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Introduction
We all live in a world of stories. Everyday we tell and listen to stories about the things we have lived, we have seen and we might live. Recounting our experiences is an integral part of our life and a very serious, extremely useful, enjoyable and dangerous business (Bruner 2004). It is our way to build a sense of self and to make it more visible to ourselves and others since telling our experiences means remaking our world, constructing and construing it, while the reaction of our listeners can transform the image we present by reaffirming or rejecting it.  

Stories give body to our experience and make them more real. The temporal distance between our narration and the actual events, along with the need to communicate a meaningful story forces us to find possible connections between the events and regularize their randomness. By working up random incidents into a more telling shape we manage to order the chaos of experience, to make it less fragmentary and part of a continuum. We create hence mental story maps which are used as models in our “attempt to come to terms with the unexpectedness of actual experience by placing it in relation to these story maps, so that later the original maps have to be slightly modified or revised” (Jackson 1983: 3). Narratives regularize, in other words, the unexpected by constantly changing our perception of what is real and normative and at the same time form our expectations for the future (Bruner 2004).

This need for narrating stories is expressed from a very young age. Storytelling is vital to young children as it allows them not only to add colour to their days, but most importantly to shape the way they experience, communicate with other people, become part of the social world, know and reaffirm who they are (Engel 1995). Children, however, do not just recount their actual experiences. They make up stories about “things that might happen, that couldn’t possibly happen, that they wish would happen, or that they hope fervently will never happen” (Engel 1995: 12) using specific recollections. These stories are a powerful tool that helps them make sense of the world, find solutions to their problems, make sense of their emotions, make friends and construct their self. After all, telling a story that refers in some way to our own life means casting our self as the hero. Such a story does not just recount an experience but it also constitutes one and “we are who we are by virtue of what we have actually experienced” (Engel 1995: 186). 

This ability of making up stories, however, seems to decline by the time a child reaches the age of 8 or 9 (Engel 1995). So, when she reaches adolescence it may well have been completely lost even though the need of an adolescent to familiarize herself with what is contingent, to come to terms with the unexpected as well as to explore herself and others, define and redefine who she is, who she might become and how the world might be, is more imperative than ever. 

In this paper I will argue that the need which a young child satisfies through fiction-making, a teenager can satisfy through literature, particularly when reading fiction becomes a social process and the reader becomes a member of a community such as a book group. Fiction offers a reader alternative worlds and permits her to explore possibilities and consider options for herself and the world which are not suggested when she takes things as they are (Langer 1995). By reading, she enters the thoughts of another person, lets her own self briefly disappear and sees the world through the eyes of the imagined self thus gaining different perspectives on what is real and normative. 

The paper is based on a research carried out in the public libraries of Thessaloniki. Book groups for adolescents between the ages of 11-16 years old have been organized in order to observe their response to fiction and their reading practices. The ‘texts’ produced by the adolescents during the book group meetings constitute the material that is studied and this paper will report some research findings. 

Reading Fiction
Reading fiction bears similarities to recounting personal stories as a novel is the narration of someone’s story. During the reading of a novel, the reader is both the listener and the narrator; on the one hand she is the recipient and on the other she is the one who constructs the story since without her it would not exist. This double role that the reader assumes turns the novel into one more story which takes its place in our mental story maps and which we use in order to construe our experiences and to draw our expectations for future events, real or imaginary. 

Actually reading fiction seems more with the invented stories young children tell. They both relate imaginary events and this invitation of the imagination permits us “to look beyond things as they are and seek new and potentially enriching perspectives … to create new combinations, alternatives, and possibilities, to understand characters and situations in ways not necessarily suggested when we take things as they are” (Langer 1995: 8). What is more, in both cases the reader can be cast as the hero; in reading by adopting the point of view of the storyteller and in narrating by telling a personal story. 

Adopting the point of view of the narrator does not automatically mean total identification with him, but a brief acceptance of the point of view offered in order to be drawn into the experience, into the unfamiliar world of the text. As readers we may be closer to being spectators rather than participants since we do not have to react to what we read, to take action. Being a spectator, however, is not a passive role but an activity “primarily assimilative in function. Freed from the demands made upon us as participants in the world’s affairs, we are able to take more fully into account our experience as a whole” (Britton 1977: 45). In this sense, it is an active role, similar to the one we undertake in a make-believe game where we can improvise freely upon events possible in the actual world without experiencing any of the consequences that we would experience in real life and thus be more ourselves. In such a game, just as during reading a novel, we are “on holiday from ourselves”, our awareness is somewhere between the real world and that of the game or the book, respectively (Meek 1991). When we finish not only have we gained experiences but we know ourselves better and we “can go back and meet the demands of the real world more adequately” (Britton 1977: 45).

Fiction, therefore, on the one hand assimilates the readers by giving the possibility to let themselves briefly disappear and see the world through the eyes of the imagined self, and on the other, as we are only spectators, it permits us to keep a distance and see the events in a broader context. In this way, “events at which we are ‘mere onlookers’ come to have, cumulatively, deep and extensive influence on our systems of value. They may in certain ways be even more formative than events in which we take part” (Harding 1977: 61). So, reading novels does not just help us know ourselves better but it extends our insight and it can have an effect on our outlook and values. 

The stories we read invite us to use our experiences, whether they are literary or personal, in order to interact with the text and to integrate them into the experience of the text and conversely. This dialectic relationship allows us to enter into the novel and lose ourselves only to be found transformed, since “the fictive [works] as a means of overstepping the given, which is bound to cause a transformation of what is” (Iser 1989: 268). 

An adolescent whose identity is undergoing changes, anyway, needs to find herself in different worlds where she can come in contact with different ideas and try on different roles.  Novels can thus play an important part because they not only offer a place where the reader can look on to herself as participant and can experience events that are similar to her life, but they also provide her with sought-after worlds and let her become the person she would like to be, while at the same she maintains a safety distance since she can come in and out of a novel whenever she wants. This experience has two main benefits, on the one hand it is gained without paying the emotional price that the real experience demands, and on the other it creates the background for the real experience (Frydaki 2003).

Such a simulative effect, however, cannot be brought about just by reading a book. It is more a result of the reader’s acquaintance with books and of whether the text she is interacting with is befitting her or if the time is right for her and this text. It should not be assumed that a fruitful interaction between reader and text takes place instinctively but it takes some effort and experience from the part of the reader to reach a reading position where she balances between emotional commitment and critical stance (Flynn 1986). 

The transition to becoming a skilled reader and adopting an interactive position can be facilitated when the reader is called to discuss, to narrate her reading experience, to pay attention to aspects that she might have overlooked and most important of all to verify the validity of her interpretation. A book group provides the context where such discussions can take place and offers the space for a more expanded reading experience. The participants, by discussing the books they have read, they also talk about themselves and their lives while at the same time they order their experience. This way they reflect both on their lives and on the books along with learning that interpretations are always tentative and that possibilities can be explored from multiple perspectives.  

Book Groups
Book groups are not something new as reading in groups has been around for as long as there has been reading (Hartley 2001, Manguel 1997). It is however an idea that has known a lot of success in the past few years, especially in countries such as England and the United States. In Greece, the idea is not so popular nor is it unknown, though. The National Book Centre of Greece has created book groups from time to time and there are also some private ones running. 

But what is a book group or a reading group? 

A reading group can be many things, since it’s any group which wants to call itself one. The usual minimal definition would be a group of people who meet on a regular basis to discuss books. People who responded to our survey of groups in the UK and filled in a questionnaire about their reading group included ‘the head of a family’, and two friends who meet in each other’s kitchens and make a third with a sister through her letters from America. At the other end of the scale are the cybergroups who roam the web, never meeting face to face. (Hartley 2001: 2)

Obviously, book groups differ from each other in terms of their features. A book group for young adolescents is different from a group of adults mostly because the initiative for starting it belongs to an adult who usually is not a member but the one who runs it, and because the group meets either in a library or in a school. Such institutions attribute an educational character to the activity, especially in the minds of parents. However, the educational character of a book group is informal and it is more a result than an objective. Besides, the reason for setting up a book group anywhere in the world is the impulse to share favourite books and to read for pleasure. A book group provides the context for an interactive pleasure and its members have the opportunity to discuss freely their likes and dislikes, to share opinions and to talk about their reading experiences. To organize such groups seemed therefore necessary for a study that wants to examine adolescents’ reading practices and their response to fiction. 

There is also  another reason why the setting up of book groups was essential and that is because this was the only way to find adolescents reading fiction grouped together. In Greek schools fictional texts are not taught in their entirety. They are transferred and given to the students after having undergone multiple recontextualizations; extracts from novels are first selected by a group of ‘experts’ and are then given to the students through the teacher. The whole teaching procedure is very much directed and does not allow the student to build freely on what she has already read and knows and reach her own interpretation. (Lagopoulou 1999, Manguel 1997). It presupposes thus that there is only one way that each text-and every text for that matter-can and should be read. This kind of practice tends to create a gap between the literary texts read in school and the ones that the children choose to read for pleasure, which they do not even consider as literary. As a result conducting a survey in schools was not a possibility. 

So, I approached the public libraries of the city of Thessaloniki, where I could find my target group, adolescents, aged 11-16 years old, who read fiction, in order to start my research. With the help of the librarians six reading groups were set up in six different libraries, five of which continue till today. 

 The reading groups meet every fifteen days in the library as it was agreed with the members of each group. The children participate in them on their own free will. The reading of the books, even though quite necessary in order to take part in the group discussion, is not compulsory and the children are not examined, nor are they obliged to speak if they do not want to. Books are chosen jointly, between me and the members of each group. Children make suggestions of books they have read and they want to share with the others or of books they want to read. However, because their suggestions are limited and there is this informal educational character of the book group—to promote reading, to help children acquaint themselves with different kinds of books and writers, as well as with the conventions of literature—I contribute to these suggestions as well. Finally, the books that are chosen and the issues they raise are discussed in the groups.

A discussion usually opens up with the comments the children make about the book, whether they like it or not, and with the narration of the plot since quite often there are members who have not read the book. Both the comments and the narration raise a number of issues that concern the children. These may have to do with the characters, the end of the book, and the world that the book presents. Sometimes, the children ask to ‘play’ with the book, to imagine what will happen next in the story or what would happen if the heroes reacted differently. The biggest part of the discussion, however, is spent talking about themselves and how the book reminds them of events in their life. More specifically, the children talk about how they would react if they were in the place of the heroes, share personal experiences that the book reminded them of, and refer to other books, films or television series that are similar to the book they read.

The research 
The pilot research began in February 2004. Its aim was to acquaint myself with the libraries and their book selections, to meet the children and get to know their reading habits and preferences as well as to give them time to understand what a book group is. 

During the pilot research a number of decisions were taken in relation to the way the groups should be organized. The most important thing that was made clear from the very beginning was that the book group meetings should not be considered by the children another educational activity with homework to do, since this would not only discourage children from coming—unless of course their parents insisted as it happened in some cases—but it would take the element of pleasure away as well. The book group had to be about reading for pleasure and any knowledge gained would only be a result of the whole process. I decided thus that I should leave most of the initiative to the children and I should try to limit my role to that of a discussion facilitator. So, we started by choosing books they suggested, and even when I made suggestions I followed their preferences. I also tried to lead the discussion based on the readers’ initial impressions and their own pondered and defensible interpretation and analysis (Langer 2000). These formed the basis of our discussions which focused on the issues mentioned above and led to a number of findings concerning the children’s reading practices, their responses and the way they talk about books. 
Some research findings 
· Putting experience into words

When children come in the meetings one of the first thing they ask to do is recount the story they have just read. This account, sometimes brief, sometimes quite extended, allows them to give body to their reading experience and to find possible causal connections between the events narrated in order to present a coherent and meaningful whole. It also gives them the chance to train themselves to think in the narrative mode
, to gain narrative reasoning skills. 

Me: Why don’t you tell us the story, Elpida?

Elpida: There was a mother who had two children and she had tattoos everywhere and she loves her older daughter more, Star, yes because she loved her dad most, while the other who loves her more … Star, the older daughter, doesn’t love her [the mother] very much, while the other [daughter] loves her very much, but she [the mother] doesn’t love her. And then, the older one, Star, went with her father and the mother cried all the time. And then she painted herself white and she [the young daughter] couldn’t rub it out and they went to hospital.

Putting her reading experience into words, Elpida goes through “a process of ordering [it] in a particular way, imposing on the data, in fact, some effects of the organization inherent in the language itself” (Britton 1977: 41). The language used to tell a story follows the rules of narrative reasoning, so does Elpida’s short account. The reader presents a narrative structure that allows the listener to follow the events and to understand how the conclusion logically follows. It does not seek to convince of its truth but of its lifelikeness. Her reasoning establishes verisimilitude and is believable though not necessarily ‘true’ since she cannot test it for empirical truth as she would do if she employed the paradigmatic mode of thought (Bruner 1986). 

 Her story is made up entirely of the protagonists’ feelings, their psychic realities leaving the rest of the world the text presents outside. She focuses, that is, on the “landscape of consciousness” and not so much on that of action (Bruner 1986). The children in the groups do not seem to know how to deal with the landscape of action, how to connect the two to form a meaningful narrative structure.

Leda: There is a family, there is Rena. In the summer she goes to her aunt’s for holidays.

Me: By the sea or on the mountain?

Leda: On the mountain, and she loved her cousin, and whatever he did she wanted to do. He learned [unclear] and she wants to learn too. And she wanted to go to the gym and her father didn’t let her. Her dad says “These things are for boys”, and her mother “Women should learn to defend themselves”. And so she learned.

They went there. Nikos, her cousin had his friends from Patra and they were fighting with some other boys, peasantries, the Tambourniotes and she goes and she is made second in-command. Then the children, the boys don’t want her, they say “A girl can’t be second in-command!” And a girl comes, Lalila, and becomes a member of the group and she constantly spoils the party, they fight. Nikos loved her from the beginning, Lalila and Rena was jealous and she always

Me: Who was she jealous of, Nikos or Lalila?

Leda: She was jealous of Nikos.

Lambrini: Nikos? No, Lalila

Leda: But she loved Nikos.

Lambrini: Yes, but he loved Lalila, she would be jealous of her.

Leda: Anyway … Then Nikos fights with Rena and there is a muddle. Rena leaves.

Later,

Me: Did it remind you of something?

Leda: Yes, we were a group of friends and we were having a good time and then a girl came and she ruined everything.

Lambrini: She made us all fight.

Leda’s response shows her attempt to narrate a meaningful story, something which she does not manage to achieve completely. Nevertheless, in her effort to give to the account a narrative structure she puts the events into a temporal sequence, and this way she manages to relate a small part of the story to her own experiences and make some sense of the text she read. 

Narrating the story they have read gives them the chance to gain and improve their narrating skills, thus their narrative reasoning. They learn to look within themselves for meanings and understandings and they can discover a different kind of knowledge which does not have to do with knowing how and what but with what it feels like to be in someone else’s shoes. They step into the lives of the heroes and gain their “perspective on what they look like, feel like, taste like, and how they relate to the ideas and feelings of other[s]” (Langer 1995: 6).

· Multiple perspectives and the self

Relating the plot of the book is a lot of the times necessary since there are members in the groups who have not read it either because they did not like it or because they were not interested or did not have the time. However, they are not the ones who ask to listen to the story so they can participate in the discussion. On the contrary, it is those who have read the story that want to tell it. This way they can prove they read the book and so define themselves as consistent readers as well as share their experience and say why they liked or disliked the book.

Ellie: How does it end?

Elpida: Shall I tell you?

Aleka: I’ll tell her!

Elpida: Her friend 

Ellie: The blond one?

Elpida: No, the one with the red hair

Me: Why don’t you tell her her name?

Elpida: Yes, she is called Tania, no, she is called Tania, and I don’t remember her name … (she says all this while pointing to a picture)

Aleka: Mandy

Elpida: Mandy, yes. Well, Tania had stolen something

Aleka: A sweater

Elpida: Yes, and then they took her to an orphanage. And they communicated. She 

Nikie: She was illiterate.

Elpida: Yes, she made a lot of spelling mistakes.

Aleka: Yeah, yeah. (She goes through the book to find an extract and show it to her friend. They all laugh.)

Nikie: I told you so. 

Ellie: Ohhh! Ahhhh!

Aleka: Perfect.

Elpida … and they took her to an orphanage. Ellie, are you listening? And they communicated with letters. Hey, are you listening? They communicated with letters.

Ellie: And what happened in the end?

Elpida: In the end, that’s how it ends.

Ellie: Aha. (Sounding disappointed)

Me: It’s better if you read the story.

Elpida: Yes, let me tell you. Shall I say it very briefly?

 In this case, the narration is intended for a specific member of the group, while the influence of the other members, her fellow-onlookers, draw her “attention to one aspect of events rather than another, changing the emphasis or bringing to mind what [she had] overlooked” (Harding 1977: 61). When at the end she does not manage to stir any feeling in her listener by sharing the things that impressed her, she asks for another opportunity to present the story in order to justify her choice of book and thereupon her self who liked this story. Unfortunately, the focus of the discussion changes so we can only guess that the speaker would change her narration in order to attract and keep her listener’s attention and to invite her to agree that what she reports is interesting enough to deserve reporting and that the image she conveys is acceptable. 

In this extract it is made quite obvious that the reception of the text and the meaning given to it is not just the result of the interaction between reader and text (old and new experience) but also of the reader’s interaction with the experience of other readers. The different aspects of the text receive different meanings while the reader is transformed as past and present form a new experience
 (Flynn 1986).

In the book group meetings the children come in contact with different responses to the text and different perspectives of the same issue. During the discussion they are asked to support their viewpoint and very often what comes up as an argument in favour is some quality of their self. 

Marina: What would you do if you were in the place of Odysseas, if your father had another woman? (In the book, Odysseas’s father has lost his wife and when his son turns 18, he decides that it is time for him to find somebody. When he asks his son to meet her, Odysseas declines.)

Elpida: Ohhhh!

Nancy: Let me answer because I have talked about it with my folks. … I would let him.

Elpida: I would never.

Aspasia: Me neither.

…
Nancy: I would allow it both to my father and my mother.

Elpida: Especially my mother (never).

Nancy: I would let him, because, why be alone?

Aspasia: He had kids, didn’t he? They should take care of him.

Stella: I would let her. I wouldn’t mind.

Nancy: She is open minded.

…

Me: What was your reaction to Odysseas

Elpida: I thought he was right.

Aspasia: So did I. 

Marina: But if he is alone for 20 years?

Elpida: Ok, I admit it, I am selfish, but that’s how I feel.

Stella and Elpida have different opinions because they have different qualities. The discussion within the group brings them against different views and against their self, their outlook and system of values. As in a make believe game the girls improvise freely upon the representation and freed from any necessity to react they are more themselves than they would be if they referred to actual events (Britton 1977).  They can talk about things that do not refer to their life more easily while by voicing their feelings and their views they get to know their self better and they prepare themselves for the world of adults. 

· Tentative interpretations

In a book group the children can express their opinion and share their version of what happened in the book without being assessed. Their responses are treated as equal and the children learn that interpretations are tentative and they can be right if they can be supported with evidence from the text. 

Marina: I thought that at the end of the book (Mr Sommer’s Summer), he would tell us his story, what happened.

Me: What happened and he walked all the time or what happened when he died?

Elpida: His life.

Marina: Why he walked all day.

Elpida: Why he killed himself.

Marina: He didn’t kill himself, he was startled and he went in

Aspasia: He killed himself

Marina: He was startled

…

Aspasia: He killed himself. He went into the lake, he walked

Elpida: Yeah, he killed himself. 

Marina: I think that something else happened. I think he didn’t kill himself, that he [the hero] went there and he [Mr Sommer] got scared and went backwards without watching

Me: And he was drowned by mistake?

Marina: Yes

Elpida: No. He didn’t feel the water? It was up to here.

Sotiria: I agree with the girls. He killed himself.

Aspasia: Clearly.

Marina disagrees with the two girls about the end of a book. They all support their interpretation of the event with facts from the text which however they comprehend differently. Their disagreement ends when Sotiria enters the discussion and says that Mr. Sommer killed himself. Marina ‘loses’ to the majority. She is not completely convinced though but she certainly seems to be thinking that this is a possible version of the events. 

In another group, the children are trying to explain the title of a book in relation to the text.

Vassiliki: Why is it called a powerful script? Where is the script?

Leda: The script must be the whole story.

Elizabeth: Maybe sometime he’ll write a script with Gerard Depardieu in the leading role. An ambition. Something like that. That’s what I understood.

Lambrini: Yeah, that’s it.

Me: Write another script, that is?

Elizabeth: No, like an ambition, “maybe someday I will write a script”.

Lambrini: I believe that the story itself is a powerful script…even though it’s short.

The members of the group do not completely agree with each other, they juxtapose their different versions accepting that they can all be valid since they do not try to convince each other of the accuracy of only one of them. As the conversation continues, they tend to reach the same conclusion which however they express in very different ways. 

By being frequently exposed to different opinions and versions of the same thing, children learn that there are more than one sides to an event. They realize that some things cannot be tested for empirical truth and that we can only attempt interpretations based on the information we are given.

Conclusion
Reading fiction within the context of a book group could work for teenagers in the same way as fiction-making does for young children. They become part of a literary community, they make friends, and they make emotional sense of the world. The book group expands their reading experience since it gives them the chance to discuss, to ask questions, to seek answers, to report their evaluation of the books and to explore assumptions. But it also gives them the chance to add dimension to their personal identity. Fictional works put them in the position of the storyteller and allow them to gain a better perspective on what it feels like to be someone else. Through interiorizing they extend their self and by sharing this experience they explore the extended self which ultimately becomes part of the entire self (Frydaki 2003; Langer 1995; Engel 1995).

In a more practical level, a book group can foster the readers’ narrative reasoning skills and provide the context where they can train themselves to think in a narrative mode. The application of narrative thinking permits children to see events in as much of their totality as their awareness permits and the combination of this mode of thought with the paradigmatic one “invite a fuller and more complex understanding” of the human experience (Langer 1995). 

What I am arguing here is that book groups can add a different dimension to the way we understand literary education. They shift the focus from “the text to the people in a [group]—their histories, relationships, and personal identities” (Langer 1995: 37) and in doing so offer to the teenagers a different form of knowledge which can help them make better sense of the everyday world.   
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� Bruner distinguishes between two modes of thought, the paradigmatic or logico-scientific and the narrative. The first “attempts to fulfill the ideal of a formal, mathematical system of description and explanation [and its] imaginative application leads to good theory, tight analysis, logical proof, sound argument, and empirical discovery guided by reasoned hypothesis, [whereas] the imaginative application of the narrative mode leads instead to good stories, gripping drama, believable (though not necessarily ‘true’) historical accounts” (Bruner 1986: 13). 


� By ‘past’ here we could also refer to Elpida’s interpretation, whereas ‘present’ refers to the interpretations of the other members. 





