had copied a scene from the book, but he told us that he really had
similar happy experiences. When he heard my instruction of making a
sketch, the first image that came to Qian’s mind was that scene. He
drew a lamp in the picture too, which indicated that the event took
place inside a room. This little detail not only played a significance in
making a difference between his own picture and the picture in the

book, but also corresponded with his words of having similar expe-
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riences to the character in the story.

When Maria showed her picture to the class, the other children, the
teacher and I immediately realized that she had put herself in the sketch
(see Figure 2). Her dress and the way she did her hair that day was the
same as the girl she drew. She had a Dalmatian, so she put one in the
sketch. She explained that blue is her favorite color, so she painted

clouds with blue.

Figure 1 Figure 2

The sketch that Emma (age 5) painted is a little hard to understand
without her explaining it (see Figure 3). The pattern decorated with
pointed triangle shapes and circles was actually a rainbow. One of the
children proposed a question to the artist and asked why the pattern was
not painted with seven different colors. She replied that it was in only
one color because “it is in the night and you cannot see that many

colors in the night.” (in translation) Thus, we recognized that the image
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that looked like the sun was in fact the moon, and the gray triangles
were mountains. The blue represented a river, and the green represented
the grass. Seeing her drawing, I realized that she used colors as symbols
to represent objects that she wanted to draw.

Angela, who was six, drew a cat (see Figure 4). She explained that
she didn’t have a dog and liked cat the most. The brown round ball in
the girl’s hand was a yo-yo, a toy people usually use to play with cats.
There was a house painted in the background. She used red to indicate
where her room was located because red was her favorite color. She
wanted to show the gate with a bright color. The color of orange was
selected because orange looked pretty bright in her sense.

Connie’s sketch was an interesting one of which combined two
worlds (see Figure 5). The day that we did the activity happened to be
her birthday. Because she was much preoccupied with what had
happened at her birthday party in that morning before the class was
held, she drew a picture that was totally irrelevant to the story being
read. The large and tall half-figure in the middle was her grandmother.
The girl explained that she drew her grandmother as a tall image to
show the trait that she was of old age. The image of grandmother
looked like a vertical line that visually divided the picture into two
parts. Other than that, the image of a girl on the left side of the picture

was also a self-portrait.
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Figure 5

At the moment, we were curious about why she decided to draw a
picture with two worlds in it. The answer surprised all of us. Although
she physically sat in the classroom, her attention and thoughts drifted
between what had happened in the class and what had happened in the
party. The situation she was in made her feel that she simultaneously
stayed in the two worlds. Moreover, since the two events (the class and
birthday party) happened in different periods of time, in order to make
a clear distinguish between them, to draw a picture that contained two
worlds seemed to be a natural thing to do to her.

Since her sketch showed nothing related to the story, I
purposefully asked her some comprehension questions about the story,
and she could answer them. When I asked her why she didn’t respond
to the story, she told us she was aware that she had to draw a picture

that had something to do with the story, but she could not stop
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recalling those happy memories that was stuck in her mind. Once she
held a color pen in her hand, she immediately felt a strong impulse to
draw the scenes that she had in mind. From this experience, I learned
that we teachers need to constantly adjust our requirements for students
and allow surprises to happen. If I sticked strictly to my original
intention and demanded her to respond only to the story, I would have
missed out on seeing the lively and interesting sketch.

o - =

Figure 6 Figure 7 Figure 8

Several of the children drew fairly similar sketches of a dog
playing in grass (see Figures 6, 7 & 8). One of the children said that she
couldn’t draw a dog, so she only drew flowers. After looking at those
sketches and talking to the children, I found that they relied heavily on
life experiences and visual memories when they responded to reading.
The finding is in consistence with Hubbard’s theory (1996) that when
children respond to materials they read, they have tendency to draw

images from their memories.
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Figure 9

Kevin summarized the plot of the story in his sketch (See Figure
9). His sketch revealed to us (the teacher and I) some information about
his Chinese comprehension ability. Kevin, in the eyes of the class
teacher, was regarded as a basic learner with poor speaking ability and
little listening comprehension ability. He acted as a reluctant learner
and refused to practice or speak any Chinses in the class. The story I
read aloud on that day was Night visitors (Young, 1995), whose
storyline was adapted from " @ # - ¥ ;| , a Chinese idiom story.
Kevin’s sketch demonstrated that he completely understood the story.
The teacher was shocked to realize that she might have underestimated
his Chinese ability.

Kevin composed the bottom half of his sketch in the way like a

comic strip. He nicely labeled each frame with a number and a sign of
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arrow to indicate the reading sequence. He also included some car
images in the pictures so that the viewers could clearly tell where Ho
Kaun (the protagonist in Night Visitors) is. In frame 3, the viewers
could tell that the two figures in the middle are Ho Kaun and his wife
because they are presented in the center, and the figure with long hair
shows the gender. The arrangements of the elements that he composed
in his sketch gave a strong hint to us that he had build a sense of
spatial. In frame 4, he drew black ants and red ants with different
characteristics, making it easier for the viewer to distinguish these two
groups. Frame 5 showed two people holding a jar, but we could still
easily distinguish Ho Kaun from the soldier because of the way the
artist presented the two characters: the image on the left has his knees
on the ground.

It was amazing to see how he used his imagination and skills to
reproduce the story in one page. The sketch is simple, but the idea
behind the sketch and the thinking process that he went through are
very complex. I was impressed to see that an eleven years old boy

could demonstrate such creative, complicated and logical thinking.
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Figure 10

In contrast to Kevin’s sketch, Ervin (age 10) used totally different
techniques in his sketch (see Figure 10). He combined words and
drawings to represent the plot of the story. Reading Erwin’s picture is
like doing a mathematical equation. He first gave definitions to each
symbol and then interwove the summary with those symbols. Thus,
every time when a symbol is detected, the viewers need to translate
them and interpret the symbols with their corresponding meanings.
Moreover, at the bottom of the right side, there is a short but concise
version of summary.

From the examples included in this paper, it is clear that children
in this study do have the abilities to do complex thinking. Their
sketches indeed reflect their responses, thinking processes and

understanding of the stories as well.



100 EZFRAEASCEH - 55 11 &5 1

Other Findings

Besides a high level of complexity and creativity that children
presented in their sketches, there were three other interesting aspects to
be examined. First, many of the children in this study drew themselves
in the sketches. Age might be a crucial factor to be taken into account
in making such distinction. While it was found there was a high
tendency that young children included self-portraits in their sketches,
none of the older children (over age 9) enrolled in the study did this. It
was quite a contrast when a comparison was made between younger
children and older children subjects.

The second interesting finding was that older children were more
likely to combine words and pictures together in their sketches than
younger children and used various forms of symbols to represent their
feelings and thoughts. The reactions may be attributed to the factor that
older children have learned more words, have more experiences with
print and have more writing experiences. It may be more difficult for
younger children to express their thoughts and feelings in written words
because they have a limited vocabulary. Thus, younger children heavily
rely on using pictures to express what they want to say.

Finally, almost all of the children in this study expressed that they

preferred to draw than write. They liked to draw because images and
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ideas came to them frequently and easily. They agreed among
themselves that drawing is much easier because they have confidence
that they are capable to show what they want to express. The only thing
that they need to do with drawing is to get images from their heads to
papers. When they write, they think hard to find vocabulary, use correct
grammar and construct ways to express what they want to convey. This
process is much harder than drawing and takes much more time as well.
Furthermore, as Maria stated, “drawing is fun, and I love to color
images to make my picture pretty.” Many heads nodded in agreement
when Maria composed her sentence.

However, one boy and one girl said they couldn’t draw and
preferred to respond orally or in written form. I noticed these two
children were the ones that kept asking me, “what do we draw?” It
indicated to me that drawing was a difficult task for them, and they did
not feel comfortable when others were having fun working on their
sketches. The way I dealt with this situation and solved the problem
was to tell them to find an illustration on the page that interested them
or they enjoyed the most and then drew a copy of the illustration. The
other option I provided was to copy different images found in the book
and then put those images together to create a sketch of their own
design.

Regina’s case served as another kind of example. Regina (age 9) at

first wanted to draw a wolf, but after she started drawing, she found the
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appearance of the wolf she drew resembled much more like a horse. So,
she changed her mind and decided to draw a horse instead. Later when
she shared her picture with the class, she told us to pretend it was a
wolf. Two boys immediately complained that there was no way to think
of a horse as a wolf. I asked her what the wolf looked like in her mind,
and then she started to naming adjectives to us. While she was naming
those adjectives, she began to draw an outline on the back of the paper.
Suddenly, she voiced out loudly “I know how to draw a wolf, and I will

show you a scary wolf.” Here is her before and after sketch (see Figure

11).

Figure 11 (first try/second try)

It had been discussed that visual response helps children to
generate topics and ideas for writing because they learn to “read” and

“examine” images carefully (Hubbard, Winterbourne & Ostrow, 1996;
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Olshansky, 1994). In Regina’s case, she thought of an image in her
head, but she needed to transform the image into words and used word
to help her draw. This case reminds me that we can go back and forth
between words and images when our thinking gets stuck. Regina
apparently used this strategy to help her accomplish her response.
Moreover, Regina revised her sketch because two boys challenged
her. When two boys placed pressure on her, she fought back and
generated motivation to do revision. Whitin (1996) described that her
students became careful and aware of what they drew in their sketches
and prepared to explain and defend for their drawings and their reasons
and meanings behind sketches they made, because they knew their
classmates would ask them questions about their sketches. There is a
similar connection between the cases Whitin discovered and the case of

Regina in my study.

Possible Problems for Consideration

While we were trying sketch-to-stretch with the child participants,
two problems occurred: copying and quarrelling.

Children who sat near to each other may pick up the same idea to
draw in their sketches. In Ms. Y’s class, two girls and a boy sat in a

group and talked to each other when working on their drawings. Their
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sketches all contained the same theme of a dog playing on the grass.
The only difference was that each child presented the theme in different
ways. The same situation happened in Ms. W’s class. Two girls who sat
in the same row picked exactly the same idea to put on their sketches.
Their sketches were nearly identical, and I knew one girl copied the
other girl’s work because she glanced at the other girl’s sketch many
times while she was drawing her own.

Occasionally, after a child shared his or her sketch, some other
children picked something from the previous oral presentations and
added newly formed ideas to their own sketches. For example, a boy
complained that two other children copied his idea because he finished
the sketch first, and the other two boys repeatedly asked to see it. So,
he wrote “ORIGINAL COPY” on his sketch. However, another older
boy disagreed and strongly protested that he had the idea first and told
the other two what he was drawing. He wrote “original before original
copy by (the boy’s name)” on his sketch. They debated for several
minutes until the teacher stopped them.

Seeing from another point of view, it may be a positive sign
showing they learned from each other, deepened their thinking about
the idea, expanded perspective on the issue concerned them and
increased knowledge and understanding of the texts, which can be
referred as objectives that collaborative learning aims to achieve.

Censorship is another issue that teachers may need to deal with. In
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this class, it was about violent content. Two boys centered on the idea
of killing in their both oral and picture responses. Ms. Y told me that
she didn’t think it was an appropriate response to be shared with others
in the class, and she expressed her concerns about this issue. Later
when I interviewed her, I asked her what she would do the next time
when she sees students draw something that she believes is
inappropriate or problematic. She replied, “I’ll ask the student to make
another sketch.” (in translation) I then proposed my second question to
her about what she would do if there was not sufficient time for a new
one. She stated, “I will let them share with other students but will tell
the whole class that I don’t like the idea and considers it to be wrong.”
(in translation)

Ms. W who was asked the same question replied that she would
first try to understand why the student drew a violent scene. “If the
student is just joking and feel it was funny, I will let him/her share.” (in
translation) However, she would also remind the student that he/she
may get in trouble by showing a violent sketch to people that don’t
know him/her well.

What actions to be taken and how to deal with problems are what
teachers need to think of ahead of time when they decide to use sketch-
to-stretch strategy in their classes. It is suggested to take advice from
Whitin (2002). He prosed to establish norms for collaborative work and

rules for children to follow in order to “build a feeling of acceptance
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and community” (p. 449).

That sketch-to-stretch strategy is effective in encouraging children
to practice speaking in class was an unanticipated benefit discovered in
this study. When it came to sharing time, all the children were eager to
talk. This scene surprised Ms. Y and Ms. W greatly, and they had never
seen children behave in such a way during a lesson. In my conversation

with the two teachers, Ms. Y commented,

“These children usually are quiet and passive in the class,
especially when | asked them to read sentences and texts on the
textbooks. Most of them are forced by their parents to come to the
Chinese school. They have little intention to learn Chinese. They
can speak Chinese and comprehend Chinese, but they just don’t
want to say it. Even though | asked them to use Chinese when
we’re having a lesson, they spoke a few sentences and then
switched back to English. They talked to each other in English. |
seldom heard them speaking Chinese to each other. Today was the
first time | heard them speaking so much Chinese... and talking so

happily.” (in translation)

Teachers of English in Taiwan can take a consideration to try
sketch-to-stretch with their students in English class. The sketches

themselves provide food for talk and generate a meaningful purpose for
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communication. On one hand, it helps increase motivation for students
to practice English speaking. On the other hand, in the process of
making a sketch and thinking of what to tell in sharing time, language
learners are given more time to construct their speaking content in a
foreign language, which may raise the possibilities of becoming more
willing to speak English in front of other students in class and feeling

more comfortable to practice English speaking.

Conclusion

Spoken and written languages are what have conventionally been
considered as the main tools for communication until Howard
Gardner’s theory of “multiple intelligence” (MI) challenged the
traditional notion and made significant influence in the field of
education. The reason that various sign systems are acknowledged is
that each sign system works differently and has its own strength and
power that any other sign system cannot compete. It is important to let
children understand that sign system is not limited to talented people,
and their choices should not be limited either. In order to become
familiar with those sign systems and feel comfortable and natural to use
different signs or intelligences, children should be provided with more

opportunities and time to practice and play with different sign systems
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or intelligences.

This research experience taught me a great deal about children’s
responses and the possibility of applying art activity in class to help
children engage learning and express themselves. I learned to open my
mind, listen carefully to children, ask questions, share my own
responses with them and learn from them. I am also convinced that
children do have the ability to understand stories and things that we
thought they don’t understand.

Besides, it is really important that teachers give children
opportunities to express their responses verbally after they have
finished their sketches. Some teachers just ask children to make
sketches but don’t provide a chance for them to share their sketches or
thoughts with others. In this way, teachers miss the chance to notice the
meaningful details that children include in their sketches and may

interpret children’s response in a mistaken way.
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