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A SCHEME FOR CATEGORIZING THE STRUCTPRE OF CHILCREN'S

STORIES 1S OUTLINEC BY THE AUTHOR. THE SCHEME, FARTLY CERIVED
FROM THE WORK OF VLACIMIR FROFF, IS CESIGNEC TO FROVICE
TESTAECE-STATEMENTS ADCUT THE BCOKS ANC STORIES CHILCREN
FREFER. THE AUTHOR SUGGESTS THAT THERE ARE COMMON
CENOMINATORS WITHIN STORIES, SEQUENCES OF ACTION OR REACTION,
THAT, NO MATTER HOW MUCH THE SUFERSTRUCTURE MAY VARY, ALWAYS
REMAIN THE SAME. IT HAS BEEN FOUNC THAT THESE "FUNCTICNS"®
FOLLOW AN ICENTICAL SET SEQUENCE, THOUGHT IN ANY GIVEN TALE
SOME FUNCTICNS MAY EBE EXCLUCEC. BY ASSIGNING SYMECLS TO THESE
FUNCTICNS CONE CAN CETAIN AN CBJECTIVE COUNTERFART OF CNE
CIMENSION OF A STORY. IT IS THEN FOSSIELE TO VARY CNE COF THE
FUNCTIONS WHILE HOLCING THE OTHERS CONSTANT. SUCH STRUCTURAL
ANALYSIS MIGHT ALSO SHOW SIMILARITIES AMONG TALES NOT USUALLY
CATEGORIZEC TCOGETHER. FCR EXAMFLE, "FETER RAEBIT" (1)
RECEIVES INSTRUCTIONS NOT TO CO SCMETHING, (2) VICLATES THE
INSTRUCTICNS, ANC (3) IS RESCUEC FROM THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE
VICLATION. OTHER STORIES FOLLOWING THIS STRUCTURAL SEQUENCE
ARE "BABES IN THE WOODS," "LITTLE REC RICING HCOOC," AND
“HANSEL ANE GRETEL." 1T MAY WELL BE THAT CERTAIN STRUCTURAL
SEQUENCES AFFEAL TO CHILCREN AT CERTAIN AGES, RATHER THAN THE

EROAC GENERALIZATIONS OF ANIMAL OR ACVENTURE. WHILE FUNCTIONS .

ARE CNLY CNE (RELATIVELY CONTRCLLAELE) INGREDIENT CF STORIES,
AN UNCERSTANCING COF THE FUNCTIONS MAY ASSIST IN ANALYZING THE
INTERACTICN EETWEEN STORIES ANC CHILCREN. (TCQ)
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A Struciural Approach 1o the Study of Literasiure
for Chlidren' |

2

by

Peter F. Neumeyer

The probizsn: ‘
Although there exist admlrable studies of children's
reading preferences, and although these studies contain
and lay bare much pofenflally valuable raw data, the studies
end the data seem pecullarly unrelated to each other and
- : are less helpful than one might hope In lsading to further
L experimentation and subsequent practice In the classroom.?
Though the bsst of the s*uﬂjas wera conducted on large
samples, and used exemplary Interviewlng technlques, ¥he
~results are {imlted elther In +hat they are confined 4o
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exanlning closely the responses of one child to, varfous
"i{ypes" of books, or In the nature of their conclusions
as. to the "fypas“‘of books liked by chlldren of ngen agoes.
Thus we are left with such over-generalized vacultles as
that children Ilke storics of adventurs, or stories of cnimals.
And these simplifications, In turn bocome the basls for the
many lists of suggested readings for children. '
In addition to the fact that they do not suggest further
avenuas of exploration Iato the nature of elther children
or books, the data and the concluslons seem unhelpful In
another respect. For even 1f chlldren do like adventure

- storles or animal storles, It Is lmprobable that they should
like all stories falllng Into those categories. I+ seews

obvious that there must be bad, poorly written, Inadequate
animal or adventure storiss that don't appeal to children
at all. Simllarly, It Is obviops that lists of specific

- books preferred by chlldren do not glve a satisfactory base

froia which one would conflidently make generallzatlons.
gt

That youngsiars Jike Petor Rabbit or Tho Swiss Family Rebinson

may mean no more than that these two books are written iIn
Just tho way that happens to hl It off with children.

If one is to begln talking Intelllgently about books
and children, one must sat about rmaking trus and testable
statenoents about books and chlldren--statements that are
nelfhsr so sanctimonlous and vaguo as fo be useless, and state-
ments .which, though speclfle, aro derived from procedures
that are both replicable and pregnant with Implication for
turther developmen'?.3 One may begin the Investigation, as
proevious workers must have discovered, using as the focus
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elther the Indlividual child, or ths body of literature.

If one begins with the literature Itself, It remains
to find a critical Instrument sultable for glving one a
hand~-hold In the vast and seemingly dlverse mass of books
which children enjoy. For this purpose the usual tools
of literary criticlsm, though they seem occasionally to lead

one to true statements about speciflic works, are not the most

useful. - One may, If one Is so Incllined, pursue a sophlsti-
cated "new crltical” readlng of Winnle the Poch, or, as has

on occasion been ventured, a Froudlan, sexual Interpretation
of Alice In VWonderland {(down tho hole afier the rabbit), or
even a Marxist reading of Tho Threa Little Plgs, but notwlth-
standing whatever llght fhese readingslban shed on the spe-

cific works, they do not lead us much further than we were
before toward having an instrument with which to talk about
chlildren's books In terms tlke "such and such type books are
liked by urban elght-year-olds." Yet that Is precisely the
sort of statement which, if reliable, would be of great prac-
?!cai heln 1o parents; tenchers; and librariang, basides
Itsaif belng a contribution to |lferéry criticism,

The clus fo a direction In which o begin may ile In
the word "type" In the 'asf-paragrath What follows is a
suggestion for an approach to children's llterature--or,

books chlldren read--which, though (imited, Is critically

“sound, and which may permit us to begin grouplng chlidren's

books In categorles that are not so-elusive as to bae useless.
"Elusive categories" are something.with which students of

folklors have become famiifar, and so when i propose a way
out, the proposal will be in the veln of some current thought
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among folklorists.
A possible solution:

following:

- A 200 - A 299
A 200

A 210

A 220

" A 240

A 250

A 260

A 270

A 280

or

L 200 - L 299

L 200

) L 210
. | L 220

L. REVERSAL OF FORTLME

L 250
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As early as 1910, the Finnlsh folklore scholar, Anffl
Aarne, aitemptod to establish a taxonomy of types of the
folktale. This work was later expanded Into the standard
work, the most useful Indox of Stith Thompson.4 There
ond méy tind folktales clessifled under echema such as the

A. MYTHOLGGICAL MOTIFS
A 100 - A 499 GODS

God of tha upper world

God of the upper world

Sky-god ' L
Sun-god

Meon-god

Star-god

Cod of light

God of daun

WGa?har-gbd

MODESTY BRINGS REWARD
Modésfy brings reward
Modest cholce best

Modest request best

Modest business plans best
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But immensely helpful as 11 has been to have tales
from all over the world so classlified, cortaln drawbacks
aro apparent. Vladimir Propp (The Morphology of the Folktals,

1928), noted the frequent overlapping of motifs In the motlf
tndoxing method. Citing the common division of folktales
Into falry tales, tales of everyday llfe, and anlmal tales,
Propp askad questions such os “Don't tales about animals
sometimes contaln elements of the marvelous fo & very high
degree? And conversely, don't anlmals actually play a large _
role In falry ‘rales?"5 More recently Propp's objections, '\l
and his direction In looking for an answer have becen taken . \
up by Alan Oundes.6 In erguing the cass for a "structural
study” of folktales, Dundes began to develop and elaborate
o technlque and epproach having I1s rcots not only In the
suggsstions of Vladimir Propp, but In the Interesting, If
shori~lived, Russian school of Formallst Crlf!cism.7
In essence, 11 Is maintalned by the structuralist critic
that there are common dznominators within stories. Ons may .
look for sequences of action or reactlon that, no matier how
much the supzarstructure may vory, remaln always the same.
Thus, sald Propp, It doas not really malter whether the hero
‘Is agsigned a difflicult task by the king, or by a genli. I+
doas matter that he Is assigned a tosk. And If the hero
recelves monoy, that fact too Is Important, just as It Is a
critical distinction whether the money Is glven him and he
then buys a maglc horse, or the money is glven him as a reward
for an ect of bravery.8 In additlon to deflining certaln "func-
tions" that seemd basﬁe to the tales he considered, Propp
found, surprisingly, that--at least In his limited sample

. %
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ot storles~-the functlons invarisble followed an identical
sct soquenca, though of coursa In any glven tale some func-

tions might be excluded. That Propp's Yfunctlons" are not
what the English teacher genorally calls "themss," that tha
functions are, In essence, more |lke vérbs than like nouns,
that they are sequences of action and reaction, rather than

| “"underlyling ldeas," must be understood.

As was suggested some paragrabhs back, what s needed
If wo wish Yo learn about the Interaction betweoen children
and books ls a critical instrument that allows us to talk
consistently about elther children or books. If we talk

—-about the books, then we nust, at least ot The outset, falk

gbout them the same way, heeding simllar and ldentifiable
espects of the story, and referring to these aspects In
agreed-upon terms. And {lkewise when we later move on to
the most difflicult consideration of varylng responses of
di $forent chlidren o different books, we must hold constant
&s many faclors as posslble. |

Holding constant the aspects of the story necessitotes
first ldentifying those aspects. The Propplan enumerailion
of "functions" Is remérkably servicoabla even beyond the
limits of the hundred folk tales examined by the orlginator,
though there Is no reason at all why ono might not attempt
g simllar, though different, labelling or ldentlfylng schema
1§ 11 would be moro applicable.9 -

By way of demonstrating the first step, one might
schematlze Peter Rabblt according to the following Propplan

functlions:
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. iInltial sltuation
Absence: One of the
membors of a fantly is
absent from homo.

[gh) - -

Symbol ~
( ?' departure of eldars)

o <ttt — s G

Neumeyor

Mrs. Robblt says "lam golng

- out." (Goes to buy flve

currant buns, prosumably
one for each [lttle rabblt).

.

ey "
=AY ~tanl)~dipr-dpnuy.

s Interdliction addressed
" 4o the hero.

Symbol ¢ tj' ,

As 1™, « . do not venturs

forth from the couriyard.”

Actually, In Pefeg’RabéEi,

Peter Is told not to go Into

Mr. McGregor's garden Just
before we are Informed that
his mother Is golng away.

e )

L1, The Interdiction
violated. |

Symbol: S

(Functlons 1l and 11l are
twin clements).

"At this point . . . the
villaln enters the folktale
e« o « «» Ho corus on fast,

snsaks vp on . . . " (Propp)

" Peter goes fo Mr, McGrogor's

garden, eating his vegatables.,
Accldently comes on Mr. McGregor,
who chases Peter, '

XXIl. Rescus

XVi. Struggle

Symbals H

The hero and the villain
Join In dirsct combat,

Mr. McGregor's repeaied
attempts on Peter's ilfe

(with sleve, treading on

him, and with rake in plcture).

Symbol: Rs

Peter escapes because of
hls smallness and quickness,
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"The horo Is rescuad from pur- having first hldden himsalf
sult (sometimes he Is saved by In various places.
lghtnlng -fast running)." (Propp)

(Rs*  the hero hidos In fiight).

(There 1s a vestiglal rs®,
"rescus from attempt at being
devoured," sinco Mrs. Rabblt
kad, durlng the opening In-
Junction, warned Peter that
hls Father had an accldent
and was put In a ple by Mr.
McGreggor. |

p. i P oy nibe . Y -

Unfortunately there exists no Propplan symbol slgﬁl«
fying the hero belng given camomile tea and belng put to
bed, while his siblings eat blackberries. Perhaps if one
Heslgns symbols to schematize childrsn's cautionary tales,
ond would neod one to deslgnale "Explation for violation
of initlal Injunction.” But to summarize, for our simple
inltial purposes, wo are able %o represcit a story Ilke

. Poter Rabblt as | '

™~

v

~

2l | .
iaj
H

Rs'
iRs4)

-

Anyorie. faml llar with our method can reconstruct the "deep
structure" of the tale, though his dramatls personas might be
very different. We have, Then, an objective counterpart of
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ons ‘dimension of the s fory. and--so It seoms to ma--for ?he
first tims thero Is the opporiunity for conducflng repllcabla
Bexperiments” with children and literature, for example by
holding all elerents (functlons) constant but one, and pro-
ceeding to lnvestigate vhatover we are Investigating. (One might
- stipulaie a Peter Rabbit who ends up In Mr. McGregor's stow
pot, or a Potor Rabbl+ ‘golng.on an errand Yo M. McGrogor's
for his mother. And then, by means yet ts be devised, one
may test the responses of the c¢hlidren).

No doubt the gonerallzations we will be able Yo make
will be very modest at ths beginning, but on the other hand
wo Wil be saying real things about chlldren's books, and
¥e will be scoing real simblaritles and &1 iferences. Ve
might find, to: our surprise, that the popularity of Peter
Rabblt fles not at all In ths fact that Peter Is an animal,
but rather in that a) he is enjoined from a certain sction,
b) ho violates the Injunction, and ¢) he escapes Tho dire
congequences~-Just baraly. And If we consldar carfain versions
of Babes In ths Vicods, Littie R=d Riding Hood, or Hansel gg_
Erotel, we ray Indeced soo a very simllar structural senquance.

And vio may at least hypothesize--and tost further--whethar
I+ Is not certaln structural sequencas that appeal to chitdren
at certain ages.

Atitractive as the relative manageabl ity of a structural
epproach s, there are difflcultios and obJoctions which hava
not yet been enswered,

The first of the difficul+les is that, thUQh ona may
wriia a sfruc?ura! analysis of a full-length novel (sse note
91, to Juggle marely one of tho functions as one Is testing
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with a class of children would seem an unwleidy entoerprise.
Tha Iengfh o? the novel would sure!y proclude any. youngafer'
readlng l: twica In only sliﬂhfly differing form. Moreover,
the time I+ takes to read a novel would allow for the Intro-
duction of so many variables (even 1§ two classes of children
waere used for comparison, so that the raadlng would only be
done onca), that agaln the results would be suspect. But
that here exlsts this ditflculty does not invalidate the tdea
that funciions are of signal Importance In determining children's
responses, .and I+ may bs that one must merely begln with shorter
vorks than novels.

‘The socond and more substanilve objection was Implied
by the seminar student ‘who asked why, In testing with chil-
dren, It was necassary to use novels or stories in the first
place. Why not use merely The bare-bonss functions?

The answer 1o this question lies In the fact that one
must realize that functions are only one (relatively con-
trollable) Ingredient of stories. There still ramaiﬁ all
such elusiva manifestations as characfar!zaflon, diction, -
rhetorical assumptions,-and the evanescent matters of "fona"
and "toxture." And yet, if we understand functlions, we may
begin to learn about the Interaction between stories and chil-
dren. The warm heart of the story, and the even warmer ong -
of tho child, may stl11 be eluding us--and |, personally, hops
they will continue to elude us. And yet, If we féach Ilt-
erature o chlldren, and If we do falk'of saquence and arilc-
ulation In curricutum, It bshooves us fo undsrstand vhat Is

* understandable, and fo attempt to bring some ordsr Into an
. area governad perhéps needlessly by Intultion.
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* 1. In the Fall, 1966, at tho Harvard Groduate , séhool
of Education, | conductsd a seninar tho purpose of which-
vas to conslder rationales by which ltiterature could
be taught to children. | wish %o thank the students
of that somlpar for siruggling with mo Yo explore the
lmpllca?EOhs of +the maln ldoa of this paper.

3 | 2, Among the better known readlng=-interost studies are,
May Lazar, Roading Iniorests, Activitles, and Opporiunliies
.5 of Brlgh+ Averags and Dull Chltgren (Now York: Teachers
Col lega, Co!uﬂb!a 1937); Ceorge W. Norvell, Vlhat Boys
g - and Girls Like to Road (Morrlstown, 1958) and by the
- samo author The Reading Interests of Younq Peopla
(Boston, 1950); and Carleton YWashburne and Mabel Vogel,
Winnetka Graded Book List (Chicago, 1926).

3. It Is noteworthy that the children's readlng preference
Iists by no means agroe with each other, and that Norvell,

In fact, takes violent Issue with the findings of others.

? Co | 4. Stith Thompson, Motif-Index of Folk Literature, revised ed.
~ (Blocmlington, tndlana, 1955).

5. ‘Propp,_p. 5.

6. Alan 6ﬁades,'From Etic to Emlc Unlts tn the Structural
Study of Folktales,” Journal of American Folklore,
Aprii=June, 1962, pp. 95-105.
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7. For a history and brict synopsis of the tenots of Russion
Formalism, seo Victor Erlich, Russian Formallsm: History- |
3 Doctrina, second rev. ed. (Tha Hague, 1965). Also
Russlan Formallst Criticism: Four Essays, ed. Leo T. Lemon
and Marlon J. Rels (Lincloin: Unlversity of Nebraska Press,

i965).

8. Propp, p. 20. A simnilar direction of thought about "falry
tales" was suggested by John Buchanan In a lecture pub-
lished as_fgmph!ej_ﬁo.‘zg, The English Assoclation, July 1931,

>y

9. In fact, though, Mr. Miles Wichelns, one of the studsnts
In the seminar (hote 1), has found the Propplan schema
fully satisfaciory for representing the sequence of
action In Treasure Island. HNot only are there symbols for

all the actions, but the sequence of action follows that
described by Propp as being constant In his Russlan tales.

B R IR oy o W e ST P PP o R A Al e o St el e A T

O




