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Introduction

After reading a newspaper or magazine, you may have commented that some feature of the article 'struck a chord' with you; in this workshop we took this commonsense notion of 'striking a chord' as the starting point for considering teaching and learning through literacy. In particular, we focussed on the concept of musical resonance and the associated qualities of consonance and dissonance. We describe how this RaPAL Conference workshop (2006) used participatory learning techniques to apply the metaphor of resonance to literacy practices. In particular, we show how understandings of acoustic resonance can provide an explanation for how literacy practices in different contexts can inter-relate. 

Background

The background to the workshop is a three year literacy research project that seeks to understand how reading and writing in students everyday lives can be mobilised to assist with their learning on formal courses in further education college contexts. This project involving four colleges in England and Scotland was entitled Literacies for Learning in Further Education (LfLFE) and comes to an end in spring 2007.  In many subject areas, we have found that students’ everyday literacy practices were not easily 'transferred' into their coursework but that they were potentially resonant with the literacy practices of their courses. They read fictional books, they read magazines, reviews, they write their own notes, file away lists and keep in touch with others about topics relevant to their coursework. We have found that educators do not always know about this valuable resource base or know how to allow students to draw upon these practices when designing reading and writing activities for students.

In this paper we describe how participants took part in some sound-based activities that demonstrated musical resonance in practical ways. While readers of this paper may have had experiences that allow them to understand the concept of resonance, the paper is probably no substitute for the experiences we tried to give participants in the workshop on the day.

Resonance: a phenomenon in music ... and literacy?

In this workshop we set out to explore how an individual event involving reading or writing, can be experienced as resonant with other literacy events we have had at other times and places in our lives. Taking a social practices view of literacy, we infer that literacy practices are also experienced as resonant across contexts. On a day-to-day basis, the term resonance is gaining some currency. Scientists will tell us that resonance occurs as a natural phenomenon not only in sound waves but radio waves, light and in some chemical reactions.  Resonance is a term that is now used in many contexts but perhaps its true home is as a term in the field of music and sound. To explain what we might mean by resonance in literacy we need to take a closer look at the concept of resonance as used in music. 

Resonance occurs when a force of suitable frequency is applied to a body and an especially large vibration occurs.  This rather simple definition hides some of the complexity around the idea of resonance that has been a focus of attention for scholars and researchers over some time. Pythagoras is credited with the discovery of the harmonic series: the scale of naturally occurring overtones that are produced by all resonating bodies. These 'overtones', as they are called, are present to different degrees along with a given fundamental note. While not always obvious to our ears, many overtones are produced when a note is sounded, say, on an instrument. The first overtone on the string will have a frequency that is twice the pitch of the fundamental i.e. one octave above. Higher resonances correspond to frequencies that are ratios of this fundamental pitch. 

When two notes are sounded together the story gets even more interesting. Here, the difference between two notes (the interval between them) and the overtones produced by each will come into play creating a degree of consonance or harmony (sounding together) and dissonance (sounding apart). Consonance comes from the coincidence of the harmonic overtones while dissonance comes from the fact that they do not all coincide. This is an important phenomenon.  In music the resonant character of a note or chord (two or more notes played together) depends on the degree of both consonant and dissonant overtones that are inherent. In fact, without utilising resonance musical instruments simply would not have the rich timbre, colour, projection and tuning we are accustomed to and the sound would appear dull to our ears. It appears that all music, even music that we hear as harmonious, incorporates some degree of dissonance. Interestingly, how we experience music is affected by how our ears are culturally 'trained'. What people find harmonious and musically interesting differs within countries and around the world. In the same way, it has convincingly been argued that literacy practices are culturally situated too (see links via the LfLFE website). But this is not the only link we made between the fields of music and literacy in the workshop. The four workshop activities were structured to give those present an experience of resonance both aurally and physically and to explore the relationship of resonance to reading and writing practices. We describe these activities next. 

Workshop Process

In the first phase of the workshop, participants took part in a small number of sound-based activities that demonstrated resonance in practical ways. Thereafter, we requested that participants take part in four literacy activities designed to foreground how aspects of literacy, like music can be experienced as resonant with other experiences we have had in our lives.  Lastly, we used examples from the LfLFE research project to explore further how different aspects of reading and writing can be experienced as resonant to various degrees across the different contexts of home, work and leisure.  We finished with a consideration of how we might work to embed these ideas on literacy into learning, teaching and assessment in our own contexts. 

Part One - Sound based experiences of musical resonance 

This phase of the workshop involved a series of listening events designed and enacted by Ronnie Goodman.  These were accompanied by verbal explanations of the resonant phenomena. The room was arranged so that everyone (some 30 participants) could sit in a circle.  The musical instruments consisting of three bowl gongs and a set of temple bells were placed in the centre. After taking time to introduce ourselves to each other, the sounds of the gongs and bells were introduced gradually to illustrate examples of resonance. 

Examples of 'Listening to Resonant Sounds' Activities:

1. For an experience of consonance, three Japanese bowl gongs of varying diameters were stroked to each produce a pure musical tone of different pitch. The term stroking is used here in the same manner as one would do run a finger around the rim of a wine glass. To produce resonance in the bowl gongs, wooden sticks of different sizes were used to run around the rims of the gongs. This action created a highly resonant 'singing tone' with the fundamental harmonics mostly audible. 

2. For an experience of dissonance we employed the higher harmonics; a pair of high-pitched temple bells were sounded together. 

After each of the soundings of the gongs or bells, feedback from the participants' experiences was actively sought and made note of.  Some spoke of how they could 'not sense where the sound was coming from' and that it 'filled the whole room'.  Another noted that the sound had affected her in her chest and that she 'could feel it'.  Different participants experienced different affective responses to the experience too.  One or two appeared to find it very powerful in an embodied and emotional way. 

During this phase we distributed sets of 12 cards to the participants to share containing 'Words of Wisdom from the World of Music'. These cards had a two-fold purpose: they were intended to give participants a novel way of focussing on some of the theoretical and conceptual work we did while the workshop progressed and as 'something to take away' at the end as reminders. We provide an example of a selection of these below:

Words of Wisdom from the World of Music:

A single tone from a resonant body will often create sympathetic resonance in other sounding bodies

All tones produced by resonance incorporate not just their fundamental note but also many frequencies (overtones) above this note. This is known as the Harmonic Series

Resonance incorporates overtones that are both consonant and dissonant

Music is culturally differentiated- what we hear is affected by our musical heritage

Part Two - A writing task - literacy events in four groups 

During this phase we switched gear considerably, moving straight from listening to writing. Each group was given a different literacy task:  

· Group A was invited to send a text using their mobile phones to 'a loved one'.  The participants were asked specifically to send a message about how they thought the conference had gone so far. Group members compared texts and any replies. 

· Group B was asked to draw an image on one side and write a sentence on the back of an imaginary A1 sized 'post-card' addressed to the fictional addressee: Teachers Everywhere, Classroom X, Block Anon, PO Box LP1. They were to write a sentence about how they thought the conference had gone so far.

· Group C was asked to write a formal evaluation of the experience using a prescribed evaluation document. By answering prescribed questions, they were instructed to write about how they thought the conference had gone so far.

· Group D members were asked to pretend they are lecturers in the field of music in a university. Individuals were asked to prepare an e-mail to a colleague about how they thought the conference had gone so far.

Part 3 - Plenary session

In this phase, the experiences of writing for each of the four groups

 (A, B, C & D) were compared in the light of the concepts and experiences of resonance drawn from the facilitator and participants in part 1. 

Group A: texting 'a loved one'.  This group seemed to have had a lot of fun.   They particularly enjoyed the sense of mischievous fun associated with actually using one's phone while sitting 'in class' and actually having permission to receive replies.  They laughed a lot and shared the replies. 

Group B: drawing an image and write a sentence on A1 sized 'post-card' addressed to the fictional addressee: Teachers Everywhere. This group had the shared complex task of having to communicate multimodally – drawing and writing.  They completed the task but we found they worked in a quieter and more intense way with each other.  

Group C: writing a formal evaluation using a standardised evaluation form.  This group did not all complete the task.  They appeared to struggle with the task and some voiced opinions about the constraints of the document they had to use and their feelings about 'having to do this sort of thing'. The meaningfulness of the task was brought into question. There was obvious resistance!

Group D: pretending they are lecturers in the field of music in a university and preparing an e-mail to a colleague.  In this group, one participant, a part-time fiction writer herself, found the task enjoyable. She had experience in her life where writing from the perspective of another was familiar to her.  Others found the task very difficult saying that they had no idea how these fictionalised others might e-mail each other. 

The comparison of experience demonstrated that, like music, t shared literacy events – even for people in the same group – can be experienced differently depending on one’s past experience of ‘writing like this’ and the structure of the activity before them.  The possible parallels with music were drawn out. When listening to music, one’s disposition and exposure to different kinds of music in the past can lead one to enjoy or detest different kinds of sounds. In the same way, writing as an experience is dependent on one’s disposition to the activity which in turn is dependent on the person’s or group’s past experiences of writing something similar or in a similar context. Music and writing are culturally situated and not homogeneously experienced by people. 

There were even more stark differences between the experiences of the different groups. While the task was in some ways the same, the ways different groups had the task structured for them resulted in different group effects. All groups were asked to broadly communicate a similar content in their messages: “about how they thought the conference had gone so far”, But this did not mean that the task was experienced the same way.  By changing the media, genre, or context in terms of audience or positioning as author, we suggest we altered the nature of the task considerably and affected how the groups got on with each other and with the tasks set. The writing tasks also related to how power relations evolved within groups (working together or not) and between groups and us as facilitators (some resisted and hated having to write an ‘evaluation’). 

Clearly, there were big differences between the communicative acts requested from each group. This idea led us to offer the view that reading and writing in different ways and in different contexts can be experienced as resonant (dissonant or consonant to different degrees) along some critical dimensions such as genre, audience and medium.  We offered the following link between literacy and music.  We suggested that literacy practices, like musical experiences can be ‘felt’ as resonant in different ways by different people depending on the socio-cultural setting. We also reminded participants that musical resonance is comprised of degrees of consonance and dissonance arising from the interaction of the overtones or harmonics. In music, different frequencies from the harmonic series are understood to be present in all musical notes. In the same way, we offered the view that literacy is experienced as resonant along the following dimensions or aspects or ‘harmonics of literacy’ which are seen to be present in all literacy events and literacy practices:

(a) Media

(b) Purpose

(c) Audience

(d) Genre

(e) Authorship

(f) Identity

(g) Values / Power (1)

Like music, it is the ways in which the harmonics of different literacy events (past, current) interact that renders them resonant for people along dimensions suggested in a-g above. As in music, some degree of consonance and dissonance is always present and it is this interplay that gives reading and writing its timbre, or resonance. 
Part 4 - Workshop Discussion and Close

Our discussant Angela Brzeski reflected on the process and posed some questions and offered some comments. Despite being somewhat squeezed for time, we closed by making further links between the LfLFE project and the workshop experience.  

In LfLFE, to frame our understanding of the relationship between the literacy practices of the everyday and those of college life we have used the metaphor of resonance. This is taken form the realm of music. In fact, the idea emerged from our engagement with music as one of the subject areas we examined in one of the colleges. In effect, what we are asking is: if literacy practices are like music, how would we engender harmony between the practices of learners’ everyday lives and those of more formal contexts, which, for LfLFE, is the further education college? 

In our literacy research project, we have found examples in all of our 12 different subject areas across the four colleges where students' everyday literacy practices can be said to be resonant with the literacy practices of their courses and vice versa. Chords are being struck but they are struck in many different ways. We have met music students who read biographies of famous artists, childcare students who read magazines about health and welfare issues, and catering students who file away recipes they have tried out at home. In the innovations phase of the project, lecturers also rendered courses differently resonant with students’ daily lives by changing the literacy demands on students. In one case, the lecturer usefully altered the genre of an assessment from the classic ‘curriculum vitae’ to web-friendly ‘biography’ for music students. Space here does not allow for in-depth stories about each of these but clearly chords can get struck all the time if the harmonics of literacy are appropriate. 

We are not suggesting that there is a magic recipe for rendering all literacy practices resonant or that resonance in literacy will make learning possible in all circumstances.  For one student it may be that the topic is what is important - in other words what is being read or written about is what makes it resonant. So if the topic of a book being read at home is similar to the topic of a course, we can say there is topic resonance across these contexts. For another student it may be critical that the medium being used to assist with reading and writing is the same in the different contexts. For another student, it can be critical that the audience of the texts they produce have relevance for who they want to be or who they want to become. Clearly, there are diverse ways in which resonance can be experienced. As we have seen, even for the same task, the degree of resonance will be different for different students. But what the idea of resonance and the harmonics of literacy offer us is a way of understanding how reading and writing connect students across their contexts dynamically. 

The ‘harmonics’ or aspects of literacy we describe is a potentially useful list for practitioners to consider in their efforts to render teaching and learning more resonant with learners’ everyday lives. We have identified a number of harmonic wavelengths along which resonance is experienced and by implication, these wavelengths can be ‘tuned-into’ by educators and responded to or resisted by students. As our workshop literacy events exposed, changing aspects such as the audience, medium, and the power relations can dramatically alter the way the same sort of message gets communicated and how students feel about having to do it.  This leads us to consider that the content of what is being taught may not always be the only sticking point.  The same content can be very differently taught and negotiated if these other aspects of literacy are altered. It is through engaging with and sometimes radically altering the different aspects of literacy (the ‘harmonics’ of literacy) within our particular contexts of teaching and learning that we can begin to develop different and hopefully more worthwhile resonances for students.  Then we can say we have truly negotiated literacies for learning with our students.
(1) The list here is not exhaustive and the complete list of aspects were reduced for the purposes of the workshop with its focus on writing. As part of the process of data analysis, the LfLFE project has identified a more comprehensive list of aspects of literacy practices which are seen to be relevant to any literacy practice. These are: Participants, Audience, Purpose, Medium, Genre/Text-type, Mode, Artefact, Activity/Process, Content, Space/Place, Time/Timing, and Values and Identities.
