o Vblumef_-'i_ll_;.ﬂumbgr_-1 o Winter 2001




. o . Whitelaw, J., & Wolf, S. A. (2001), Learning to “see
Posted with the permission of the publisher. beyond™: Sixth-grade students’ artistic perceptions

) of The Giver. The New Advocate, 14 (1), 57-67.

m LITERATURE | IN PRACTICE

Learning to “See Beyond”:
Sixth-Grade Students’ Artistic Perceptions of The Giver
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Jessica Whitelaw is a sixth grade reading teacher  throughout the text is the role of visual imagery.

from Avon, Colorado, Shelby A. Wolf is an associate in a related sequence of scenes in my sixth grade
professor of education ar the University of Colorado  reading classroom in a Rocky Mountain middle
at Boulder. school, a group of 12-year-old students and |, read

and discussed The Giver last spring. My students
were ethnically diverse (Chinese American, Mexi-
can American, Japanese American, and Anglo
American) and ail were avid, even gifted readers.

“| think it's true,” he told the Chief Elder and the
community. “Tdon'tunderstand ityet. | don’t know

whar it is. But sometimes | see something. And 1o 0ver they often rushed through books in their
maybe iv's beyond. eagerness to get on to the next chapter, the next
She took her arm from his shoulders. book, the next adventure. What | wanted them to

do was to stow down and to reflect upon what they
had read—to stand back from the text and think
deeply about what was inside.

In my own reading, ! had concentrated on theo-

“Jonas,” she said, speaking not to him alone but to
the entire community of which he was a part. “You
will be trained to be cur next Receiver of Memory.

We thank you for your childhood” (Lowry, 1993, p. rists who described literary interpretation as a dy-
64). namic and engaging experience. With the help of
In this pivotal scene from Lois lowry’s The my university mentor and co-author, Shelby, 1 be-
Giver, Jonas, leaving his childhood behind at 12 gan with Rosenblatt’s (1978; 1995) transactional
years of age, is chosen to become the next Receiver theory, especially her emphasis on an aesthetic
of Memory because of his “Capacity to See Beyond.” approach to reading, a stance in which the reader
Jonas s selected, singled out from his community—  “focyses] attention on the private, as well as the
a seemingly Utopian society that has rejected public, aspects of meaning” (p. 292). Yogether, we
choice, color, pain, and even love in order to achieve  gpydied various modes of response such as drama,
“Sameness.” He begins his training with an elder  dance, and the visual arts. 1 came to believe that
citizen, the Giver, who transmits memories of the through these modes students could interact with
past through visual scenes. Through these experi-  gex(s in ways that helped them savor, build upon,
ences, Jonas comes to see his community in ways  and enrich their experiences. Like Buescher (1996),
he had not seen before, and comes to perceive al- | felt thac “recognizing . . . aesthetic ways of know-

ternatives to “Sameness” in the possibilities of Else- ing [could] expand the richness of every studenc’s
where. Central to Jonas’s evolving understanding intelligence” (p. 7).
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From this wide array of response choices, | de-
cided to focus on the visual arts, particularly for
their capacity to help move scudents from the con-
crete to the abstract. Lowry’s (1993) novel, The
Giver, particularly lent irself to this approach be-
cause its powerful visual imagery encourages read-
ers to return to and reflect upon the novel. Uld-
mately, | was struck with how the visual arts served
to strengthen my students’ capacities to see beyond,
to consider alternatives to their own lives, and to
view both rext and life in ways that they had not
seen before.

Literary Interpretation
and the Visual Arts

We live in a visual world. lmages surround us
in our daily lives, be itin our
clothing, on our walls, on
television, film, billboards,
computers, or in the adver-
tising of our favorite restau-
rants. And we're skilled at
reading these signs and
symbols, interpreting the
images to garner meaning.
Still, these skills are often
stighted in schools, and stu-
dents’ attention s rarely
drawn to the visual arts as
a tool for comprehension and interpretation. Stu-
dents are expected to decode the words on the page
and ro perceive what the words might mean, butit
is less common to have students discuss the im-
ages they are receiving.

McCloud (1993 ) makes the distinction berween
perceiving words and receiving pictures: “Pictures
are received information. We need no formal edu-
cation to ‘get the message.’ The message is instan-
raneous. Writing is perceived information. It takes
time and specialized knowledge to decode the ab-
stract symbols of language” (p. 49, emphasis in the
original). This distinction is critical for Jonas who
receives his information through instantaneous
images and then needs to attach abstract words to
those images. For example, during his first session,
the Giver tells Jonas that he will rransmit the idea

Ultimately, I was sfruck with
how the visual arts served to
strengthen my students’
capacities lo see beyond, fo
consider alfernatives to their own
lives, and to view both text and
fife in ways that they had not
seen before.

of “snow.” Jonas has no idea what this odd word
could mean, butwhen the image appears, the word
begins to have meaning: “Beyond, through the swirl
of what he now, somehow, perceived was the thing
the old man had spoken of—snow—he could look
out and down a great distance” (Lowry, 1993, p.
81). From that distance, Jonas also realizes that he’s
sitting on a “sled” with “runners” atop a great “hill.”
After the transmission of this first memory, the
Giver decides to provide another, but this time he
withholds the words: “I'm not going 1o tell you the
name of it, because 1 want to test the receiving.
You should be able ro perceive the name without
being rold” (p. 84).

So what is the relationship between reception
and perceprion in literary response through the
visual arts? Here, three separate but interconnect-
ing processes are essential to
understand: envisioning,
composing, and interpret-
ing.

The first process, envi-
sioning, is often associared
with comprehension. Here
the reader calls on his/her
bank of stored visual imag-
ery in order ro understand
the words on the page.
Wherther the image comes
from personal experience or
more distanced background knowledge or is cre-
ated on the spor to illustrate a character or con-
cept, mental imagery helps the reader envision
what's being said. As Keene and Zimmerman (1997)
point out, good readers “take possession of the
books they read by creating, being aware of, and
describing their own mental images” (p. 135). Asa
comprehension strategy, elaborated images—rich
in detail—are the most effective.

The second process, composing, involves stu-
dents responding to written texts through their
own art. While “envisioning” implies the images
in the head, “composing” means gerting these im-
ages on paper. As Anderson, Kauffman, & Short
(1998) explain, “composing art involves construct-
ing meaning through ‘authoring’ a piece of art”
(p. 148). A variety of researchers have explored this
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process, asking students to “Sketch to Strerch”
(Short & Harste, 1996) or create more elaborate
artstc representations (Wilhelm, 1996). Enciso
(1996) developed the Symbolic Representation In-
terview (SR1} “which gives children a way to both
talk about and depict their engagement with a
story” (p. 180). One aspect of the SRI involves cre-
ating character and reader cut-outs which children
“manipulate . . . to demonstrate the movement,
relationships, images, and ideas they experienced”
(p. 181). In this process, students make decisions
in the creartion of a piece of art in terms of both
the ideas it represents as well as in the practical
execurion of the piece. As students create visual art
to respond to text, they are essentially creating a
new [ext.

The student-created art then becomes a spring-
board for discussion, which
leads us to our third pro-
cess: interpretation. Ander-
son, Kauffman, and Short
(1998) explain that “Inter-
preting art involves con-
structing meaning through
‘reading’ illustrations and
artwork” (p. 148). Typically,
this process refers to op-
portunities for students ro
interpret illustrations in
published texts—in other
words, the artwork of pro-
fessional children’s book illustrators (Keifer, 1995;
Nodelman, 1988; 1996). In this article, however,
we are focussing on students involved in interpret-
ing their own artwork as well as the artwork of
other students in the class. In responding to tex-
tual images, reflection is necessary, for itis in the
process of rethinking that ideas are sorted, syn-
thesized, and thus, interprered.

Reader response through the visual arts ulti-
mately uses all three processes—envisioning, com-
posing, and interpreting. A child reads a text and
envisions an image, puts it to paper, and then brings
it to his/her class for discussion. In seeing, creat-
ing, and talking, the three processes blur, inter-
mingle, and cycle back and forth. Talking abour a
piece of art creates new images in the mind, and

S0 what is the relationship
between receplion and perception
i liferary response through the
visual arts? Here, three separate
but interconnecting processes
are essenfial to understand:
envisioning, composing, and
Inferpreting.

these in turn are taken back to the drawing board.
in the next few pages, | will demonstrate how my
children’s discussions of The Giverled to images they
created both in their heads and on paper, and sub-
sequently to further discussion and interpretation.

Envisioning Utopia
[The Giver] shook his head. “No, no,” he said.

“I'm not being clear. It’s not my past, not my child-
hood that | must rransmit to you.”

He leaned back, resting his head against the back
of the upholstered chair. “It's the memory of the
whole world,” he said with a sigh. “Before you, be-
fore me, before the previous receiver, and genera-
tions before him.

Jonas frowned. “The whole world?” he asked. I
don’t understand. Do you
mean not just us? Not just
the community? Do you
mean Elsewhere, too? .. .1
thought there was only us. |
thought there was only
now.” (Lowry, 1993, p. 78)

As the Giver begins to
offer Jonas the memories of
the whole world, jonas
comes to realize that there
are places beyond the un-
varying routines and regu-
lations of his unique community.

Before beginning to read the novel with my stu-
dents, 1 wanted to give them an opportunity to
think about and envision different ways of orga-
nizing society. We started by looking at the word
“Utopia.” None of the students in the class were
initially familiar with this word at all. We looked
first at the dictionary definition: “an ideal place or
state with perfect laws.” We also explored its ori-
gins in ancient Greece where the word is said to
have had a dual meaning: perfect place/no place.
We then discussed the implications of this di-
chotomy and asked, “Could a perfect society really
exise?” .

This discussion led to the creation of our first
visual response—our collective vision of a utopian
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society, listing its porential atibutes, Initially, the
students acted as lirtle lawmakers and generared
ideas based primarily on laws and regularions: “no
pollution,” “no guns,” “no trash,” “no pain,” “good
education,” “many job opportunities,” and “no dis-
crimination.” But they also included more personal
idealisms such as “freedom o make choices,” “no
pressure” and “no arguing over stupid stuff.” We
compiled our ideas on butcher paper ro create a
class “vision™ of utopia that we posted in the room.

The next day, | wanted to move my students
toward an even more personal view of utopia and
to provide them with a chance ro think about their
own lives in a more immediate way. To facilitate
this, 1 asked each student to come up with a list of
ten things that they valued in life. They worked
independently in class and then ranked their listin
order of importance. We then shared a few of our
ideas as a class, and after discussion and rethink-
ing, the students made modifications to their origi-
nal lists. Following this reworking, each student
contributed one idea to a class compilation of our
values: “family,” “love,” “fun,” “humor,” “brains,”
“books,” “kindness,” “dance,” “peace,” and “my
dog.” We mounted the resulting word wall next to
our Uropia chart. The two constructions acted as a
focus for the unit of study, and provided something
tangible to revisit as we read. | encouraged my stu-
dents fo go up and add new thoughts as the unit
progressed, which they often did.

Over the course of the novel, studenis came to
vealize that the very qualities thar define Utopia
are often present only through the sacrifice of
things that they value: safety at the cost of less free-
dom, no hunger at the cost of less choice, no pain
at the cost of less love. The publicly-posted charts
encouraged students to dialogue on these critical
concepts and, over time, their ideas about the ele-
ments of Utopia altered as they witmessed the flaws
in Jonas’s “perfect” community. They realized that
many of the elements of Utopia theyd listed would
place the very things they valued in jeopardy. In
this way, the dichotomy of the Greek definition~
perfect place/no place—could be clearly seen
through the visual medium of the charts.

As the students read The Giver, | encouraged
them to record their ideas in a daily two-column

response log. One side of the log marked a notable
section of the text, the other was a placeholder for
students’ comments. They could discuss their likes
and dislikes, questions, personal connections, pre-
dictions, agreements and disagreements, com-
ments, opinions, feelings, as well as note images
that came to mind as they read. Even more impor-
tant, | suggested that they could use their logs to
make these images into visual compositions
through sketches and more complex creations.
Through the medium of the journal, students could
track changes in their perceptions over time, and |
could write back to them and make comments to
push their thinking even further. Like Jonas, their
thoughts emerged in bits as they slowly began to
see beyond the concrete immediacy of the text and
into the larger abstract issues involved.

Seeing Color

But suddenly Jonas noficed, following the path
of the apple through the air with his eyes that the
piece of fruit had—well, this was the part that he
couldn’t adequarely understand— the apple had
changed. Just for an instant. He had changed in
mid air ... (Lowry, 1993, p. 24)

This changeis part of Jonas's developing aware-
ness of his unique Capacity to See Beyond. The color
red, as seen in an apple, is Jonas’s first experience
with color. He sees it in flashes, first in an apple,
and later in blood and in the color of his friend
Fiona’s hair. He has no idea what this change might
be; he has no words to amtach to the foreign con-
cept of color which was eliminated when his com-
munity went £o the gray world of Sameness.

As my students read this scene in The Giver, a
few began to create their first individual arristic
responses. | encouraged them to think about how
the novel portrayed key concepts such as color,
hunger, and pain—aspects that were not a part of
Jonas’s world. One Anglo American student, James,
(all names of students are pseudonyms) who would
often choose to compose art in lieu of writing, con-
structed a collage based on the theme of color,
portraying the scene where Jonas firstsaw the apple
transform in" midair (see Figure 1). He drew the
apple first, in black and white, and then measured
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carefully-drawn wriangular bullets, shooting into the
apple from all sides. in a casual discussion with me
about the piece while in process, he explained that
he would overlay these triangles with grayish blue
construction paper. However, at the point where
the bullet pierced the apple, he would change the
construction paper color to deep red, to represent
the flash of color. As Figure 1 illustrates, the result-
ing apple truly captures the sense of movemencand
color in this scene and makes the text come alive.
The visual arts allowed Johnny to address a mo-
ment in the text that is critical to Jonas’s under-
standing of his world, as well as the reader’s un-
derstanding of the book. It shows that like Jonas,
Johnny saw beyond the apple and into the world
of color.

Figure 1. James' collage on the theme of color.

As students worked on their responses to the
text through the visual arts, talk became increasingly
important. Sometimes the talk was one-on-one, as
. whenJohnny and | discussed his apple creation. Yer,
students also interacted with one another, ralking
together ac their tables, explaining their choices and
the details of their pieces. They offered each other
advice on possibilities or asked a friend whether
their desired effect had been achieved. Indeed, the
talk surrounding their artwork was so intriguing, 1
wanted to make it even more public, to offer the
chance for larger group discussion and interpreta-
tion. Ultimately, talk became a dynamic and inte-
gral part of the creation process as well as in our
overall reflections on the text, for it offered the

chance for students to share their art as a caralyst
for critical conversation.

The Weight of Analogical Thinking

[The Giver explained,] “I received all of [the
memories], when | was selected. And here in this
room, all alone, | re-experience them again and
again. It is how wisdom comes. And how we shape
our furure.”

He rested for a moment, breathing deeply. “lam
so weighted by them,” he said. (p. 78)

Paul Messaris (1997) points to analogical
thinking as a critical element in the interpretation
of visual images. His notion of creating meaning
from visual information by connecting an image
to real-life experience proved to be an imporrant
component of my students’ reflections on their
Giverartwork. In order for students to grapple with
some of the difficult material in the novel, they
had to be able 1o relate Jonas's distant world to
their own familiar experience whether itbe in their
own lives, in other texts they had read, or in the
world around them.

To heighten these kinds of connections, | asked
students £o create similes and metaphors that il-
lustrated important words in the language of
Jonas’s Utopia. Words like “Elsewhere” and “Re-
lease,” for example, had meanings in the context
of Jonas’s community that did not match my stu-
dents understandings of the words. 1 provided stu-
dents with sentence starters that | asked them to
complete which included: “The Assembly of Twelves
is like . .. ,” “Jonas is like . . . ,” “The Receiver of
Memoryislike...,” “Release is like . ..". The result-
ing similes were shared in small groups where each
student, with the collaboration of the group, chose
his/her most unique connection to represent visu-
ally in any way they thought besc

One of the illustrations that sparked the most
discussion was created by Alex, an excellent reader
of Chinese American heritage. For his representa-
tion, Alex chose to look closely at the early begin-
nings of Jonas's assignment as the Receiver of
Memory, especially when the memories moved
from a thrilling sled ride ro more devastating scenes
of hunger, pain, and war. Jonas comes to realize



62

The New Advocate

that as he receives remembrances from the Giver,
he alleviates some of the weight that the Giver car-
ries as the sole keeper of these memories. At the
same time, he realizes that he alone will have to
carry these painful scenes once the Giver is gone. If
Jonas is unwilling to take on the responsibility of
holding these memories, they will escape into and
affect the entire communiry.

Alex’s attention to the burden the Giver car-
ried was revealed in his illuseration of Adas carry-
ing the world on his back (see Figure 2). His art-
work demonstrates both a close and careful read-
ing of The Giver, as well as his attention to our
recent unit of study in Social Studies class on Greek
myths. When Alex brought his drawing to the
group, the following discussion ensued:

Figure 2. Alex's illustration of the burden
the Giver carried.

Alex:  Jonasislike Atas having to carry the weight
of the world because Jonas has to carryall
of the memories of the world since the be-
ginning of time—war, the bad things and
good things, and he was never brought up

with the bad things.
Jessica:
Alex:

Can you tell us a bit about Aas?

Atlas is a man in Greek legend . . . ! think
he did something wrong and the gods said

that you have to carry the weight of the
world for the rest of your life...

Haley: 1 agree, because you're right about Jonas
having to—He has to hold everything and
once he’s done, he's gonna feel so weighted.
He’s gonna feel like the world is on his

shoulders and ...
Like the Giver. ..

What about the way the carrier of the
world feels in this picture?

Mark:
Jessica:

Haley: He's unhappy. It’s special. But you know,
still, it’s exhausting and he knows he has a

job to do.

Karen: 1think another thing is he’s bowing down
to the weight of the memories—exhaus-
tion—butstill knows thathe can’tsit down
or lay down, or apply for release [laugh-
ter] [pause). He still knows he has stuff ro

do.

How does this relate to the end of the
novel?

Well, 1 think this relates to the end of the
book cause he’d want to escape. Jonas
wanted to escape, too. He didn't feel like
the memories were right, butif he left, then
the memories would be released on to the
whole community and so . ...

Jessica:

Alex:

Haley: Everybody would share the weight, which

would make him feel betrer about it

Alex:  So, 1 think escaping was good but some-
what bad too, but now people will know
the memories . . . . Adas would wanr to
escape holding the world—just like Jonas
would want to escape from holding all the
memories. The same as Atlas, he wanted

10 escape holding the world.

In this discussion, | was struck with how the
talk switched back and forth between Jonas and
Adas. The word “he” was used almost interchange-
ably to refer to either character when talking abour
“carrying the weight,” for the students didn't seem
to feel it necessary to distinguish who they were
referring to every time. As | drew the students’ at-
tention back to Alex's illustration to look at the
derails in the face, they recognized the emotional
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“exhaustion” Jonas felt, as well as his personal de-
sire to “escape” the responsibility. But rhen they
debated what would happen to the community if
Jonas did leave. If the community had to share the
weight, how would they adjust? Mark began this
part of the discussion by providing a hypothetical
extensiorn;

Mark: 1 think, maybe if this book went on that
Jonas’s community might vote to get out
Sameness because after they see some of
the great memories that were there they
might think, “ want to EXPERIENCE snow
for myself” and not just through the
memories that are floating around.”

Alex:  How could they? They've already changed
it! They've already gotren rid of hills, cars.
They're controlled!

Mark: | think they can get it BACK!!!

Haley: 1t's hard because . . .

Alex:  How do you get snow back?

Haley: I mean.. that's a good point, [Mark], be-

cause people would WANT that and after
they get all the memories, the people de-
cided to go to Sameness because they
didn’t know anything else. And now that
these memories are showing them about
other things in life, people are gonna go,
“Hey, that's not fair! We didn’t geta chance
1o see that and we- We WANT that!”

A noticeable shift occurred when Mark con-
sidered the what if 1f the book wenton, the people
might rally for change, pointing to the return of
choice, the return of freedom, and the lessening of
control. With the comment “1 think they can getit
BACK!”, Mark’s optimism shows the extent to
which the book fives and is open for interpreta-
tion beyond the existing pages. However, Alex’s
more realistic, but slightly sarcastic argument coun-
tered Mark’s proposal: “How could they? How do
you get snow back?” The boys’ heated discussion
demonstrates their absolute engagement in the
text, as they disputed the “what ifs.” In addidion,
comments like, “it’s hard because . ..” and “maybe
..." emphasize the complexity of the issues being
discussed as well as transformations in thinking as
the group interacts, formulating new ideas. Finally,

Haley's summation appropriately ended the dis-
cussion with emphasis on the word WANT. Her
phrase, “We WANT that!”, mirrors the notion that
many seudents in the class had developed. They felt
that a society of “Sameness” was lacking, and be-
lieved that if Jonas’s community could see what
they were missing, they would feel it too. They were
beginning to see the painful truth in the Greek idea
of Utopia as perfect place/no place.

But how would the community learn to see
what they had not taken in before? Even in my stu-
dents’ conversation, they only briefly looked at
Alex’s art. | had to draw their attention to the fa-
cial expression, and their discussion included no
comments about Adas’ awkward position— his bent
back and awkward grip, the size of the world on
his shoulders. Thus, | felt that if my students were
going to go even deeper in their analysis, they had
to know more about art.

Training for the Larger View

“ am not actually as old as 1 look,” he told Jonas.

“This job has aged me. 1 know | look as if 1 should be

scheduled for release very soon. But actually 1 have a

good deal of time left.. . .. When 1 became a Twelve,

| was selected, as you were . . . | came to this very

room to begin my training {Lowry, 1993, p. 76).

Similar to the way Jonas received training from
the Giver to fine tune his own capacity to see be-
yond, 1 felt that my students could benefitr from
more instruction in the elements of artin order to
hone their own visual skills. To enhance the depth
and quality of response, we needed ro build a shared
language for dialogue and a common framework
for interpretations, which we did by examining line,
shape/form, value, texture, space, and color. Ander-
son (1995) notes that “these design elements build
style and illustration much the same as story ele-
ments build genre in literature” (p. 307). Drawing
students’ attention to the connection between vi-
sual and printed language may help them develop
an awareness of multiple forms of literacy, differ-
ent languages for interpretation, and expression of
information.
With a common language in place, we then

looked at Molly Bang's (1991) Picture this: Percep-
tion and compdsition. Recalling the elements of art
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previously discussed, we studied the author’s choices
according to color, shape, line, value, and position-
ing. We concentrated on Bang's process of rework-
ing making changes and adapting the results to craft
her illustrations. 1 emphasized the simplicity of
Bang’s visual representation as well as the achieved
power in this simplicity. 1 then asked my students
to create their own cut-paper creations (Enciso,
1996) based upon their interpretive ideas from The
Giver.| wanted them to pay parricularly close atren-
tion to the elements of art we had discussed, as well
as how they positioned their shapes on the page,
reminding them of the power of overall simplicity.
After complering their construction paper illustra-
tions, the students composed an accompanying para-
graph explaining their artistic choices.

This activity allowed students the opportunity
to represent any scene that they found personally
memorable. One crirical scene that held consider-
able emotional impact for many students occurred
when Jonas witnesses a Ceremony of Release.
Throughout the novel, Jonas perceives release as a
relatively benign exit from the community—some-
thing that happens routinely for the old or for those
who break community rules. ltalso occurs for very
young children who fail to thrive in community
life. In fact, in Jonas’s own family they are caring
for an infant, Gabriel, who may be scheduled for
release if he doesn’t learn to be less fretful ar night.
Jonas has secretly been calming Gabriel by trans-
micting peaceful memories of sailboat rides. Still,
inJonas's mind, if Gabriel is released, it will simply
mean a life lived Elsewhere.

However, the Giver encourages Jonas to see
release for what it truly is, and arranges for him to
witness the ceremony on his television moniror.
Jonas is initially pleased vo see that the release of
an infant (who is not achieving the required rate
of growth) will be performed by his father, an as-
signed Nurturer. However, his feelings of comfort
soon turn to shock as he discovers thathis father is
injecting the baby with fatal liquid from a syringe.
The motionless baby reminds Jonas of the faces of
still and bloodied soldiers he has seen in the more
frightening memories of Elsewhere.

Though this scene was disturbing for many of
my students, itwas particularly so for Yesenia, who

chose “release” as the topic for her cut paper illus-
tration. Yesenia is a recent immigrant to the United
States from Mexico and has been speaking English
for only a year, yet her command of the language is
astonishing, and she is eager to ask questions thart
will ensure accurate comprehension. She ap-
proached me about this scene to make sure that
she was interpreting it correctly, that they really
were killing a baby.

in Figure 3, Yesenia’s portrayal is strikingly
simple in its design, yet so powerful in its stark
message, and her explanation of color and shape
choices captures the essence of the scene:

I T S T T

Figure 3. Yesenia's interpretation of “release”
in a cut paper iltustration.

In my picture, | made Jonas's father baby blue
because he's very gentle. He's also round because
he's a dad. The baby is white because he's kind of a
litde angel, and he’s round because he’s fat and
chubby. The top brown piece is the bed. It’s perfect
and hard. It's probably notvery soft. Thar's why it’s
rectangular and perfect The other brown shape is
the table. It’s also very perfect, like the bed. And it
is brown because it's hard. The red represents the
needle and it’s red because it represents blood. |
put the needle in it’s forehead because that's where
they put the shot. The background is black because
it’s sort of scary and evil.

Expression through symbol was a powerful way
for Yesenia to portray this disturbing subject. In
her choice of color and shape she was able to inti-
mate the softer aspects of the scene—the angelic
baby, the gentle father. But the “hard”, “rectangu-
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lar”, and “perfect” qualities of the rable and bed
combined with the “blood” of the “red needle”
unveils the true nature of what Jonas's father is
doing. He's killing a baby in a ceremony that's eu-
phemistically called release.

Many students in the class were moved by this
critical scene. Not only was it visually and emo-
tionally disturbing for them, but it was devastat-
ing for Jonas. And it is at this point in the novel
that the storyline plummers to its absolute low.
Jonas’s reaction is one of shock and anger. He feels
that he has been betrayed by his family and by his
community. Yet the story does not end here, for
Jonas is about to receive another blow. His father
casually announces that Gabriel, the infant they
have cared for and Jonas has come to love, has been
scheduled for release. That nighr Jonas steals food
and leaves, both major transgressions to commu-
nity life. Even more seriously, he takes Gabriel with
him. As the novel moves towards closure, the boys’
journey is long and their lives are ar risk many
times. Still, at the very end they have made their
way through driving snow and sit at the top of a
hill on a sled looking down on the safety and
warmth in Elsewhere below.

Jonas's ultimate rejection of a life of Sameness
is the direct result of his coming to know through
visual imagery. The slow development of his vision
is played outin the changes in his feelings over time.
In order to help my own students understand what
this development looked like, 1 asked them to chart
Jonas’s emorional changes over time in the form
of a line graph. Moving through the course of the
novel, students identified specific emotions at par-
ticular moments in the text and charted them se-
quentially according to highs and lows on the
graph. Although there were varying interpretations
along the way, most graphs showed release as the
ultimate low (see Figure 4). Students were able o
see, through this visual aid, thar Jonas’s witmness of
the Release Ceremony was the crucial turning point
in the novel—the event, especially in ics potential
connection to Gabriel, that caused him to take
action and leave his community. Where students
differed, however, was in seeing the ending as a
positive or a negative outcome. Some saw him
reaching Elsewhere, a few did not.

The considerable amounrt of information that
can be represented in a seemingly simple visual
makes character emotion graphs an effective tool
for demonstrating students” comprehension and
interpretation of text. The naming and graphing of
specific emorions requires a close analysis of text,
particularly when students revisit the book to lo-
cate appropriate vocabulary to represent Jonas's
feelings. In addition, in a time when art is some-
times dismissed in schools, graphs like these present
powerful arguments that the representation of vi-
sual information can also include logical-mathemati-
cal modes of thinking including sequencing skills as
well as analysis and synthesis of information.

Jonas's Emotion Graph

Figure 4. A student's chart of Jonas's emolional
changes in the lorm of a line.

Even though all the students completed graphs
of the emotional plot line, several felt the need to
return to their paper cut out work 1o summarize
the novel. Mark, an Anglo American student, was
eager 1o illustrate his positive outlook on the novel's
outcomne. He was the student who had faith in the
community to adjust to the memories, exclaiming
“I think they can ger it BACKI!!” Tying together a
variety of elements in The Giver, Mark’s paper cut-
out was a symbolic representation of the culmi-
nating scene of the novel, as Jonas and Gabriel leave
their community and struggle against, fear, cold,
hunger, and fatigue on the journey to Elsewhere (see
Figure 5). In his written explanation, Mark revealed:

In my symbolic representation, many of the sym-
bols stand for more than one thought The red oval
at the bottom of my picture represents a bicycle
being ridden by the purple wriangle, Jonas, and the
pink triangle, Gabriel. The red oval signifies sturdi-
ness and beingstrong enough to handle the task of
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a long journey. Purple usually means wisdom and
courage, two of Jonas’s traits, and pink stands for
calmness and babies. The black triangles symbolize
the trees in the forest thatJonas rides through. These
objects also represent the obsrtacles in Jonas’s path
to Elsewhere. The yellow squares going across the
screen symbolize the shining path to freedom. In
the upper right hand corner, the shiny rectangle
{which Mark illusrrated with 2 piece of tin foil)
stands for Jonas’s final destination, 2 city in Else-
where. The brightness of the paper shows the im-
portance of the object to Jonas. Finally, the color-
ful rectangles at the top of the picture represent
life out of Sameness which is unpredictable and full
of great dreams and expectarions.

Figure 5. Mark’s cut paper iltustration of the final
scenes of the novel

Mark’s interpretation is multi-layered and
complex. By transferring his knowledge from the
more commeon written sign into symbol, he was
able to have his shapes stand for more than one
idea, something he could not have done with
words alone. For example, black triangles repre-
sent trees on the journey to Elsewhere as well as
obstacles in Jonas's path. Siegel (1995) explains,
“transmediation, the act of translating meanings
from one sign system to another, increases stu-
dents’ opportunities to engage in generative and
reflective thinking because learners must invent
a connection between the two sign systems, as
the connection does not exist a priori” (p. 455).

Mark also added the element of texture to his

paper cut-out. In addition to the construction pa-
per | provided, Mark found a piece of shiny tin foil
to use ar the top of his creation, reflecting his posi-
tive outlook on the end of the novel. The switch in
medium, moving from the colored paper to the
sheen of the foil, suggests that Jonas will reach Else-
where and thatitis a desirable place ro reach. Even
Mark’s use of the construction paper was uniquely
symbolic—the yellow squares for the “the shining
path to freedom” and the colorful rectangles for
“life out of Sameness which is unpredictable and
full of grear dreams and expectations.” Thus, the
medium allowed Mark the license to expand on
the meaning of the text and create an image that
captured the hope ahead.

Recognizing the Possibilities in Art

He forced his eyes open as they went downward,
downward, sliding, and all at once he could see
lights, and he recognized them now. He knew they
were shining through the windows of the rooms,
that they were the red, blue, and yetlow lights that
twinkled from trees in places where families cre-
ated and kepcmemories, where they celebrated love.
(Lowry, 1993, p. 179)

Jonas begins this culminating scene atop a hill,
looking down. He is forcing his eyes to open to pos-
sibilities that he has not seen before, to images of
Elsewhere thar he recognizes now for the first time.
Throughout this unit of study surrounding Lois
Lowry’s (1993) thought-provoking book, The Giver,
1 tried to provide my sixth-grade students with op-
portunities to stop and reflect about the meaning
of texts and to arrive at a destination they may not
have reached without recognizing the power of the
visual arts. The arts allowed students to see beyond
the words on the page, to encompass a larger vision
through which they could consider the deeper is-
sues in the text—issues of freedom and control, per-
fect place/no place, love and lack there of.

The three processes of envisioning, composing,
and interpreting cycled back and forth, and ul-
mately [ed my students to powerful discussions, as
well as a depth of literary response that they had
not previously revealed. Though smart and gifted,
in the past they had tended to rush through books.
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Burt the arts stowed them down, and in this de-
crease in pace they listened to, argued, and con-
sulted with one another. In addition, by drawing
attention to the elements of art, students were able
to more ably imagine the possibilities for visual
responses. In this way, the group’s own Capacity
o See Beyond was extended and enhanced. As
‘Eisner (cited in Buescher, 1986) reminds us:

We are not born with sight; we are born with
the capacity to see. Education and socialization, ac-
culturation, and maturation, over time, provide
ways of converting capacity into abifity. There is
quite a difference berween looking and seeing, be-
tween listening and hearing, between touching and
feeling. Whatwe should want to do over the course
of our lifetime Is to increasingly refine each of these
abilities to whatever degree we and our culture can
make possible. (p. 8)

As the novel ends, Jonas is enlightened by his
Capaciry ro See Beyond—a capacity that ultimately
leads him to Elsewhere, a place of celebration filled
with red, blue, and yellow lights. For my group of
sixth grade students, refining their sense of the el-
ements of shape, line, color, form, and texture made
envisioning, composing, and interpreting not only
possible, but a parc of their day-ro-day activity.
These processes, in turn, led them into the world
of The Giver and enabled them to celebrate liter-
ary interpretation through the visual arts.
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