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The starting point

This paper aims to explore how telling and writing fairy tales can provide useful pedagogical support for the enhancement of the process of making meaning  (Bruner, 1996) when elementary school children approach literacy practices (Gee, 1991). Moreover, and regarding classroom teaching and learning as processes of transformation of participation, we examine how individuals contribute to ongoing activity (Rogoff, 1998). Two main assumptions were made at the beginning of the research, but as in much other ethnographic research these have been progressively refined (Jessor, Colby, & Shweder, 1996). First, we believe that making meaning is less an individual process than a social and cultural activity. We consider making meaning as a situated activity closely related to discursive practices. Second, children and adults, as social actors in the classroom, change and reproduce literacy practices by participating in routine activities. In this context, discourse is much more than a representational system and is organized beyond the sentence level into types of discourses and multichanneled performances. In the following pages, after considering the analyses of individual researchers of how children elaborate meaning by participating in literacy practices at school, we focus on some examples from a Spanish school where children, their teacher and the researcher, the latter acting as a participating observer, tell and write fictions together. We wished to explore how making meaning is a process depending on the goals that people bring to the classroom and the social roles that they play when they act as teachers or learners.

Children as meaning makers

All children grow up using symbolic tools of their culture. Families and schools collaborate to introduce them to systems of cultural meanings via participation in practices of “socialization”, “acquisition of culture” or “development in cultural context”. Oral and written language is one of the most resourceful of these tools. Taking this perspective, this paper adopts two main assumptions. First, that all the meanings children make, whether in words or by actions, are deeply social. That is, our meanings shape and is shaped by our social relationships, both as individuals and as members of social groups. These social relationships allow us to participate into communities, cultures ad subcultures. Matters of meaning and matters of social relationship are so interdependent that we must understand both to be able to understand either (Hicks, 1996; Lemke, 1995). Our second assumption is that the way in which children acquire social symbolic forms, most notably language, implies an active internalization process, agentive process of transformation that involves changes in relation to development of higher mental processes and specific roles and participation in social and cultural settings. Ideas coming from Bakhtin and Vygotsky can help us to understand better these two kinds of transformation. The first focuses on concept formation as a tool that allows new approaches to the world to be made in relation to an analytic system of thought, while the second considers the utterance in the context of a general view of discourse as always implicitly dialogical, i.e. as always being spoken against the background of what others have said or written in other times and places (Lemke, 1995). 

First, and adopting a Vygotskian perspective (Vygotsky, 1987), we can say that at the same time as children are assimilating the social speech forms of their culture they are also assume greater control over them. The control that children can achieve over their own speech forms is related to an internalization process. Thus, their internalization of language (speech, discourse) entails a process whereby the child submits to her or his own purposes the forms of language that mediate social activity in her or his culture  (Hicks, 1996). When speech for oneself becomes internalized this happens largely because the child, in handling the forms of speech that constitute that mode, begins to be capable of carrying out mental operations that are more subtle than anything he or she can put into words. Internalization occurs through a series of transformations in the course of which meaning begins to be precise, definable in a dictionary, and stable across contexts of use, but at the same time is dynamic and fluid, varying from one individual to another depending on connotations accruing from previous experience with the world, and shifting within a single individual from one context of occurrence to another (Cazden, 1996). Particularly interesting in this context is the way that children develop scientific and everyday concepts. According to (Vygotsky, 1987) concept formation is a process in which scientific concepts grow downwards from the domain of conscious awareness and volition “into the domain of the concrete, into the domain of personal experience”, whereas everyday concepts, which begin in the concrete and empirical, “move toward the higher characteristics of concepts, toward consciousness awareness and volition. Vygotsky emphasizes that the two lines of development do not coincide but are connected by extremely complex relationships (John-Steiner, Meehan, & Mahn, 1998).

Second, we focus on the dialogical theories of discourse (Bakhtin, 1981; Bakhtin, 1986), considering how the individual speaker-thinker engages in activity that involves the discourses of her culture and how he or she also forms a dialogic response to those discourses. For Bakhtin, all utterances, both spoken and written, from the briefest of turns in a speaker (or writer), are oriented retrospectively to the utterances of previous speakers (be these turns, scientific articles or novels) and prospectively to the anticipated utterances of subsequent speakers (Fairelough, 1992). It is in this context that the concept of intertextuality is introduced. 

“Every text, the discourse of every occasion, makes its social meanings against the background of other texts, and the discourse of other occasions. This is the principle I have called general intertextuality. Intertextuality is an important characteristic of the way we use language in social communities”. (Lemke, 1992), p. 257).

That is, the meanings we make through texts, and the ways in which we make them, always depend on the currency in our communities of other texts we recognize as having certain definite kinds of relationships with one another. 

To summarize, meaning is elaborated in relation to a double system. First, as imbibed in the school culture, by mean of a concepts’ system; it depends on features of the system itself, and tell the child what a concept could mean, across a variety of contexts, in so far as it is interpreted consistently with very general principles of the system and word meaning. Second is what the utterance actually does mean as a social act, in the context in which it is used here and now. This context depends in turn on a whole social system of utterances made at various times and places, a system of texts written or spoken from different points of view, embodying different opinions and values. That is, we assume the idea of concept from a Vygotskian perspective and the notion of the utterance as mentioned by Bakhtin, that is as a bridge between the linguistic and social, the event-meaning and the larger social systems in which that event has its meaning for us (Lemke, 1995).

Literacy practices at school

In this paper we are interested in how children elaborate meaning by participating in literacy practices at school. We define literacy practices as the general cultural ways of utilizing written language upon which people draw during their lives. They involve values, attitudes, feelings and social relationships, and they include how people talk about and make sense of their activities (Barton & Hamilton, 2000).  In such a perspective, literacy and discourse are closely related and discourse appears as a socially accepted association among ways of using language, other symbolic expressions, and “artifacts” of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or “social network.” 

Specially interesting for us in our approach to literacy is the distinction between primary and secondary discourses as proposed by Paul (Gee, 1996). Primary discourses are those to which people are apprenticed early in life during their primary socialization as members of their families within their sociocultural settings. Primary discourses constitute our first social identity, and form something of a base within which we acquire or resist later discourses. They form our initial taken-for-granted understandings of who we are and who people “like us” are, as well as what sorts of things we do, value, and believe when we are not “in public”. Secondary discourses are those to which people are apprenticed as part of their socializations within various groups and institutions outside early home and peer-group socialization. In this context, literacy can be defined in relation to control of secondary uses of language in secondary discourses and more specifically we can talk about literacy being liberating and powerful if it can be used as a meta-language or a meta-discourse for the critique of other literacies and the way they define us as persons and situate us in society. (Gee, 1996, 144).

When we think about how children manage to use secondary discourses and to control this process in relation to both oral and written language the concepts of “acquisition” and “learning” are important. According to Gee (1996), “Acquisition is a process of acquiring something (usually subconsciously) by exposure to models, a process of trial and error, and practice within social groups, without formal teaching. It happens within natural settings which are meaningful and functional in the sense that its acquirers know that they need to acquire the thing they are exposed to in order to function and that in fact they want to function in such a way. This is how people come to control their first language”. 

“Learning is a process that involves conscious knowledge gained through teaching (though not necessarily from someone officially designated a teacher) or through certain life-experiences that trigger conscious reflection. This teaching or reflection involves explanation and analysis, that is, breaking down the thing to be learned into its analytic parts. It inherently involves attaining, along with the matter being taught, some degree of meta-knowledge about the matter” (Gee, 1996). 

From our point of view children’s conversation as they take place in the classroom need to be related to acquisition of secondary discourse. That is, discourses are not mastered by overt instruction, but by enculturation (apprenticeship) into social practices through scaffolding and supported by  interaction with people who have already mastered the discourse (Dyson, 1993, 1997; Gee, 1996). In contrast, written language is learned at the school by interacting with the teacher and other children. Social interaction among peers and adults shapes the growth of children as writers.

Children interacting with peers and adults

Focusing on educational settings, Gordon Wells (1993) tries to put together the activity and discourse theories to approach classroom activities that can be seen as goal-directed actions and as processes involving interaction as a central component, all of them among participants, texts and artifacts that are utilized in carrying out the action. Any person’s experience with the external world is mediated not only by symbolic systems but also by other persons, so that when expert and novice act together, their understanding of the meaning of the whole activity, its goals and its instrumental acts, will necessarily overlap only in part. The fact of some overlap makes possible the joint collaborative activity, and the fact of only partial overlap makes possible continued growth by the learner through that collaboration. Following Wells (1999, 48) classroom learning can be considered as a semiotic process, for which the prototypical resource is language. In that context, discourse, whether spoken and written, plays an essential, mediating, role in the process, together with other semiotic tools. At the same time, the object of learning is not just the development of the learner’s meaning potential, conceived as the construction of discipline-based knowledge, but the development of the resources of action, speech, and thinking that enable the child to participate effectively and creatively in further practical, social, and intellectual activity. 

Considering social interaction as the core of processes that take place in classrooms we are especially interested in exploring how secondary discourse is used in such settings to create joint knowledge und understanding. According to (Mercer, 1995) shared knowledge is generated not only by information accumulated but by working with it, selecting, organizing and arguing for its relevance. Classrooms are situations in which people say things that they think are appropriate for the situations and adopt roles that other people are expecting. But, what are the discursive practices that children acquire at the school when they learn to write? O'Connor & Michaels (1996) introduce the concept of participant framework (Goodwin, 1990) subsuming two constructs: 1) participant structures, the conventional configurations of interactional rights and responsibilities that arise within particular classroom activities as these are set up purposefully by the teacher, 2) speakers’ depictions of others; through talking about each other, speakers allocate each other participant roles and social identities that are relevant to the moment. These authors explore discursive practices enforced by the school and, at least in some way, associated with specific modes of thinking. The students, supported by their teachers, come to appropriate and publicly communicate with the evidence provider, the maker of distinctions and the checker of facts They notice the importance of conditions of entry provided by teachers into speech activities associated with complex thinking and problem solving. Exemplary teachers see it as their responsibility to provide all children with access to these roles in the context of school learning. Following sociocultural research, the authors assume that particular types of complex thinking follow from repeated experience in adopting various roles and stances within recurring social contexts that support those types of intellectual give-and-take and its proto-forms. This kind of learning requires students to take positions or stances with respect to the claims and observations made by others; it also requires that students engage in purposive action within a social setting. 

Literacy practices in a writing workshop

In order to explore literacy practices in the school context, we acted as participant observers in a classroom in which children and their teacher were collaborating in a writing workshop. The data presented in this paper come from a broader study of children telling and writing fiction for a schoolbook that would include some the children’s productions. We observed a fourth grade classroom over a period of six months, being present for two hours a week while children worked in their writing workshop. We were present in the classroom during nineteen sessions. 

This was a regular composition period during which children had the opportunity to interact and produce fairy tales in small groups, and to share compositions during whole-class meetings. At the beginning of the school year the children were grouped into four teams in accordance with their own preferences. We videotaped and audiotaped all the sessions and collected the children’s productions and handouts. Informal interviews with the teacher and semiformal talks with children and their mothers were other sources of data. In this presentation we focus on one of the groups that consisted of two girls and two boys.

Let us focus for a moment on the process as it occurs in the course of the school year. Two comments need to be made. First, the teacher was interested in working with children by establishing small groups, It was hoped in this way to introduce new methodologies, because usually children worked individually or in a large group. It may also have been easier for the teacher to work in that way because she could have greater control of the children’s activities. 

Second, we need to focus on how writing is taught in Spanish schools and to consider how the process is usually very close to text books and makes use of mechanical strategies to introduce children to specific text formats, such as  descriptive, narrative, explanatory, and so on. From our point of view, the main point here was that the meaning of the activity was closely related to the school context, even though nearly always the teacher is their only likely reader of children’s productions. For that reason, the first three sessions were organized according to the curriculum patterns and specially following the textbook. Children were required to elaborate a narrative text just paying attention to particular connectivities resources. From our point of view one of the main problems with this activity was it was decontextualized from their perspectives when they were faced with the elaboration of the text. In an attempt to change this situation the teacher and the researcher collaborated to introduce new practices. Recent research insists on the importance of developing student motivation to write, and Bruning & Horn (2000) propose at least a cluster of conditions in order to involve children in writing process. We believe that all these conditions were present in the writing workshop: 

1. Nurturing functional beliefs about writing. To achieve this we were interested in creating a classroom community within which children work on a writing task in which they were personally involved. We wanted children to write not in a school voice but to use writing as an expressive tool, in such a way that a variety of expressive forms were obtained . 

2. Fostering engagement using authentic writing tasks. To implement this perspective we tried to avoid making the task just an assignment. The real purpose was to elaborate a fairytale book which would include the productions of each child. In that way we were asking the students to write for a variety of audiences and, at the same time, giving them real opportunities to understand their revision practices.

3. Providing a supportive context for writing. What is important here is to understand that adults try to give children specific and useful strategies to organize their texts in order to enable them to maintain control of their own processes. 

By taking into account all these principles to create an innovative context for learning we worked with children for 19 sessions. Literacy events were defined in relation to the activity of composing a fairy tale. We explored both the children’s activities as meaning makers and the characteristics of their participation throughout the school year during literacy events. Figure 1 shows the various sessions that took place in the writing workshop. Some aspects need to be taken into account with respect to the development of the writing workshop. 

1. First, sessions were evolving from the format of a school task in which the only reader would be the teacher to one that attempted to situate literacy practice in the context of a communicative situation between the author of the text and other people as potential readers. The children were to publish their fairy tales in a class book in which at least one of each the  children of each class would be included. Each child would have one book for her- or himself to take home. This is the general context within which the initial and final sessions took place. For example, in session three children decided that they want to write a book of fairy-taleslike many others that they had in their classroom. At the end of the workshop, from sessions seventeen to nineteen, they were preparing their final edition. Each child wrote a dedication and all of it, working together, a foreword for the book.

2. Second, the social organization of the classroom is another important dimension in the understanding of children and adult’s activities. Working in small groups was an important setting for most of the workshop. We must remember at that point that one of the main goals for the teacher was to explore this situation. She was much more used to working with children in a large group taking the form of a circle. It is also important to mention that planning and writing text in small groups or as individuals were the situations that the teacher decided to introduce according to the circumstances considering other aspects of the learning and teaching processes, for example, difficulties observed when children work in another situation, the task proposed, etc. Figure 1 shows that all these situations were alternatives throughout the workshop.

3. Finally, and with respect the task proposed, to compose a fairy tale, children and adults were involved in a set of routines related to the way children can compose their own text. To write the three first fairy tales children had a free choice of topics even if they negotiated and discussed how the fairy tale could be. This caused them major problems when the plot of their narrative needed to be suggested and accepted by all of them. In order to ease this task teacher and researcher decided to use drawings to help children understand and define better the main point of the text. Soon the task begin to seem more easy and then we introduced a template within which the children would draw and write the fairy tale by dividing it in three parts. As we can observe in Figure 1 half of the time children were writing plain text and other half they work being helped by a template in order to make it easier for them to focus on the plot.
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Figure 1. Writing in the classroom: Literacy events

In this paper we focus on session 13. The reason for choosing this one is that very different settings are present during one and the same session, especially how children work in small groups by themselves or with adults orienting their discussions. The teacher, the researcher and the children working in small groups were the participants. Among other aspects of interest in the session that we will analyze first is how children and adults use that template. But let us look at that session in greater depth.

Teacher, children and researchers working together
In order to analyze our data and to make sense of the accumulation of transcripts and products, we grouped together all the data for each group by considering differences in sessions. We use NUDIST*VIVO - version 1.127 - (Gahan & Hannibal, 1998), a software package designed for qualitative analysis but allowing the export of tables of results if necessary in order to analyze them quantitatively. The system of analysis used by this program combines several features. 

Essentially it is based on a code-and-retrieve facility and endeavors to go beyond simply retrieving text according to how it was coded. The codes and references are kept in an index system that is also designed to allow the user to create and manipulate concepts and to store and explore emerging ideas. The nodes of that system can optionally be organized into hierarchies or trees to represent the organization of the concepts (Richards, 1999; Richards & Richards, 1998). From our point of view this software is very flexible in that it can analyze in depth ethnographic materials including transcriptions and other kinds of documents, allowing us to explore patterns of activity in classrooms.

We now focus on the analysis of session thirteen when children compose a fairy tale in groups. 

In this case we focus on one of the groups with two boys and two girls. One of the girls, Rocío, was a member of a gipsy community, and we need to mention that these children are regarded as members of a minority group in Spanish classrooms. Another girl, Victoria, and the two boys, are in the same class and are considered as children “without problems at school”. We now explore different situations in which children participate, interacting among themselves or with the adults, the teacher and the researcher, who was a participant observer in the classroom. 

In the following pages, and considering classroom discussions, we focus on two main questions. 

First, the way in which several modes of meaning making is present in the conversations of children and teachers. Secondly, children’s participation, in particular their guiding principles, their ways of relating to others involved in the activity. Special attention will be paid to the way in which those discussions are mediated by material and symbolic tools that have different meanings for children and adults. What is especially interesting for us at that moment is how different settings were defined for children and adults and how meaning was generated in these specific frames according to the roles that people play in the situations even when expectations that that they had of each other were taken into account. What we want to show is how meanings are determined by social relationships.

Normative events

We observe clearly that the teacher is building the situation using discourse as a constructive tool. From our point of view one of the main points here is that it is she who organizes the situation and thus introduces a school meaning to the situation. The teacher is giving instructions and expresses very clearly what she wants: the children are to discuss in groups a fairy tale about music, but they must talk before writing. The children, especially Rocío, seem to be more interested in the fact that they will be working in groups.

	Teacher
	1. ...(the teacher is telling children that they must write a fairy tale)

2.  (…) but before writing we will talk about that and we discuss in group,

3.  Do you  hear me?
	 (comienza indicando que deben preparar un cuento) // 

pero antes de escribirlo lo vamos a hablar y lo vamos a comentar en grupo,

 ¿me oyes?. 

	
	4. You will do that speaking. 

5. Javi! You will do that speaking, a fairy tale written by all of you, we discuss what we did yesterday // and we invent a fairy tale related to music
	Vais a preparar hablando de palabra. 

¡Javi! Vais a preparar hablando, un cuento entre todos, a comentar lo que hicimos ayer//  y nos vamos a inventar un cuento relacionado con la música.

	Rocío 
	6. But, all of us?
	¿Pero todos?.

	Teacher  
	7. All of you! You discuss together and then we will see if you write in group or we do that individually as we did the last time
	¡Todos!, entre todos hablándolo, luego ya veremos si lo hacemos juntos al final o lo hacemos cada uno solo como el del otro día

	Rocío
	8.  All together, All together,
	Juntos, juntos.


The teacher needs to introduce specific normative to work in the classroom. For example, children need to have respect for other people who are speaking. Children wish to contribute to this norm, making clear which child was speaking.

	Teacher
	9. ..¡Alex and Javi, Listen for a moment! When you are four people in the group you need to ask for your turn and wait one speaks, then another, then another and so on
	¡Alex y Javi, escuchadme un momento!... Cuando hay cuatro en un grupo hay que pedir la palabra y esperar cada uno que hable uno, luego otro, luego otro y luego otro. 

	
	10. Look, Javi and Alex, when nobody ask for a turn anybody can began, for example, Jesus, Begoña
	Mírame, Javi y Alex, cuando no hay nadie que pida la palabra se empieza por donde sea, por ejemplo Jesús, Begoña...

	Javi
	11. Javi was speaking, Alex was speaking (This is noisy and there are interruptions)
	Javi Estaba hablando Alex, estaba hablando Alex. (Hay ruido e interrupciones)


The teacher seems to concentrate more on the main topic. She introduces the theme, music, because she wants children to write about a school trip they had taken the day before. They had gone to a concert and since writing can be an important tool for reflection, she suggests “musical tools”. But she says more, and also refers to the vignettes that children must use to organize the plot.

	Teacher
	12. ¡David!, // first we will do this as if it was a fairy tale in group //, 

13. But it must be a fairy tale related to music, based on the trip that we made yesterday, with the music’s tools that we saw, some thing related with what we do, // do you hear me, David!
	¡David!, // por lo pronto lo vamos a hacer como si fuera un cuento de grupo...,

 Pero tiene que ser un cuento que tenga algo que ver con la música, con la salida de ayer, con los instrumentos musicales que vimos, algo que esté relacionado con lo que hicimos, // ¡me oyes, David!.

	
	14. You comment on what you want and then we will do the same as yesterday, with three vignettes, with three parts
	 Lo que queráis lo comentáis y luego lo vamos a hacer igual que el día pasado, con las 3 viñetas, con las tres partes. 

	
	15. Think about the characters, on what it will happen to them, where it will happen, what is the problem to pose and how it will be solved
	Pensad en los personajes, en lo que les va a ocurrir, en dónde va a suceder, qué problema se va a plantear y cómo se va a resolver luego. 

	
	16. First each of you thinks, now you should discuss among yourselves, you prepare and talk. 
	Primero cada uno piensa, ahora se comenta entre todos, se prepara y se habla. 


To sum up, the teacher’s talk shows how the class will be organized according to her previous assumptions that children need to accept. The main goal for the teacher seems to be control of the situation and in order to do that she needs to give specific instructions very clearly. Among other resources she addresses each child by her or his name, perhaps because she is looking for the feeling of a personal relationship with each of them. Moreover, we can see how just at the beginning (turn 16) she presents the complete instructions to organize activities, and even then she repeats parts of each of the elements, for example, that they need to discuss in groups, to work on music, etc. We regard this situation as normative because the same schema could be presented in any class in order to organize children’s activities. Norms are related to the nature and limits of children’s obligations beyond the optative; that is, the teacher expresses herself by imposing specific constraints.

Intersubjective events

After the teacher has given these instructions children continue to work on the fairy tale. The situation is different from when it was the teacher who organized the situation. Rocio, Victoria, Albert and Andrés are the four children who are going to work in a small-group situation. What is of interest to us is to show how the situation of interactions among them when they utilize discourse is actually different. We have regarded this as an intersubjective event because we believe that the boys and girls have managed to construct a common representation of the task, and that all are contributing to fulfilling it in one way or another. The task is to generate the content of the story. We wish to show, among other things, the differences that can be observed between the following fragment of dialogue and that maintained by the girls and boys when the teacher is present. In the following fragment, quite short but representative of other situations which occur in the classroom when children interact, we point two distinct moments. Initially, the children need to establish the situation in order to concentrate on the task at hand, and that is what is expressed in the first three turns (17 - 19). They say something to the tape-recorder and indicate that they are about to start. “Lets begin” says Victoria; Rocio accepts this and appears to wish to say that one of her companions is preventing her from concentrating. A norm is never established. Immediately after, Victoria begins to “tell the story” and the other follow her. The important thing from our point of view is that the intersubjectivity appears to be present to the extent that some of the children appear to support the statements of the others, although they may not add very much.

	Rocío
	17. Well, we need to tell a fairy tell about music (speaking to the tape-recorder)
	Bueno, vamos a decir un cuento sobre la música (dirigiéndose a la grabadora)

	Victoria
	18. Well, lets begin 

19. (Victoria is ready to write, with a  piece of paper and a pencil) 
	Bueno, vamos empezando

 (Victoria es la que está preparada con el folio y el bolígrafo como para escribir) 

	Rocío 
	20. Lets go // but is that he // (They are all speaking at the same time)
	Venga //, es que éste // (Hablan todos a la vez).

	Victoria
	21. Once upon a time there was a gang that went to a theatre to make music 
	Érase una vez una pandilla que se iba a un teatro de música para hacer música //

	David
	22.  // and it wanted to participate //
	// y quería participar //

	Victoria
	23. And that //, that, a gang went to a music theatre and the instruments were speaking
	Y eso //, eso, de una pandilla y se fue a un teatro de música y los instrumentos hablaban...

	Rocío
	24. Yessssss!
	C.Síiiiiii.


Victoria is the girl that is really generating the fairy tale. The rest of the children seem to be an immediate audience supporting her. But note that she never tries to impose any of her ideas on her colleagues, who at the same time seem to agree with her and even comment on her words.

But, at the same time, and looking ahead to the next part of the dialogue, it is difficult for the children to leave the school context and they need to keep in touch with their teacher’s ideas. 

They seems to think that it may not be a good idea for their teacher that musical instruments can speak or the fact that the group that is writing are also the main characters in the fairy tale. In any case, when David observes that his idea will not be successful he abandons it and accepts those coming from other people. At that point, what is more interesting for us is how building ideas is a constructive process; they are not imposed from outside. One of the children is even taking on the role of a tutor, but even in adopting that role she needs to be supported by the other children.

	David B.
	25. No, No, the teacher says no. The teacher says that she doesn’t want fairy tales like that, she wants it about how we went, about one girl, whatever, but not as you are doing it.
	No, no..., eso dice la seño que no. Que dice la señorita que no quiere cuentos de ésos, dice que de cómo fuimos, que una niña esto, lo que sea, pero cosas así no.

	Victoria
	26. One of them was called Rocío, the other David, another David Leon, another Victoria // de la Rosa, Victoria de la Rosa
	Que uno se llamaba Rocío, otro se llamaba David, otro se llamaba David León, otro  se llamaba Victoria // de la Rosa, Victoria de la Rosa.

	David B.
	27. Or Maria or // how do you want Victoria or María?
	O María o //. ¿tú como quieres Victoria o María?

	Victoria
	28. Victoria!
	¡Victoria!

	David B.
	29. Victoria? Me too
	¿Victoria? Yo también


After the children generate the first part of the fairy tale, sometimes with the support of the teacher, they return to generate its content by interacting among themselves. Victoria provides the ideas than the other amplify. Maybe one of the most interesting aspects of the following dialogue is how some of the children, particularly David, seems to considerer school knowledge as a very important way of becoming a good musician, “They make recordings, because from since they were young children they have music classes” he says at one moment and even insists on how school knowledge can help you make money.

	Victoria
	30. We can say that they were poor.
	Es que podemos decir que eran pobres.

	David B. 
	31. And they make recordings, because from since they were young children they have music classes they were famous and they earn money, and in the end, they were rich!
	Y grabaron discos porque desde chicos tenían clase de música, fueron famosos y ganaron dinero y ¡ya al final eran ricos!. (risas)

	Rocío 
	32. They were poor
	Eran pobres.

	Victoria
	33. And for that they want to record discs, because were were very good, and we can play

34. OK, // What do you want to play?

35. (Sounds. They play by experimenting sounds)
	Y por eso querían grabar discos, porque  éramos muy buenos nosotros y podíamos tocar  // 

 ¡Claro! // ¿tú cuál quieres tocar?.

(sonidos. El tema se presta a que experimenten con sonidos). 


The above conversation shows clearly how children’s interventions follow one another and  how each child introduces new ideas that support the previous one, and at the same time amplify it. For example, when they generate the fairy tale content, they follow each other’s ideas by saying that the main characters were poor, then they record discs, then they became rich, and all that happened because they were very good musicians. After that they began to play with sounds. Each child will identity as a music instrument. At that time Victoria continued organizing the situation but she can also follow her friends’ ideas. Even though at the beginning she does not agree (turn 37), after she notices that the others’ ideas arebecoming more and more important she is capable of following them (turn 41)

	Rocío
	36. Me the violin! // Me the drum
	Yo el violín // ¡Yo el tambor, yo el tambor!.

	Victoria
	37. No, let’s see.
	No, venga.

	Rocío
	38. Me the drum.
	Yo el tambor.

	David L.
	39. Me // , you the violin.
	Yo // , tú el violín.

	Rocío
	40. No, no, the violín no.
	No, no, el violín no.

	Victoria
	41. And you?
	¿Y tú?

	David B.
	42. The trumpet...puuuuuuu... 

43. (He simulates playing and they laugh)
	La trompeta...puuuuuuu... 

(Simula que la toca y ríen)

	Victoria
	44. I will write the violin
	Yo voy a poner el violín.

	David B.
	45. And me…, the flute.
	Yo..., la flauta.


To sum up, what we want to observe is that children are elaborating their ideas within the group in a very different way from what they seem to do with the teacher who came to the situation with her previous ideas. That is, children learn to elaborate ideas in the classroom but adults arrive there with their previous didactic contents, because they have already assumed that they need to teach the children something new but not for themselves.

Literacy as a mediated activity 

In the following situation we will see how the same children, working in a small group, interact with their teacher and the researcher, a participant observer in the classroom. Two aspects of this collaboration are especially interesting for us. First, we observe how adults present their own goals for such activities, that is, they try to teach children how to compose a narrative text by focusing on the structural aspects (Turn 49). In that context we also observe how important for them are the specific tools they have designed in order to make it easy for children to learn, explaining to the children how they need to use some “vignettes” in order to organize the fairy-tale content (turn 48). Second, the researcher seems to be interested not only in the content itself, which is the main problem for the children, but also in how the group is functioning (turn 51)

	Researcher
	46. Well, did you think about that?
	Bueno, ¿Ya lo habéis pensado?.

	David
	47. Yes.
	Sí.

	Researcher
	48. First, we said that we would draw the sketches, OK?
	Primero dijimos que haríamos las viñetas ¿no?.

	Teacher
	49. Yes, but do have you decided everything? Characters, what it will be happen, the solution?
	Sí, pero ¿ya lo tenéis todo decidido, los personajes, lo que va a ocurrir, cómo se va a resolver?

	Victoria
	50. We are the characters 
	Los personajes somos nosotros.

	Researcher
	51. OK, and who decided that? Who decided it?
	Vale¿Y quién lo ha decidido? // ¿Quién lo ha decidido?

	Teacher
	52. Explain!
	Cuéntaselo.

	David B.
	53. I said that some children will be musicians, we are them
	Yo he dicho que unos niños iban a ser musicales, éramos nosotros...

	Rocío
	54. A band
	De un grupo.

	Researcher
	55. Ah! They want to be musicians
	¡Ah! Que querían ser músicos.

	Rocío
	56. Yes
	Sí.


The conversation follows the topic that the adults introduced and the children are forced to proceed according to that. At the same time children need to be brought to a much higher level of abstraction then they manage by themselves. For example, the researcher insists on the fact that the fairy tale must be divided into three parts (turn 57), this idea is clearly out of the context of the conversation and it seems to be thus that children understand it. Then, and after successive attempts to encourage the children to participate (turns 58 & 59), David repeats what the researcher was looking for (turn 61) “in the morning it begins, then one day some thing happen, and then it is solved”. Very similar to what in other words says Victoria (turn 63) “The problem presentation and then how the problem is solved”. What it seems to us is that these sentences are not meaningful for the children even if they are for the researcher.

	Researcher
	57. OK, but you must remember that the fairy tale needs to include at least three things, who can remember them? (Some of them give an inaudible answer)
	Claro, pero vosotros os acordáis que en el cuento tenía que haber por lo menos tres cosas ¿quién se acuerda?. (Contestan varios a la vez y se oye mal)

	Researcher
	58. Let see, each of you speaks, each of you explain me. Let’s see, let’s see
	A ver, cada uno habla, cada uno me cuenta. A ver, a ver...

	David B.
	59. Yes, me
	Si, yo.

	Researcher
	60. Let’s see.
	A ver.

	David B.
	61. At least in the morning it begins, then one day something happen, and then it is solved.
	Por lo menos por la mañana empieza esto, luego un día pasó algo y luego cómo se soluciona.

	Researcher
	62. Ok, let see if she can complete it
	Claro, a ver tú, si ella lo completa ahora.

	Victoria
	63. The problem presentation, what happens and then how the problem is solved
	La presentación, lo que pasa y luego cómo se resuelve el problema.


In fact, the researcher cannot manage to understand that children were not only thinking about the main characters of their fairy tale, but also about many other things that happen to them. It seem to us that she was not very attentive to the children’s voices, while in contrast Victoria seems to be attentive to the adult voice (turn 68)

	Researcher
	64. OK, now you just think about characters, right?
	Claro, entonces, por ahora, sólo habíais pensado en quiénes son los personajes, ¿no?.

	All
	65. Yes
	Sí.

	Researcher
	66. Then, you need to think of some more things 
	Entonces, habría que pensar más cosas

	David B.
	67.  // and // also how the fairy tale was, // that some children 
	// y // y de qué manera es el cuento, que es unos niños 

	Victoria
	68. Pilar, we will write using vignettes?
	Pilar, ¿qué lo vamos a escribir en viñetas?.

	Researcher
	69. Ok, first the drawings, that is, you need to think now what we include in the firstdrawing, then in the second one, and then in the third one // let see // we will think together, OK? Let’s see
	Claro, primero en viñetas, o sea que ahora hay que pensar qué ponemos en la primera viñeta, después que ponemos en la segunda y después qué ponemos en la tercera // a ver // vamos a pensarlo juntos, ¿vale? a ver...


For our point of view, this conversation shows how a didactic tool cannot function by itself even it was very well planned. The way in which teacher uses it and especially how she interacts with the children is as important as the tool itself.  

Some reflections by way of conclusion
We began these pages by saying that our main goal was to explore how children make meaning at school when they work in a writing workshop in which they participate in literacy practices. We assumed that making meaning is a process imbibed in the context where it is generated and that it is closely related to the goals and social roles of participants. In relation with this main topic and following the proposed theoretical framework we have a triple field of reflection.

First, meaning making is a social process and children achieve it by participating in social and cultural endeavors (Gee, 1996; Hicks, 1991; Miller, 1996). From that perspective, to make meaning involves a double course of development; on the one hand the control that children can achieve over their own intellectual processes (John-Steiner et al., 1998); on the other, participation in multiple discourses from which the child generates her/his own discourse (Bakhtin, 1981). Taking these ideas as a point of departure, the main aspect that needs to be discussed with respect to how children make meaning in our classroom is related to the way in which they can participate in intersubjective relationships when they interact with adults and peers. Looking at our examples when children produce a fairy tale together, we observe that intersubjectivity is easy when children work in group by themselves without the presence of an adult; in that situation it seems to be easy for participants to share a definition of the situation and follow each other’s contribution during the conversation.

Second, we were interested in making meaning when children participate in literacy practices. 

According to Gee (1996), literacy is related to the control of use of secondary discourses. In that sense and in terms of our examples, it seems to us that adults try to help children to achieve that control, but that the strategies they use are not always successful. From our point of view adults situate their discourse on levels of abstraction than children are incapable of following. 

Finally, and considering the social role-play by adults and children, it seems to be fairly clear that both groups bring very different goalsto the classroom. Adults are involved in activities with the idea of being organizers of activities, and may even have very specific strategies forachieving this goal. From our point of view, and even accepting that asymmetrical relationships will often need to be established among them, we believe that new models of interacting should be explored, specially those that present adults as apprentices and capable of listening to children’s voices.
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