






Reflect
An examination of the data revealed a number of
possible reasons for this lack of improvement in
the quality of the childrens’ writing. 
1. Calkins et al. (2005) suggests that writing

conferences should focus on one teachable skill.
The data shows that thirty-two of the forty-one
interactions dealt with more than eight
corrections or new skills, thus reducing the
effectiveness of the interaction. 

2. Initial findings suggest that I, in the role of
teacher, was in control throughout the
workshop. This inflexible attitude to role is not
a feature of scaffolded interaction. 

3. Each of the fifteen reflective journals from the
cycle detail how the timing of the writing
workshop changed from day to day as did the
actual structure of the lesson. Routman (2005)
suggests that this can copper-fasten teacher’s
control as the children are constantly unsure
what to do next.

4. The annotated writing samples and reflective
journals from the first cycle show that the
children are given feedback at the end of the
lesson and consequently, have no time or
opportunity to apply their skill. 

Cycle Two 
Plan 
To introduce a three part lesson which began with
a whole class mini-lesson, moved to individual seat
work and concluded with a whole class share
session. The aim of this lesson plan was to facilitate
the gradual transfer of responsibility for the
writing from teacher to child. 

Act
There were four main actions during cycle two.
1. I modelled writing during the writing

workshops. 
2. One-to-one conferences took place as the

children were writing, thereby providing them
with an opportunity to practice the newly
taught skills. 

3. The children were given responsibility for the
selection and use of appropriate writing
equipment. During this cycle children began to
write in four-page booklets. 

4. The share session at the end of every lesson
provided children with an opportunity to read
and respond to each other’s writing, thus
allowing children to experience the role of
expert evaluators and expert writers.

Observe
Initial findings from cycle two suggest that the
quality of their writing improved as did their
interest and commitment to the writing. During the
one-to-one conferences there was a significant
reduction in the number of interruptions and off
task noise. 
Figures 4.12 and 4.13
demonstrate Jack’s
development as a
writer. The first
sample is from the
final week of cycle one
and the second sample
is from the third week
of cycle two.

Jack, senior infants 
Page one of one WS/ Jack/2/2

I wish I had moose horns.
Jack, Senior infants 

Page one of four WS/Jack/24/2

I was staying in my cousin’s house. 
I was sitting on the floor watching telly.
The handle of the window came down. 
We are getting out of here! 

Perhaps the most striking comparison between the
two samples is the quantity of writing. The first
sample is six words long, the second is twenty
eight. The first sample is produced with little
awareness of a reader.  In the second sample, Jack
attempts to build up tension through his story. He
waits until the third page to tell the “scary bit.”
Unlike the first sample it is clear that the second
story is written for a specific purpose: to scare his
reader. 
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Figure 4.12 Jack’s annotated
writing sample 2/2 cycle one

Figure 4.12 Jack’s annotated writing sample 2/2 cycle one



Reflect
Findings suggest that while the children were more
engaged and produced higher quality writing they
had not developed a “nose” for quality; therefore
their ability to evaluate writing was impaired. Data
from the audio-taped interactions suggest that
children could not identify which of two stories
was of higher quality. “Miss, I don’t know which
one is better, which one do you think?”
(A.I./Ken/2/3). 

Cycle Three
Plan
To develop a structure through which I could
transfer responsibility for the evaluation of the
writing to the learner. 
Act 
There were two main changes undertaken in cycle
three. 
1. The children (with teacher as scribe) compiled a

list of good writers’ behaviours. This chart can
be seen in figure 4.17. 

2. This list became the basis for all feedback given
to the children during both the one-to-one
conferences and the share sessions. 

Figure 4.17. Good writers criteria
Good writers

Read back on
what they’ve
written and make
sure it makes
sense. 
Proof-read
Slow down the
important part.
Write about one
thing.
Keep writing
during writing
time.
Think about the
reader as they
write.
“Hook” the reader in.
Have an “aaah” ending.
Add humour, feelings and sound effects to your
story
Write about what you know

Observe 
Initial findings from cycle three suggest that the
children had become more aware of their
responsibility to produce quality writing. The
following annotated writing sample (figure 4.20)
demonstrates how the children applied the good
writer’s criteria to the writing during both the
share session and the production of the writing.
Dan, the writer, said during the share session that
he included the ‘what a feelin’ part because “I
know that they like to hear a funny story”
(A.I./Dan/31/3). It is clear from the children’s
comments that they enjoyed the story and found it
interesting. Therefore the writer demonstrated an
ability to judge the expectations of his audience
and write towards their taste. Initial findings
suggest that the quality of the children’s writing
improved during this cycle. 

Figure 4.20 Dan’s annotated writing sample 31/3
Dan, 1st class
Page four of four 
WS/Dan/31/3

One day a dinosaur came and said with a massive
roar “feed me trucks or feel my wrath.”
“Aah that truck looks yummy.”
“Aaah don’t eat me I just have rotten old skin”
said the truck driver.
But the dinosaur swallowed it in one gulp but
then something went terribly wrong. The truck
went on fire and went down to his heart. “Heart
burn” I said, “spit it out have this.”
What are these tablets?” [Asked the dinosaur]
“Gaviscon tablets” I said. 
He spat out the truck and took a tablet. 
Suddenly he started singing, “what a feelin’ what
a feelin.’ 
Now get out of here you baggy old sack. 
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Reflect
Data from cycle three suggest there were two main
reasons for children’s increased sense of
responsibility towards their writing. 
1. The teacher and pupil adopted a more flexible

attitude to their roles during classroom
interaction. Flexible roles are an integral part of
successful scaffolded interaction. 

2. The development of an authentic, responsive
audience, thus providing children with a real
purpose for their writing. 

Implications and Conclusions
The study is based on one teacher’s experience of
classroom interaction as such the implications of
the study can be seen more as “lessons learned”
rather than as extensive claims of generaliseability.
The first lesson which I learned was that change is
possible, but it requires considerable effort, interest
and belief from the teacher. The first cycle of action
did not make any real difference to the children’s
writing, or my ability to help them improve it. It
was only when I realised that I would have to let
them take responsibility for the production of
writing during the lesson that things started to
improve. On the last day of the study I note

I was just thinking about how long it took me
to realise that it really mattered where I sat
during the conferences, I fought that one for a
good few weeks, I would pull up a chair on a
Monday only to make them come up to my desk
the following day  (RJ/31/3).

However, learning how to reflect on classroom
practices, with the backup of research, enabled me
to make a real and actual change to classroom
practices. Altering my role and the roles of the
children had implications not only on the children’s
attitude and interest in writing but also on the

quality of their writing. It is hoped that these
changes in attitudes will be sustained throughout
both my teaching life and the children’s writing lives. 

This study examined how applied research and
reflection on practice can change the quality of
children’s writing. I began by establishing my
concerns about the quality of teaching and learning
during writing workshop in my classroom. The
literature review suggested a possible model of
teacher- pupil interaction which could support
increased child responsibility. The main elements
of the intervention programme were identified.
Action research was defended as an appropriate
method of investigation for this study. Findings
suggest that transferring responsibility to children
increases their competence and confidence as
writers. The implications of the study are perhaps
more important for the professional confidence of
teachers than the contribution they make to the
body of research. The study suggests that while
change in classroom practice is hard-work it is
possible and it is very rewarding. 
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Excerpt from the share session (A.I./Dan/31/3)
David: Very good
Claire: Miss that was the most funniest story I ever

saw in my life 
Nora: He really hooked the reader in
Jack: He added humour and sound effects
Kate: The end was great too
Jean: What part did you like about?
David: I liked two parts. The part where he took the

tablet and where he said “baggy old sack”
Liam: I liked the part where he ate the truck and he

went on fire
David: I could even see the fire in his heart when he

was saying it



Réamhrá
Sa chéad alt den tsraith seo ar an léitheoireacht
agus an litríocht i gCuraclam na Bunscoile (1999)1,
dhírigh mé ar na difríochtaí is mó atá le brath ar
Curaclam na Gaeilge (CG) idir na scoileanna
Béarla agus na scoileanna Gaeilge. Chuir mé chun
tosaigh san alt nach bhfuil an tábhacht a áirítear a
bhaineann leis an léitheoireacht (ar féidir a léamh
ina bun chloch fealsúnachta de chuid na Comhairle
Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta2) ag teacht
leis na hidirdhealuithe atá idir na scoileanna (agus
ar féidir iad a léamh ina gcleachtais sa seomra
ranga). Mar shampla, cé go bhfuil an léitheoireacht
luaite ar bhonn fealsúnachta ar CG le “foinse
luachmhar teanga”, don “Ghaeilgeoir” agus “don
fhoghlaimeoir araon”, ní thagann an moladh ar
CG scagadh a dhéanamh idir taithí teanga an
pháiste atá ag freastal ar scoil Bhéarla, suas leis an
bpáiste atá ag freastal ar scoil Ghaeilge, leis an
bhfealsúnacht seo; ná leis an moladh nár cheart
tosú ar an léitheoireacht roimh Rang Dó i
scoileanna Béarla. Ba mhaith an rud é, dar liomsa,
tús a chur leis an léitheoireacht níos luaithe ná mar
atá molta ar CG mar, dá gcuirfí sin i bhfeidhm,
chiallódh sé gur de réir a chéile a bheifí ag
caitheamh le cách agus go mbeadh na dálaí céanna
léitheoireachta ann do pháistí uile na tíre. Dá
bhfágfaimis an dealú ar lár ar feadh scaithimh,
áfach, d’fheicfí dúinn gur deá-mholadh atá sa
bhfealsúnacht seo a bhféadfadh páistí na
scoileanna Béarla agus Gaeilge araon a chur ar
bhóthar a léitheoireachta agus a leasa. San alt seo,
cuirfidh mé romham na coincheapa bunaidh lena
mbaineann a shainiú agus moltaí éagsúla a chur
chun tosaigh a bhféadfadh cur lena bhfuil dearfach
ar CG. Tóg san áireamh go mbeidh cuid de na
moltaí seo ag teacht lena bhfuil luaite ar CG
cheana féin, ach go ndéanfaidís toisí éagsúla de CG
a shníomh lena chéile. Chuige sin, déanfaidh mé
moladh na CNCM a iniúchadh ar dtúis a bheidh
ina bharra shampla don phlé; féachfaidh mé ar

choincheap na cothromaíochta; agus féachfaidh
mé ar na hidirdhealuithe atá le brath ar CG faoi
léas choincheap seo na cothromaíochta. Is dóigh
liom gur cóir agus gur ceart an cheist seo a
spíonadh amach go poiblí, idir bheartais,
impleachtaí agus bhunús an bhreithiúnais; agus, cé
nach bhfuil sé laistigh de chúram an ailt seo luí
isteach go mór ar na próisis pholaitíochta ar fad a
bhaineann le déanamh beartas – ina measc siúd,
mar a leagtar an clár oibre síos, mar a dhéantar
breithiúnas, mar a chuirtear na beartais i
bhfeidhm, mar a dhéantar athbhreithniú ar na
beartais – tá sé i gceist agam súil a chaitheamh ar
inneach an bheartais, agus ar na deacrachtaí agus
ar na himpleachtaí lena roinneann. San alt seo, mar
sin, féachfaidh mé ar thoisí eile de léitheoireacht na
Gaeilge atá luaite ar CG agus ar tharraing mé aird
orthu sa chéad alt; agus, sa deireadh, féachfaidh
mé ar an tslí a ionramhálann CG na gnéithe seo ina
n-iomláine. 

Fiúntas na Léitheoireachta ar ‘Treoirlínte do
Mhúinteoirí’
Ar ‘Treoirlínte do Mhúinteoirí’, dearbhaítear ann
gur “foinse luachmhar teanga í don Ghaeilgeoir
dúchais agus don fhoghlaimeoir araon.” (TM,
1999). Is féidir na tuiscintí seo a leanas a bhaint as
an ráiteas sin, sa mhéid is go gciallaíonn sé 

(i) go bhféachtar ar an léitheoireacht ar bhonn
substainteach, sa mhéid is gur rud maith í agus
gur suáilce atá inti; 

(ii)go bhféachtar ar an léitheoireacht ar bhonn
ionstraimeach maidir le sealbhú teanga, agus
gur féidir tarraingt as tobar na léitheoireachta
go flúirseach chuige sin; 

(iii) go bhféachtar ar an léitheoireacht ar bhonn
rochtana agus sin neamhspleách ar chumas, .i.,
is “foinse” í an léitheoireacht ar féidir le gach
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An Léitheoireacht, an Litríocht agus Curaclam na
Gaeilge (1999) : Cuid a Dó: Ceist na Cothromaíochta
Sorcha De Brún

1Rialtas na hÉireann (1999), Curaclam Gaeilge na Bunscoile: Gaeilge. Baile Átha Cliath. Is leis na litreacha CG a dhéanfar tagairt
don Churaclam san alt seo feasta.
2Is leis na ceannlitreacha CNCM a thagrófar don Chomhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus Measúnachta san alt seo feasta.



duine leas a bhaint aisti, agus sin beag bheann
ar an leibhéal Gaeilge atá i gceist; 

(iv) go bhféachtar ar an léitheoireacht ar bhonn
comhthaithe ó thaobh phobail labhartha de, .i.,
gur “foinse” í a dhéanfadh taithí an
Ghaeilgeora agus an fhoghlaimeora araon a
shníomh le chéile.

Is le fada an lá a shamhlaítear an Ghaeilge ina ceist
mhionlaigh ar an ábhar gur mionteanga í nach
mbíonn á labhairt ach ag céatadán beag de
mhuintir na hÉireann. Agus an mionteangachas
faoi chaibidil ag tráchtairí, is iomaí uair, mar
shampla, a dhéantar talamh slán de gurb éard a
eascraíonn as an mionteangachas ná an t-
imeallachas, agus go bhfuil dlúthbhaint ag an dá
rud lena chéile. Pé acu le fianaise eimpíreach nó trí
bhíthin na hargóinte polaitiúla a dhearbhaítear
amhlaidh, braitheann na tuiscintí seo ar shainiú na
gcoincheapa mionlachas agus imeallachas an chéad
lá, agus ar na tuairimí atá ann ar a gcuimsítear
maidir leis na hidéanna seo. Bíodh sin mar atá, is i
réimse na scolaíochta is mó a fheictear nach bhfuil
an cheist chomh habsalóideach sin, sa mhéid is go
bhfuil an Ghaeilge riachtanach go leibhéal na
hArdteiste, agus í á sealbhú ag gach páiste sa tír
seo, beag bheann ar a gcuid teanga teaghlaigh,
agus neamhspleách ar pé acu mionteanga nó
mórtheanga a thugtar uirthi.  I réimse na
bunscolaíochta arb í ábhar an ailt seo, mar sin, is é
an móramh is ea atá ag gabháil don Ghaeilge.
Cúiseanna bunreachtúla faoi ndear an riachtanas
seo go príomha, toisc go bhfuil sé dearbhaithe ar
Airteagal 8 i mBunreacht na hÉireann (1937) gurb
í an Ghaeilge chéad teanga oifigiúil an Stáit,
airteagal a bhfuil stádas inscríofa dleathach ag
baint leis:

“An Stát.
Airteagal 8
1.Ós í an Ghaeilge an teanga náisiúnta is í an
príomhtheanga oifigiúil í.” (Bunreacht na
hÉireann, 1937)

Is í an ghné is mó suntas ó thaobh na bunreachta
agus ó thaobh an mhóraimh de ná, más fíor go
dtaithíonn gach uile pháiste sa tír an Ghaeilge ar
scoil, shamhlófaí nach ceist don mhionlach í an
Ghaeilge sa chomhthéacs seo ach ceist don
mhóramh. Chomh maith leis sin, dealraíonn sé go
bhfágann sé sin gur chóir (i) freastal cuimsitheach

a dhéanamh ar an teanga a bheadh ag teacht leis an
stádas bunreachtúil atá aici; agus (ii) go gcaithfí le
saoránaigh na tíre ar comhleibhéal dá réir, idir
dhaoine a bhfuil an Ghaeilge ina chéad teanga acu,
agus daoine a bhfuil an Béarla ina chéad teanga
acu. Go hachomair, bíodh is gur mionteanga í an
Ghaeilge, is ceist don mhóramh í sa chóras
oideachais ós rud é go bhfuil sí riachtanach ann
agus go mbaineann sí le hoideachas gach
saoránach. Ag an bpointe seo, is é a dhearbhóidh
mé ag eascairt as céimeanna na hargóinte thuas ná
go mbronnann an riachtanas teanga atá ar gach
saoránach an teanga a fhoghlaim ar scoil, ná gur
féidir a rá go gcuimsíonn sé sin an chothromaíocht
agus go bhfuil an chothromaíocht intuigthe ann
mar atá. Ní miste a lua nach n-éilíonn an cúram a
chaithfear a thabhairt don mhóramh nach féidir
freastal faoi leith á dhéanamh ar riachtanais an
mhionlaigh, go háirithe i gcomhthéacs an
daonlathais liobrálaigh. 

Cothromaíocht Dálaí
Is mór idir sainiú choincheap na cothromaíochta ar
thaobh amháin, agus, ar an dtaobh eile de, labhairt
faoin gcothromaíocht. I bhfocail Andrew
Haywood, “Merely perceiving the external world
does not in itself give us knowledge about it”.
(Haywood, 2002). Má ghlactar le coincheap John
Baker faoi choincheap na cothromaíochta dálaí,
feictear dúinn a bhfuil i gceist lei, agus go
mbaineann sí go dlúth le hacmhainní agus le
dáileadh acmhainní:

…it is the belief that people should be as equal
as possible in relation to the central conditions
of their lives. Equality of condition is not
about trying to make inequalities fairer, or
giving people a more equal opportunity to
become unequal, but about ensuring that
everyone has roughly equal prospects…( 2005)

Luann Baker gné an-thábhachtach den
chothromaíocht dálaí, mar atá, “the equal
enabling and empowerment of individuals”, agus
sin i réimse an oideachais. Má chothaíonn an t-
idirdhealú atá le brath ar CG difríochtaí
suntasacha do pháistí sa mhéid is (i) go ndáilfear
níos mó acmhainní teanga ar pháistí na scoileanna
Gaeilge, rud a chiallóidh, (i) go mbeidh seans níos
fearr ag na páistí sin dul chun cinn a dhéanamh (a)
ar bhonn ábharaíoch agus (b) ó thaobh na
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foghlama de; (iii) ciallóidh sé, leis, nach bhfuil na
dálaí cothrom, agus go bhfuil éagothrom á imirt ar
pháistí na scoileanna Béarla, ós rud é go bhfuil
“…so much better prospects for a good life than
others” ag páistí na scoileanna Gaeilge (2005).
Caithfear súil inár ndiaidh thíos ar na
hidirdhealuithe go léir a chuimsíonn an easpa
chothromaíochta sin don pháiste atá sa scoil
Bhéarla.

Cumas Teanga sa Ghaeilge, agus an
Chruthaitheacht
Féachfar anois ar an tslí a théann CG i ngleic leis
an gcruthaitheacht, leis an gcumas, leis an muinín
agus leis an tsamhlaíocht ó thaobh na
léitheoireachta de. Nuair a thagaimid chomh fada
le tagairtí don chruthaitheacht i réimse na
léitheoireachta, léirítear idirdhealú ann ina leith.
Bíodh is gurb í an scríbhneoireacht atá faoi
chaibidil sa sampla seo thíos, measaim go
mbaineann an dá rud lena chéile sa mhéid is gur ag
scríobh agus ag léamh a bhíonn an páiste, ina
cháilíocht mar léitheoir nó mar scríbhneoir.
Déantar scagadh ar CG, áfach, idir an té atá ar
scoil Ghaeilge, agus an té atá ar scoil Bhéarla. Ag
leibhéal na meánranganna agus na n-ardranganna,
molann CG go láidir níos mó béime a chur ar ghné
na cruthaitheachta do pháistí ar scoileanna
Gaeilge:

Scríbhneoireacht chruthaitheach
Téacs scéil on ríomhaire, go mór mór sna
scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge agus Gaeltachta (CG,
1999)  (liomsa an cló dubh)

Ní mholtar amhlaidh don pháiste atá ar scoil
Bhéarla, ach ní thugtar le fios cad is bunús leis an
idirdhealú agus leis an gcinneadh seo. Ní thagann
an ganntanas, áfach, leis an gcur chuige
cumarsáideach ná leis an ngné chomhtháite atá
molta ar CG. Cé nach gcuirtear aon chúiseanna in
iúl, dealraíonn sé gurb í bun chloch na tuisceana ná
go dtéann scileanna teanga le scileanna
cruthaitheacha, agus go mbraitheann an
chruthaitheacht ar chumas teanga nó ar líofacht
teanga, mar is é sin an t-aon difríocht a d’fhéadfaí
a aimsiú idir na páistí seo, agus gan aon aithne
againn orthu. Ach más iad gníomhaíochtaí na
cruthaitheachta agus na hinspioráide atá i gceist
(murab ionann agus an toradh a thiocfaidh as na
gníomhaíochtaí cruthaitheacha sin) ní gá gurb

amhlaidh atá. Ar son na hargóinte, glacaimis leis,
mar shampla, go bhfuil cumas teanga i bhfad níos
fearr ag páistí na scoileanna Gaeilge ná páistí na
scoileanna Béarla. Feictear cúpla tuiscint
míloighciúil ar an bpointe: 

(i) Dá mbeadh stór focal níos fearr ag páistí na
scoileanna Gaeilge, ní chiallódh sé sin go
mbeidh na páistí seo níos cruthaithí ná páistí na
scoileanna Béarla

(ii)Tá neamhréir i gceist toisc nach dtugann an
tuairim seo (faoin chruthaitheacht) aon léargas
dúinn ar an gcoibhneas atá idir cumas teanga sa
Ghaeilge, agus an chruthaitheacht, más ann do

(iii) Ní fhéadfaí bheith lánchinnte go mbeidh
cumas teanga na bpáistí níos fearr i ngach uile
chás. Beidh scoileanna Béarla ann ina gcuirtear
an Ghaeilge chun tosaigh mar chuid de
Phleanáil na Scoile ina hiomláine, mar atá molta
ar CG, agus ina mbeidh an Ghaeilge a bheidh ag
na páistí sna scoileanna Béarla seo gach pioc
chomh maith leis na páistí ar scoileanna Gaeilge

(iv) Ní tuiscint chomhtheagmhálach atá sa
ghanntanas béime a chuirtear ar an
gcruthaitheacht sna scoileanna Béarla óir ní
thagraíonn sé don todhchaí, agus don tslí ar
féidir leis an bpáiste dul i bhfeabhas le himeacht
aimsire.

Is iad impleachtaí an chinnidh ná go gcothaíonn an
ganntanas béime dálaí difriúla do pháistí, agus sin
ag eascairt as an gcoibhneas atá déanta idir cumas
teanga sa Ghaeilge agus an chruthaitheacht, ach
gan aon fhianaise bheith ann chuige sin. Níos
suntasaí fós, b’fhéidir, léiríonn na dálaí difriúla seo
go mb’fhéidir gurb é an cinnteachas polaitiúil is
bunús leis an tuiscint áirithe seo. 

D’fhéadfaí féachaint ar an gceist seo ar bhealach
eile ar fad, agus glacadh leis ar son na hargóinte go
bhfuil cumas teanga níos fearr ag páistí ar
scoileanna Gaeilge, toisc níos mó taithí bheith acu
ar an teanga. Má ghlactar leis gurb é is brí le
cruthaitheacht i gcomhthéacs na bunscoile ná a
bheith ag cumadh ábhair, tagann cúpla rud i gcás.
Tagann an dalta suas le bun smaoineamh, téann
rud éigin i bhfeidhm air, agus tagann fonn air é a
chur in iúl ar bhealach faoi leith. Ach ní gá go
mbaineann an tús sin, an chruthaitheacht, le cumas
teanga per se. Baineann sin leis an mianach atá sa
pháiste rud a dhéanamh suas ó bhonn agus an fonn
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air é a chur in iúl dá réir; nó féachaint ar rud, mar
shampla, agus rud éigin eile ar fad a fheiceáil, agus
iarracht a dhéanamh é sin a chur in iúl; nó rud a
thuiscint ar bhealach neamhchoitianta, agus
iarracht a dhéanamh é sin a chur in iúl; nó cónasc
a dhéanamh idir rudaí nuair nach gnách an cónasc
sin a bheith ann, agus iarracht a dhéanamh é sin a
chur in iúl. Go deimhin, ba dheacair a aimsiú go
beacht cad atá i gceist le tús na cruthaitheachta,
ach is amhlaidh go mbeidh go leor céimeanna
riachtanacha eile le tógáil ag an bpáiste má tá sé le
héirim na cruthaitheachta a thabhairt chun críche,
idir an fuinneamh a bheith ann, na mothúcháin a
chur ag obair ar a bhfuil idir lámha aige, agus an
dúil rud éigin a chruthú. Is éard atá sa chumas
teanga ná gléas cruthaitheachta, dar liomsa, an rud
a thiomáineann an chruthaitheacht go ceann
scríbe; agus b’fhéidir gurb í is tábhachtaí í sa
deireadh. Ach an chruthaitheacht féin, is rud ann
féin í sin. Agus más rud é go bhfuil cumas teanga
sa pháiste, mar aon leis na gnéithe eile go léir,
b’fhéidir gur rud éigin fónta a thiocfaidh as na
hiarrachtaí cruthaitheacha. Ní miste a lua gur dual
do pháistí céimeanna tosaigh na cruthaitheachta a
thógáil, fiú gan mórán cumais bheith bainte amach
san ábhar acu. Dá bhféachfaí ar an gcumas teanga
agus ar an gcumas cruthaitheachta mar rudaí nach
bhfuil greamaithe sa chloch, ciallaíonn sin go
mbeidh cleachtadh agus spreagadh ag teastáil i
gcónaí. Mar sin, más rud é gur scileanna éagsúla
faoi leith iad an cumas teanga agus an cumas
cruthaitheachta, agus más scileanna iad ar féidir
leo athrú agus dul i bhfeabhas le himeacht aimsire;
nó más scileanna iad a thagann le chéile agus a
théann i bhfeidhm ar a chéile ag tréimhsí áirithe
den phróiseas cruthaitheachta, measaim gur féidir
a rá gur cheart go bhféachfaí ar an gcruthaitheacht
mar scil faoi leith sa seomra ranga, agus gur cheart
don mhúinteoir an páiste a chur i dtreo na
cruthaitheachta chomh luath agus is féidir,
neamhspleách ar an gcumas teanga. Is í
gníomhaíocht na cruthaitheachta, .i., an páiste ag
iarraidh é féin a chur in iúl, a bheidh ina ábhar
spreagtha don pháiste, dá laghad teanga atá aige.
Ach í an chruthaitheacht a spreagfaidh an páiste
cur lena chuid eolais. 

Cumas Teanga sa Ghaeilge, an Mhuinín, na
Mothúcháin agus an tSamhlaíocht 
Maíonn CG gur “scil ghabh chumais” (CG, 1999)
atá sa léitheoireacht, cé go bhfuil scileanna eile i

gceist chomh maith. Sa chuid seo den phróiseas,
beidh an múinteoir ag baint earraíochta as sliocht
léitheoireachta, nó as píosa litríochta, leis an
léitheoireacht a chur i bhfeidhm. Ach in ainneoin a
bhfuil ráite go ginearálta ar CG faoin scil
ghabhchumais seo, tá idirdhealú eile le brath air
maidir le scoileanna Béarla agus scoileanna
Gaeilge. Maidir le mír na léitheoireachta, “ag úsáid
teanga”, moltar “cumas agus muinín” agus
“samhlaíocht agus mothúcháin” a chothú sna
scoileanna Gaeilge (CG, 1999). Is maith ann iad,
ach nach luaitear a macasamhla do scoileanna
Béarla. (CG, 1999). Molann CG nár cheart tosú ar
an léitheoireacht agus ar an scríbhneoireacht
Ghaeilge i scoileanna Béarla go dtí go bhfuil “bonn
maith” faoi labhairt an Bhéarla (CG, 1999). Ach,
dá laghad cur amach agus a bheidh ag an bpáiste
ar an nGaeilge, ní hionann sin agus a rá nach
mbeidh an mhuinín chéanna le cothú ann agus a
bheidh le cothú sa pháiste a bhfuil níos mó cumais
(nó taithí, nó spéise fiú) sa Ghaeilge aige, más é sin
an rud a scarann an páiste seo amach ó pháiste eile.
Agus ní miste a rá nach ionann easpa taithí nó
chumais, agus easpa samhlaíochta. Déantar
coibhneas eile idir cumas agus muinín, agus idir
cumas agus samhlaíocht, ach is gnéithe sainiúla iad
go léir a shamhlófaí mar chuid bhunúsach den
phróiseas múinte agus foghlama. 

Maidir le samhlaíocht an pháiste, cuireann Culler
lenár dtuiscint nuair a mhaíonn sé go bhfuil a
leithéid de rud ann agus cumas liteartha agus
scéalaíochta atá ginte sa duine, agus gur féidir é seo
a fhorbairt i gcónaí (Lazar, 1993). Agus maidir le
cúrsaí teangeolaíochta, tráchtann Belletti agus
Rizzi (2002) ar hipitéis bhunaidh maidir leis an
gcumas seo sa pháiste teanga a shealbhú. Ag cur le
saothar Chomsky atá siad agus le tuiscint na
Gramadaí Uilíche nuair a deir siad gur:

[…]the biological endowment for language is
constant across the species: we are not
specifically predisposed to acquire the
language of our biological parents, but to
acquire whatever human language is
presented to us in childhood. Of course, this is
not an a priori truth, but an empirical
hypothesis, one which is confirmed by the
explanatory success of modern comparative
linguistics. (Belletti agus Rizzi, 2002)(liomsa
an cló dubh)
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Luadh cheana go mb’fhéidir go bhfuil an
cinnteachas le brath ar CG, ach measaim go dtéann
an hipitéis seo thuas fada go leor leis an
gcinnteachas sin a bhréagnú: ní gá go mbeidh an
páiste ag brath ar theanga a thuismitheoirí, ná ar
an scoil ar a bhfuil sé ag freastal, chun suim a
bheith aige féin ina rogha ábhair, neamhspleách ar
a thuismitheoirí agus ar a chuid scoile,
neamhspleách ar na cúinsí seachtracha, ach de réir
a thola féin.

Ag Cothú Spéise agus Ag Cothú Fonn
Léitheoireachta
Agus Ó Murchú ag tagairt do na cuspóirí bunaidh
a bhaineann le múineadh na Gaeilge, dearbhaíonn
sé gurb é is cúis leo ná cuid den litríocht a léamh
agus an teanga labhartha a mhúineadh (1981).
Agus é trácht ar cheart agus ar mhí-cheart i
múineadh na Gaeilge, luann sé gur 

…cás faoi leith í an Ghaeilge i gcomparáid leis
na teangacha eile a mhúintear ar scoil. Cuid de
na daoine a labhraíonn í, agus a mhúineann í, is
ar scoil a d’fhoghlaim siad féin í. Agus ní nach
iontas ní bhíonn acu ach leagan easnamhach
dhi…is gnách go mbíonn lorg an Bhéarla go
láidir ar an bhfuaimniú, ar an gcomhréir, agus
ar an stór focal…(Ó Murchú, 1981)

Má ghlactar lena bhfuil ráite ag Ó Murchú faoin
taithí seo foghlama, d’fhéadfaí a rá go dtabharfadh
an léitheoireacht fhoirmiúil – an litríocht, mar
shampla – eiseamláirí do na páistí leaganacha
cearta infheicthe den teanga a bheith ós a gcomhair,
ní amháin chomh fada leis an ngramadach, ach
maidir leis an gcomhréir agus eile. Tugann an focal
scríofa am don pháiste struchtúir na teanga atá
cloiste aige a shealbhú agus machnamh a dhéanamh
mar gheall orthu. Ar CG, moltar “fonn
léitheoireachta” a chothú sna scoileanna Gaeilge,
san áit nach moltar ach “spéis” a chothú i
scoileanna Béarla. Luaitear, leis, go mbeidh
“traschur scileanna” ag teacht i bhfeidhm agus an
páiste ag dul ó léitheoireacht an Bhéarla go
léitheoireacht na Gaeilge. Ráiteas dearfach atá ann,
agus deá-mholadh eile, leis. Ach más amhlaidh atá,
is deacair a shamhlú cén fáth nach bhféadfadh an
próiseas ceannann céanna bheith i gceist maidir le
toisí eile den sealbhú teanga, agus go bhféadfadh an
traschur scileanna céanna tarlú maidir leis an
bhfonn léitheoireachta, mar shampla. 

Conclúidí  
Agus í ag tagairt don léitheoireacht maidir le
teangacha iasachta, tá an méid seo le rá ag Gillian
Lazar ina leith:

In many countries around the world students
have fairly limited access to spoken English,
and written English often takes on primary
importance for stimulating language
acquisition. Literature may provide a
particularly appropriate way of stimulating
this acquisition, as it provides meaningful and
memorable contexts for processing and
interpreting new language…any extensive
reading we encourage them to do outside the
classroom would probably need to be of
graded material, such as graded readers.
(Lazar, 1993)

Mar chuid den phlé a rinneadh thuas, chonacthas
go bhfuil spriocanna uaillmhianacha leagtha
amach sa Churaclam do pháistí ó scoileanna
Gaeilge agus lán-Ghaeltachta a chothóidh dálaí
maithe léitheoireachta dóibh, ach gan na dálaí
céanna bheith leagtha amach do pháistí na
scoileanna Béarla. Ba cheart, áfach, go mbeadh na
dálaí céanna i gceist ar na cúiseanna go léir a
léiríodh thuas. Is foinse eolais í an litríocht don
fhoghlaimeoir teanga, mar a thugann CG le fios.
Mar chéad teanga oifigiúil na tíre seo, measaim
gurb í an litríocht agus an léitheoireacht a
mhúsclóidh an tsuim sa teanga sa seomra ranga,
agus gur beatha teanga í a léamh le barr taitnimh,
le barr eolais, agus le barr na cothromaíochta
dálaí.
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2007.Bhuaigh sí Comórtas Gearrscéalaíochta
Mháirtín Uí Chadhain 2008. Filíocht (‘An Crann
Darach’) agus gearrscéal (‘Amestrus sa Mhúsaem’)
le bheith mar chuid de scéim bhunscoile ‘Séideán
Sí’. Is ball tofa í de Choiste Feidhmiúcháin
Chomhar Scríbhneoirí na hÉireann, Ionad na
Scríbhneoirí, Cearnóg Pharnell mar a bhfuil sí ina
hOifigeach Réiteach Aighneas; agus is ball í den
Irish Political Studies Association.

NODA
CG Curaclam na Gaeilge (1999)
TM Treoirlínte do Mhúinteoirí (1999)
CNCM An Chomhairle Náisiúnta Curaclaim agus
Measúnachta

FOINSÍ 
Baker, John (2005). ‘The Philosophy and Politics of
Equality of Condition’, in Lyons, Mary Ann agus
Waldron, Fionnuala (eag.), Perspectives on Equality:
The Second Séamus Heaney Lectures. Baile Átha
Cliath.

Belleti, Adriana agus Luigi Rizzi (2002). ‘Some
concepts and theories in linguistic theory’, in Chomksy,
Noam, On Nature and Language. Cambridge.

Bird, Marion H. Bird, (1991). Mathematics for Young
Children: An Active Thinking Approach. Londain.

Heywood, Andrew, (2002), Politics. Nua Eabhrac.

Hickey, Tina agus Ó Cainín, Pól (2003). ‘Léitheoirí
Óga na Gaeilge: Cothú agus Cabhair’, in Ní Mhianáin,
Róisín (eag.), Idir Lúibíní: Aistí ar an Léitheoireacht
agus ar an Litearthacht .Baile Átha Cliath.

Lazar, Gillian, (1993). Literature and Language
Teaching.  Cambridge.

Ní Mhianáin, Roisín (2003). ‘Réamhrá’, in Ní
Mhianáin, Roisín, (eag.),  Idir Lúibíní: Aistí ar an
Léitheoireacht agus ar an Litearthacht. Baile Átha
Cliath.

Nic Pháidín, Caoilfhionn (2003). ‘Cén fáth nach?’ – Ó
chanúint go criól’, in Ní Mhianáin, Róisín, (eag.) Idir
Lúibíní: Aistí ar an Léitheoireacht agus ar an
Litearthacht. Baile Átha Cliath.

Nic Pháidín, Caoilfhionn agus Ó Cearnaigh, Séan,
(2006). ‘Plainéad Uaigneach – Prós na Gaeilge’, in Ní
Dhonnchadh, Aisling (eag.), An Prós Comhaimseartha:
Léachtaí Cholm Cille XXXVI. Cill Dara. 

Ó Murchú, Séamus, (1981). ‘ ‘Ceart’ agus ‘Mí-cheart’ i
Múineadh na Gaeilge’, in Mac Mathúna, Liam,
Teagasc na Gaeilge: Imleabhar 2. Baile Átha Cliath.

Ó Raghallaigh, Colmán, (2003). ‘Léitheoirí na Gaeilge
a Neartú: Dúshlán na bhfoilsitheoirí’, in Ní Mhianáin,
Róisín, (eag.) Idir Lúibíní: Aistí ar an Léitheoireacht
agus ar an Litearthacht. Baile Átha Cliath.

Rialtas na hÉireann (1937). Bunreacht na hÉireann

Rialtas na hÉireann (1999). Curaclam na Bunscoile:
Gaeilge. Baile Átha Cliath.

Rialtas na hÉireann (1999). Gaeilge: Treoirlínte do
Mhúinteoirí. Baile Átha Cliath. 

Reading News • September 2008

30



Reading News • September 2008

31

The Benefits and Difficulties of using Word Processing
software by third level students with Dyslexia
John Phayer

This article investigates the way third level Dyslexic students use the Word Processing package, Microsoft
Word 2003, in their studies at college. Twenty two third level Dyslexic students each studying a variety

of courses were involved in this study and then completed a Questionnaire on Microsoft Word when the
Assistive Technology training course was finished. All participants had various backgrounds in Information
Technology especially in Microsoft Word. A Case Study was used as the primary methodology and included
(a) Questionnaires; (b) Interviews and (c) Observations as the data collection techniques. The main findings
of this study show that the “Spell Check and Grammar Check” facilities demonstrate high rates of ‘extreme
usefulness’ in addition to very high results of usage for the “Fonts Selection, Autocorrect feature, Print
Preview and Toolbar icons” facilities. The results of the study would suggest that third level Dyslexic
students encounter the greatest difficulties in terms of writing and spelling, since both are interconnected
with each other. Using Microsoft Word can improve the writing quality and writing process for these
students at third level and it can therefore be regarded as a highly resourceful program. 

Introduction:
Word processing applications are one of the most
commonly used programs for performing a host of
typing tasks by people who use a computer. In
particular, they have become a personal crutch for
those with reading, writing and spelling
difficulties, especially for those with Dyslexia. The
purpose of this article is to describe one study
which investigated the experiences of third level
students with Dyslexia who use the word
processing application, Microsoft Word, in their
studies at college. 

Research Question:
The main research question which the researcher
was attempting to address was “Can the non
Assistive Technology Word Processing package
Microsoft Word® 2003, be used to alleviate or
overcome the difficulties experienced by third level
students with Dyslexia?” Within this main research
question, a number of sub questions arose such as:
• How often do Dyslexic students use Microsoft

Word?

• What are the most commonly used features and
facilities of Microsoft Word?

• What are the most beneficial and frustrating
Microsoft Word facilities used by Dyslexic
students?

• How would Dyslexic students rate Microsoft
Word in relation to their difficulties? 

Project Development
Case Study:
A Case Study proved the most suitable
methodology to be administered by the researcher
because as Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2000:
181) emphasise they:

• ‘provide a unique example of real people in
real situations enabling readers to understand
ideas more clearly than simply by presenting
them with abstract theories or principles’.
(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000: 181). 

• In addition, case studies ‘…frequently provide
the framework within which other methods are
employed for specific purposes’ 
(Moore, 1987: 47). 

The researcher also implemented a number of data
collection methods such as (a) Questionnaires, (b)
Interviews and (c) Observational strategies to
gather the data. 

Limitations of the Research:
Even though a Case Study methodology was
chosen as the primary research technique in the
project, the researcher was restricted to using this
method in a variety of ways:

• Sample selection: The sample was limited to the
number of Dyslexic students using the Assistive
Technology support service provided by the
college which was less than 25. 



• The investigator was limited to these students
who attended the Assistive Technology lessons
on a regular basis and were willing to
participate in the project.

In order to perform an in-depth analysis of the
Microsoft Word’s features the researcher decided
to use questionnaires to target ‘technical and
dichotomous’ answers, followed by interviews and
observations to obtain a “fly on the wall” insight
of the opinions and views that the students have
about Microsoft Word. The investigator tried to
develop this project by ‘methods of inquiry, an
outcome and a resultant record of the inquiry’
(LeCompte and Preissle, 1993 (cited in Cohen,
Manion and Morrison, 2000: 138)), a term defined
as Ethnographic Research. 

Key Findings:
Although Microsoft Word is not specifically
designed for students with Dyslexia, there are
many features which could potentially be of
beneficial use in helping them with their literacy
difficulties. The following tables (Table 1 and
Table 2) and figures (Figure 1 and Figure 2)
provide a summary of the student’s scores about
Microsoft Word for this investigation. 

The study began by briefly looking at how often
the program was used by these students. The
frequency of use is presented in FFiigguurree 11. Only
three of the students had limited experience of
Microsoft Word.
The questionnaire featured a comprehensive set of
questions designed to identify the most helpful and
frustrating features of the program for these users.
A table ((TTaabbllee 11)) was provided on the
questionnaire listing some of the most commonly

used features of Microsoft Word. The students
were asked to indicate the level of usefulness of
each feature by selecting one of the following
options: ‘Extremely Useful’, ‘Very Useful’,
‘Moderately Useful’, ‘Vaguely Useful’, ‘Not at all
Useful’ or ‘Never Used’. Table 1 shows a
breakdown of their responses (see end of article).
It is abundantly clear from Table 1, that, for these
students, the two most useful features of Microsoft
Word are the spelling check and the grammar
check facilities. Thirteen students found the spell
check extremely useful and twelve found the
grammar check extremely useful. Sinead
(Questionnaire, 8/03/2006) claimed that this
facility helps her overcome her difficulties by
saying ‘It eliminates more errors’. Another student,
Margaret (Questionnaire, 10/05/2006), made the
comment that ‘It makes my life easier. I do not have
to look at a dictionary. It is quick and efficient’.
Tony (Questionnaire, 22/03/2006) stated ‘both the
grammar and spell check make life easy for me. It
speeds up the writing of my document’. Cian
(Questionnaire, 31/01/2007) stated the most
helpful facilities are the Spelling and Grammar
Check, stating that ‘My spelling and grammar is so
poor, I can see where I will go wrong’. Anthony
(Questionnaire, 31/01/2007) stated that the most
helpful facilities within Microsoft Word to help
him overcome his difficulties were the ‘Spell Check
and the Autocorrect facilities”. He pointed out that
‘If I’m spelling a word, I might leave a letter in or
out, or I might leave the word in or out. These
facilities help me with the silent letters’. It is worth
noting that the Autocorrect facility, which is
closely related to the spell check facility, was cited
by four students as being ‘extremely useful’ and by
a further ten as being ‘very useful’. Cian
(Questionnaire, 16/02/2006) also was impressed
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Figure 1: How Often the Students Use Microsoft Word
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by the Autocorrect facility, stating ‘This function
allows me to get on with typing and doesn’t annoy
me as much as other so-called Help functions’.

When a further question was put to the students
‘Which Microsoft Word facility is most helpful to
you in overcoming your difficulties?’ eighteen of
the twenty-two respondents cited the spell checker
facility as most helpful. Some mentioned 2 facilities
such as ‘spelling and grammar check’ or ‘spell
check and autocorrect’ or ‘spell check and
thesaurus’. In total, when responding to this
question, five students mentioned grammar
checker, three mentioned thesaurus and two
mentioned the ‘autocorrect’ facility.

While the spell checker is obviously an essential tool
for these students with Dyslexia, it would be wrong
to infer from the above findings that the students are
completely satisfied with how the feature works in
Microsoft Word. When asked the question ‘What
aspect of Microsoft Word is most frustrating to
you?’, five students cited the ‘Spelling Checker’ or
‘Spelling and Grammar Checker’, making it the
most frequently cited feature which the students
found frustrating (see Table 2). However, the large
number of citation for the spell checker as being the
most useful and also the most frustrating feature in
Microsoft Word underlines the extent of the
importance of the feature to the students.

When asked to explain why the spellchecker was
frustrating, Adam (Questionnaire, 22/03/2006)
stated that ‘It is very poor at picking up all the
words’. Trionas explanation (Questionnaire,
7/03/2007) was ‘If I am given a word, I can’t spell
it. As a result I can’t look it up’. Sinead
(Questionnaire, 7/03/2007), also found the spell

checker frustrating, stating ‘Spell check is geared
towards simple mistakes, not Dyslexic mistakes’.
Catherine (Questionnaire, 25/10/2007) said that
the spellchecker was helpful but also ‘very
frustrating because it doesn’t know what is the
right word’. Clearly, some of the students with
Dyslexia require a more sophisticated spell checker
that can pick up the types of mistakes they make.

The thesaurus facility is also closely related to the
grammar check facility. However, only three of the
students found it extremely useful and six found it
very useful. One student who finds it useful is
Robert (Questionnaire, 15/03/2006), who wrote ‘I
use the Thesaurus because I have trouble thinking
of words and also the Spell Check facility because
I have trouble spelling words’. Adam
(Questionnaire, 22/03/2006) also stated that ‘The
thesaurus helps to expand my vocabulary’. Triona
(Questionnaire, 07/03/2007) cited the Thesaurus
facility as the most helpful facility within
Microsoft Word to help her overcome her
difficulties. She stated that ‘When you are writing
essays and you have to look up other words, you
are given a great selection to supplement small
words with large words’. 

The ‘Help’ facility was mentioned three times as
being the most frustrating feature of Microsoft
Word. As an explanation of his response, Alan
(Questionnaire, 18/10/2006) wrote ‘When you
click on help it does not offer the choice of
explanations that I need. It goes on a rampage of
its own’. Robert (Questionnaire, 15/03/2006)
stated ‘You think it’s going to give you more help
and it doesn’t’. Conor (Questionnaire, 16/02/2006)
wrote that it contains ‘too much text and not
enough pictures’.

Figure 2: How do you rate Microsoft Word in relation to your difficulties?



Of the twenty-two students who completed the
questionnaire, eleven of them stated that there was
no feature in Microsoft Word which was
particularly frustrating for them. This suggests a
general overall satisfaction with the program.
Figure 2 below shows how students responded to
the question ‘How do you rate Microsoft Word in
relation to your difficulties?’. The large percentage
of ‘Very Good’ and ‘Good’ responses (86%
between them) further confirms the students’
generally high level of satisfaction with Microsoft
Word. However, the absence of any ‘Excellent’
citations suggests that these students with Dyslexia
feel that there is scope for inclusion of further
features to suit their requirements.

Conclusion 
This article specifically concentrated on examining
how third level students with Dyslexia use
Microsoft Word in their studies in addition to
exploring what were the most problematic and
beneficial tools of the program. A Case Study was
particularly appropriate for this study due to small
number of subjects who were available to
participate in it. 

From the findings outlined above it becomes
apparent that the number of positive features far
outweighs the negative features of a Word
Processor that are used by Dyslexic students. These
students tend to find the “Spelling Check and
Grammar Check” extremely beneficial in terms of
their usage in their studies followed by a high
rating of ‘very useful’ for the “Font facilities,
Autocorrect feature, Print Preview and Toolbar
icons”. In marked contrast, the most difficult
feature found by these Dyslexic students in a Word
processing application is the “Help facility”.

Further improvements could be made in terms of
providing more icons / picture recognition in the
Help facility as well as providing text to speech
feedback on each Word Processing feature. The
availability of different font styles and spacing
could also suggest that the writing process is made
a lot easier for them by the provision of these
facilities. In addition, these Dyslexic students
depend greatly on the availability of visual
representations such as toolbar icons to help them
with their studies. Further research could
investigate these issues more directly. 
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Table 1: Usefulness of Microsoft Word Features

Microsoft Extremely Very Moderately Vaguely Not at all Never 
Word Feature Useful Useful Useful Useful useful used
Spelling Check 13 3 2 2 1 1
Grammar Check 10 2 1 3 0 6
Thesaurus 3 6 4 2 0 7
Help Facility 0 2 1 4 3 12
Fonts, Font Size, Fonts Selection 3 10 7 1 0 1
Auto Correct 4 10 2 1 0 5
Zoom tool 0 6 3 2 1 10
Print Preview 2 13 6 0 0 1
Line Spacing 0 5 9 1 0 7
Keyboard Shortcuts 3 1 8 2 0 7
Toolbar Icons 5 13 2 1 0 1
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Table 2: Most Frustrating Features in Microsoft Word

Feature Citations

Spelling Checker 3

Spelling and Grammar Checker 2

Help Facility 3

Bullets 1

Tab 1

Headers & Footers 1

Nothing 11
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Winter in Australia; it’s the eleventh one of
drought in the south of the continent but

cold enough. There is snow on the mountains, and
sometimes in the valleys, frost at nights and winds
that blow through the body rather than around it.
It is a time for writers and readers to consider
friendship, love and their frequent companions,
betrayal and alienation.

Hey Cat is the story of an
improbable friendship
between a cat and a mouse.
Any reader, however young,
or old, would need to be
convinced about the
possibility. One can expect

irony! The words dance and weave across the page
like a mouse running around the house, jumping
over the cartoon style illustrations. Arena has used
a fine black line to creare his characters, scanned
them into the computer and then filled them with
light and shade using an electronic airbrush. This
marbling and mottling creates an eye-catching 3D
effect.

Felice Arena’s Mouse tells his friend, Cat, how
much he appreciates his love and attention.
Mouse’s point of view is told in the text. “Hey,
Cat, I love that you love me. I love that you love
that I can whip up a three-course meal with just an
egg and a carrot…I love that you love to play
dentist and patient – and that you always want me
to check your back teeth…. Cat’s point of view is
depicted in the illustrations. They highlight Cat’s
sharp white teeth, unretracted claws and
occasional raised eyebrow at Mouse’s more
fanciful delusions about his true intentions. Mouse
doesn’t get eaten –well, not in this book anyway.

This delightful picture-book would be perfect
for setting up discussions about friendship, love
and even betrayal. To what extent can we really be
ourselves with others?

Shaun Tan has written and illustrated Tales from
Outer Suburbia, as this year’s gift to his readers.

After pushing boundaries with the complex,
wordless illustrations of The Arrival, which, as
predicted, was awarded as the
Australian Picture Book of the
Year for Older Readers in
2007, he has, with substantial
use of text this time, produced
yet another masterpiece

Because they are squeezed
onto the fertile coast,
Australian cities tend to
sprawl for miles. In living there, one can feel like
an outsider, an alien. This theme has been explored
often in our theatre, art, poetry and literature.
Heat-baked, strips of bitumen, vandalised
playgrounds, vacant lots, brick-veneer bungalows
and rundown motels are usually the setting for
hopeless lives. Tan provides a gentle, new
perspective. He grew up in an outer suburb of
Perth and has used the magical realism of
childhood memories in interplay with realist,
acute, historical detail to explore just how
alienating the ‘normal’ world can be for an
‘outsider’ and, in particular, for children and
immigrants. 

As readers, we need to remember, as always,
Margaret Meek’s premise that it is books which
show the reader what they need to know to be
literate. Tan encourages us to pull back layers to
find a rich seam expressing the human fear of
difference, peel them back again, and there,
beneath them all, is a gentle context that helps put
it all into perspective – that the ‘strange’ can
become familiar and turned into ‘home’. 

He has said of his work: 

”I would hope that. Beyond its immediate
subject, any illustrated narrative might encourage
its readers to take a moment to look beyond the
ordinariness of their own circumstances and
consider it from a slightly different perspective.

One of the great powers of storytelling is that it
invites us to walk in other people’s shoes for a
while. But, perhaps even more importantly, it

Cool Rhythms
Pat Smith
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invites us to contemplate our own shoes, also. We
might do well to think of ourselves as possible
strangers in our own strange land, misguided
about reality”

Tan’s venture into prose owes much to the
earlier collaboration in The Rabbits with John

Marsden. It is sparse,
reserved and formal, his
characters generic, and
rarely named. Many of the
tales are quite short but,
because there is so much to
read between the lines, they
seem as long as a novel. The
illustrations are the drivers

of emotion in the stories and often provide the
punchline, providing depth and drama to the
words. 

Many of the stories explore the complex
relationships of migrant families to the strange,
bland lands of suburban Australia. And, with
compassion, Shaun reflects on the confused
responses of the established neighbours. In No
Other Country migrants discover a mysterious
restorative inner courtyard with richly formal
memories of a civilized
European past of frescoes and
tapestries and formal garden.
They visit it often, bringing
“picnics through the attic and
down a permanently installed
ladder.” They don’t tell anyone
about it and were surprised
when a Greek woman said that
they had barbecues in an inner
courtyard. “Yes, yes. Every house here has the
inner courtyard, if you can find it. Very strange,
you know, because nowhere else has this thing. No
other country.” 

Grandpa’s story about his and grandma’s
wedding day with all the difficult trials and
attendant tribulations of a scavenger hunt could be
an allegory of a marriage. As he said, “Every setback
made us more determined. Scared? Sure, sometimes,
but we had each other. That must be what it is all
about, we thought, as long as we stick together,
nothing can stop us!” This was remarkably down to
earth advice considering the surreal dangers, shown
in the illustrations, that they faced and the strain
that was placed on their relationship.

Some of the tales are about domestic arguments,
violent bullies, vapid consumerism and vanilla
values. Then comes relief in gentle subversions.
Despite rather worrying government warnings to
be ‘alert but not alarmed’, (True! We were sent
‘frig. magnets after 9/11) and the issuing of a inter-
continental missile for every backyard, (Not true
yet), the neighbours soon converted them for
productive peace by decorating them with flowers
and even turning them into kennels, birdcages and
pizza ovens. In Make Your Own Pet (a public
service announcement and
the eight pages of Distant
Rain – a playfully poignant
explanation of the
independent life of
unpublished poetry- the
words, on collaged scraps,
become the illustrations.

The production of the book
reflects Tan’s off-beat
humour. The contents are
listed as postage stamps that show tiny, meticulous
echoes of the relevant illustrations, all
superimposed on a manilla envelope addressed to
the publisher. The end papers are crammed with
miniature drawings from his sketchbook. A careful
look reveals some that are used in the tales. The
ending is a postage stamp water buffalo, the same
one, who in the first story, pointed his hoof pointed
his hoof towards something that proved to be
surprising, reassuring and delightful. 

Shaun Tan’s 1999 picture book The Red Tree,
the deceptively simple story of a little girl
struggling through a bad day, confused and afraid,
until a final, glorious blossoming of hope, has
provided inspiration for Michael Yezerski and
fellow composer, Richard Tognetti, the artistic
director of the Australian Chamber Orchestra. The
work was performed a few weeks ago by the
orchestra and the Gondwana Voices children’s
choir accompanied by projected images from the
book. This time, instead of
text and pictures, there was
music and pictures in a
symbiotic relationship.

“One of the things we
want to stress is we’re not
actually scoring the book,
like you would score a film



or a play. What we’ve done with every image is we
have interpreted it, and it’s our own response to the
image, as composers,” Yezerski said.

Tan envisaged a book that can be opened at any
page, and each image should give a complete story
The composition works in the same way. The
composition manages, like the picture book, to
depict something strange and new, but also
immediate and familiar, as it captures the rhythm
of the leaf’s trajectory.

Liz Lofthouse & Robert Ingpen’s Ziba Came on a
Boat is a beautiful picture book by a new author
and illustrated by the only Australian to have won
the highest honour in the children’s book world –
the Hans Christian Andersen Medal- for his
contribution to literature. The illustrations are, we
have come to expect, quite stunning. Liz, a primary
teacher in Perth, was inspired to write about a true
event after hearing stories told by people from the
Hazara community, refugees from Afghanistan
who now live in West Australia.

Fearful events are set alongside warm
memories, family love and hope for the future as
Ziba sits in the crowded hull of a rotten old fishing
boat with her mother’s arms around her. Her
thoughts reflect the moods of the sea as the creaky
boat is tossed in storms, or the passengers are hit
by freezing winds, or cooled by gentle breezes or
frightened by water washing over the deck. Always
“the soggy old fishing boat that creaked and
moaned as it rose and fell, rose and fell, across an
endless sea.” The rhythms of the flight to freedom
are translated by Ingpen into lyrical illustrations.

Irini Savvides with Against
the Tide and Stephen
Herrick with Rhyming
Boy have reversed roles as
writers. This is Steven’s
first prose novel just when
we have become used to
looking for yet another
verse one. Rhyming Boy is
brilliant, too. His
treatment of the social
problem of having no
father is wise and witty. Jayden hasn’t really missed
out without a father around, but when the Father

and Son literary breakfast is fast approaching, a
father is needed. He is a bit of a nerd but finds an
ally in the bright Saskia, who is a very managing
young woman who embraces Jayden’s search for a
father with almost frightening passion. The ending
is brilliant, just like real life! 

Herrick turning to prose doesn’t give up his love
of language. His characters play lots of word
games. Jayden’s mother is always using ridiculous
similes and Jayden himself aims to find and use one
new word in conversation every day. The
characters are humorous, engaging. 

Against the Tide is a verse novel by Greek
Cypriot Australian teacher, who has chosen a
challenging format for her story of two sets of
teenagers, one from the western suburbs of Sydney
and one from the beach, the setting for last year’s
race riots. The verse novel allows Savvides to tell
the story from the viewpoint of several different
characters in a way that probably wouldn’t work
in prose. With the minimum amount of description
and detail, and a helpful glossary for non-
Australian readers, she is able to get into the heads
of Katie and Matt the champion swimmers who
meet any challenge in the water but need to deal
with different ones when Katie moves inland with
her father after Matt’s father moves in with her
mother. At the new school is Effie, whose little
brother drowned at the beach and she is afraid of
the water. Christie wants to work in her parents’
bakery.

“I like the feel of dough in hand,
But Dad just doesn’t understand.
He reckons school – it really matters.
He doesn’t want me dressed in splatters
Of sticky cake and olive bread.
He thinks school is the way instead.

Effi and Matt fall in love and negotiate the
difficulties of an inter racial romance. SMS from
Matt to Effie

“U heard any news F?
No. Y?
Wondering. Miss u F. Really! When do u finish?
December. Meet you back @beach.
FE.NO! Let’s meet out our way. More private.
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Unwittingly, they all get embroiled in the Cronulla
riots. As the blurb says, “When their worlds meet,
in an unforgettable blend of love and loss, violence
and poetry, only the strongest will succeed in
swimming against the tide.”

Verse novels are good for encouraging reluctant
readers. Each chapter need only take a few words.
You have to be good at it , though and Savvides
meets her own challenge. 

Yes, “The Rhythm of Life is a powerful beat’’ and
believe it, or not, the drought has broken:

“But here, now, hush, a touch
Then patter and rustle
Following those early birdfoot steps
Tentative on roof iron
it seems to have settled in
Like a large matriculation of ants
Rustling their completed exam papers

All at once. Chris Wallace-Crabbe. July 2008.
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