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My Personal Journey through This Course

     When I began this course, I was not sure exactly what to expect.  I knew that we would be reading books and comparing their film versions, but in my mind, I thought we would simply be looking at how the plots were different, because this is the main aspect of a book-turn-film that I pay attention to when seeing a film after reading its book version.  I had never really thought of a film as an “interpretation,” of a book, I just thought of it as the “movie version.”  More times than none I am disappointed by movie versions of books, but I don’t think that I really understood why; I just knew that the differences that I noticed or sensed in the film versions were enough to make me more of a dedicated reader than film watcher.  It wasn’t until this class that I realized why I felt these feelings so strongly.  I knew at the surface that films that I have watched in the past just did not have the same affect on me as their books did, but I don’t think I realized what specifically was causing me to feel that way.  This class forced me to dig deeper into those thoughts and feelings and figure out what was causing this to happen by looking at an assortment of books and their film versions.  

     During the first module, we revisited a classic from my childhood, Charlotte’s Web by E.B. White.  Not only did we read this story but in our small groups we discussed the literary elements of the book including plot, style, characters, setting, and themes.  We also discussed the film version after we became familiar with how a film can be “read” and the language that is used to describe the various techniques that a filmmaker might put into a film.  This first module and week made me look at films in a completely different way by making me realize how filmmakers use certain techniques to portray these literary elements from the book on screen through music, editing, camera angles, and scene transitions and placement.  We also discussed what filmmakers want to emphasize in their films and what they want to get across to their audience, and how this can change from one film to the next, and even be different from the book.  While the 1972 and 2006 versions of Charlotte’s Web both interpreted White’s story accurately, they both had completely different “feels” to them which in my opinion associated with the time periods.  Not only were the special effects more prominent in the 2006 version because of it being a “real” setting, but it included more suspense, humor, and camera angling that add to the viewing pleasure of the audience.  

     Ultimately, this first week taught me that there is a lot more than I thought that goes into creating a film from a book, and there are so many techniques that filmmakers can use to tell a story.  A film-maker’s responsibility when transforming a text into a film is to accurately portray the author’s words and story on screen.  Along with this, their other responsibility is to simply entertain the audience.  This is when I first began to realize that a film is not just a “story-brought-to-life” on the big screen, but actually an interpretation of someone’s original work.  Reading the book Charlotte’s Web first, I was interpreting White’s words with my group members directly from the text that he wrote himself, and although some of us had different thoughts, our interpretation of the story’s themes and messages were basically the same.  As a story changes as it gets passed along while storytelling, it changes in some ways when taken to the big screen and these films gave me a much different experience than when I read the book-I laughed more, I associated the songs with different parts of the book, I related to the ways the characters feelings were portrayed, and I became more frightened and scared for Wilbur whenever that slaughterhouse was shown in the 2006 version!  While I also felt some of these feelings while reading the book when my imagination took control, it was a different experience while watching the movies, and different parts of the movies were more memorable to me than they were in the book and visa versa.
     During the second module, we looked more closely at what is taken away from original versions of books when they are made into full-length films.  We looked at Jumanji and The Polar Express first; two picture books with which I viewed the films before reading the books.  I discovered this particular week that as an audience member, we want to view a film that is exciting, suspenseful, dramatic, and that we will feel resolve with in the end.  Filmmakers need to take all of these pieces into consideration when turning a picture book into film while being careful to stick with the plotline of the original text version. In the past, I would become upset if a film was different from the book because to me it changed the story.  After comparing these two book versions and realizing that the basic stories were essentially the same, I felt a little more at ease.  Filmmakers must include the original main characters, but in my opinions, are allowed to add additional characters if they can somehow be effectively a part of the plot.  Filmmakers must stay loyal to the themes and messages of the original story, but how they present this on screen is up to them in regards to visual effects and imagery.  The “skeleton” of the story needs to be accurate and embedded in the film in some way, but the storyline surrounded or encompassing the original plot can be extended if it enhances the plot in an effective way to make the presentation more enjoyable for the audience.  This is also where the “levels” come into play that might be added to create a more in depth plot that in some way extends the story, but leaves the original themes, messages and resolutions the same.
     My thinking and consideration regarding film interpretations extended even more during the week that we studied The Wizard of Oz book and film.  After I finally accepted that film versions can be different from book version but still interpret them accurately, we read The Wizard of Oz and I discover that the original text is completely different than the story from the movie that I grew up watching.  The book and the movie felt like two completely different stories to me.  This is when realized that in terms of pop culture and entertainment and how people knew this story, the original text version of this film as been lost.  Even the minor details that were changed from the book when making the film are more popular in our culture than these same details from the original.  This is the week that my eyes were opened up to the fact that if a book is interpreted in a completely different way than the book, the original has the chance of being buried in the past.  In Jerry Griswold’ article “No Place Like Home” which discussed both the book and film version, he brought up many parts of the film that were interpreted differently than the book because of the way they were depicted in the film and placed in the seemingly new plotline.  While Jumanji and The Polar Express films interpreted the themes, characters, and messages in the same way even though there was extra plot added, The Wizard of Oz cut out many parts of the original story and changed the entire plot around to make it more interesting and suspenseful to the audience.   It was during this week that I changed my mindset the most from a student to a teacher and considered my students’ views of literature and classics from the past because of lack of fidelity in films to their original text.  Are they getting cheated out of these amazing original works because of the movie versions taking over our culture when they aren’t even true to the original version?  
     During the third and final week of this module, we read Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory and looked at the two film versions that were produced from this book.  This week also opened my eyes to other ways in which filmmakers make movies appealing to viewers by adding controversy such as stereotypes and inappropriate humor that makes a “kid’s” movie also appeal to adults.  I was very surprised at how the progression of book to movies seemed to include more stereotyping and inappropriateness in dialogue.  By comparing these two versions, it made me realize that not only can adding extra plotline take away from the original story like I found in The Wizard of Oz and the 2006 version, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, but by adding in controversial issues such as stereotyping subtle adult humor can take away from the original version book version as well.  From the studies of both books and their movies, I felt that the 1971 version was much more tastefully done, and like Charlotte’s Web, Jumanji, and The Polar Express, it stuck to the plot and characters of the original book.  While we found that even some readers seemed did have a problem with the original book as Eleanor Cameron did in her review on Dahl’s work, the 1971 film version portrayed Willy Wonka’s character accurately and while there seemed to be some stereotyping, it was taken directly from the book and not as over-the-top as in the 2006 film version.  This week made me realize that not only changes in plots can be disappointing make movie versions not hold true to the original story, but also changes in characters that readers know and love form their books as they were changed in the 2006 version.  It seems that in order to successfully interpret a film, the characters and their character traits must stay the same! 

     It was this week that we also looked at the original and Disney version of The Little Mermaid.  This week was a another example to me of how filmmakers alter stories and change the original messages and tone of a story in order to appeal to audience members.  I found that the original version of The Little Mermaid was less “sexualized” than the Disney version, which seems ironic since the Disney version is for children.  There is the cliché battle between good and evil which was not as prominent in the original version and the tone of the original was darker and talked of self-sacrifice for the one you love, while the Disney version had a much happier ending where the girl got her price.  Studying this piece of original literature and the Disney film showed me that in order to please audience members filmmakers sometimes need to interpret stories in completely different ways that are way less subtle than other versions of movies.  The interpretation in the film version of this story was completely different than the original, and while some aspects are the same, I looked at these as two separate pieces of work, similarly to how I looked at the two versions of The Wizard of Oz.       
     During the third and final module, we read the first book of the Harry Potter series, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, and watched its film version.  It was this week that I realized just what the word “original” means in terms of an “original” story.  The Harry Potter “phenomenon” is one that has swept over the entire world, and not only have there been films produced, but also merchandise and products and even an entire theme park dedicated to and representing the wizardy world of Harry Potter!  We read articles that people have written about their interpretations on Rowling’s work and how her plotlines and characters relate to us as a culture.  Throughout all of these thoughts on Harry Potter merchandise and thoughts and opinions about Rowling’s work and “hidden messages” and viewpoints in the story, it is easy to stray our thoughts away from the original story and become caught up in all of these interpretations.  While I feel that Rowling did write these books in a way that many readers can identify with Harry and his life and some of the other characters, I think it’s important that we remember the pure joy of the story and what it has to offer us as readers.  When thinking about what is “original” in terms of Harry Potter, I turn directly to the books and the words of J.K. Rowling herself.  

     This circles me back to thinking about my original thoughts about why I love books more than movies and why I continue to read them first.  I appreciate them as originals.  I feel that this class has taught me to look at what stems off of books whether that be movies, merchandise, or songs, as interpretations of an original art.  I feel that the original stops with the book, and finally looking at Harry Potter and what has come of that original series has brought this journey full circle.  Learning about film language and what goes into making a film in the first week started out this journey in the right way, making me see that even though film is also telling a story through visuals and sound, it is an art all by itself and it cannot necessarily be compared in all ways to the art of writing words that create a story within a book.  I think that I have learned to appreciate these versions as separate entities, and I will not necessarily be so hard on a film that does not quite meet my expectations from the book version.  I will appreciate it for what it is-an interpretation.  I will “read” the film in the way that the filmmaker has presented it to me, and maybe take away from it something that I did not take away from the book, but I will not forget the original story form the author which I believe must be kept alive!   
What I Will Take Back to my Classroom 
     I remember last school year when I found out that The Lorax by Dr. Seuss was being made into a film, I was so excited!  The Lorax is one of my favorite stories by Dr. Seuss; not only do I enjoy the characters and the story, but the actual lesson in the book is one worth discussing.  About a week before the movie came out, I asked my first graders who wanted to see The Lorax in theaters.  Many of my students raised their hand.  I then asked them who had been read the book of The Lorax, assuming that the majority of them would also raise their hand, but only about three hands went up.  I was shocked!  Many of my students were not even aware that a book of this film existed!  That night, I decided to change my lessons around for the week and do a mini unit on The Lorax.  I thought it was very important that since many of my students were going to go see the movie that they hear the book first.  As I have stated before, I have always been very dedicated to reading book versions before seeing their films; I like to hear the story first and listen to the words that the author uses to tell the story, creating mental images in my head of the characters and plot, or study the illustrations.  Before this class, this was my only reasoning for wanting to read books before movies, and I wanted the same for my students.  As I have written above, I now have an entire new perception of books turned into film.  I now see them as interpretations of an original work, and they have a way of being read that is set completely a par from how a book is read.  While I enjoy films, I do not want their books to become something of the past, and I definitely want to pass this new understanding onto my first graders.  
     Throughout this entire course, I have considered how all of this effects the youth of today and how they read books and interpret movies.  After all, with all of the technology in films and video games and how much seems to be involved in stimulating their thinking and their brain, a book just does not seem enough.  I worry about books and original stories being lost in the past.  It still shocks me when some of my students do not know common nursery rhymes that I could recite by heart when I was their age, or classics in literature that my mom used to read to me or that I studied in school.  While taking the time to open a book is a major time commitment and it requires much more concentration and imagination than a film, it can be extremely stimulating to the brain and open up a whole new world in our minds and in our hearts.  Books provide children with raw moments where they can stop and think, interpret, and make connections.  Unlike films which we usually watch straight through without pauses, books give us the opportunity to get lost for a time period, travel back to reality, then go back to that setting when we’re ready.  In those moments where we pause our reading, we are able to actually think about the story, the characters, and the plot, and maybe even reread if we feel the need to.  I sometimes worry that with the current pace of life for children of today that this type of experience that can be so rewarding just might not seem very appealing.
     Even as an adult taking this class who is a very committed reader, I am very surprised with how much I learned about what books can provide for us as readers and the art of accurate interpretation.  While I cannot see myself having these intense conversations with my first graders about the film interpretations of books that we have had in this class, I do think it’s something worth mentioning and discussing throughout the year, at a level they can understand of course.  I think it’s so important that children understand that films are simply stories being retold-someone has written that story first on paper, whether it was based on a book or it was an original screenplay.  It is easy to forget with all of the visual stimulation and special effects that occur in films that they contain a story that has characters, a setting, a beginning, middle, and ending, a conflict and resolution, just as the books that we have read.
     Throughout our readings of the articles on Harry Potter, I realized just how much well-written literature is getting lost with the mass production of books that are being produced just to draw readers in and to make a profit.  I remember seeing these types of books that were mentioned in these articles at the school book fairs and in the book orders that I give my students every couple of months, and while these books have titles, characters, and front covers that might be appealing to young readers, I worry whether or not the stories are rich enough in theme, plot, and author’s message.  Many of these books seem to be published as quick reads that are not necessarily memorable or promote higher level thinking in the reader.  I worry that these are the first books that children are being exposed to and that they are not quality representations of literature.  Most of these books are produced from television shows or spin-off stories from movies.  While I think that it is important for kids to find books that they are interested in and that they enjoy to get them excited about reading, it is equally if not more important for them to be exposed to quality literature that they can discuss, make connections to, and consider a possible deeper message that the author was trying to articulate through his or her story.
     In thinking about this issue in children’s books and considering how it affects my students at their young age, it really makes me reevaluate the books that I chose to have in my classroom library, and the books that I read for shared reading and read alouds.  I do want to continue having some books that stem from popular television shows or movies for my students to read-after all, I am aware that some of my students do not have many books at home for them to read so these are both fun and interesting for them.  However, I do want to start adding more classics to my library and books that have lessons or deeper meanings.  I am aware that at the reading level my students are at that it is difficult to find books that they can read that fit this description, but these can also include books that I read to them as well.  Instead of always reading Junie B. Jones books for read alouds, I would like to pick books that still have a memorable and entertaining story, but are also books that have been considered to be “classics” or quality pieces of literature.  Children need practice discussing and interpreting rich pieces of texts with the guidance of their teacher at a young age so that when they reach higher grades and they are assigned certain classics to read, they will have had guided practice discussing them and digging deeper into the plot, themes and characters.
     I also do not want these “classics” in literature to be lost and forgotten.  I am still getting over the fact that I had never read or been exposed to the original version of The Wizard of Oz until just two weeks ago, and that the story that I grew up knowing and considering the “original” was far from the original book.  I want my students to know and be familiar with these stories in their book forms and to experience the stories and the characters that have been passed down from generation to generation.  These stories are in many ways a part of our culture, and for good reason.  They are well-written with a certain literary style, they have memorable characters and settings, and strong messages and themes that can be discussed and connected with aspects of our own lives.  Exposing young children to these types of stories not only gives them the opportunity to become cultured and familiar with these popular books that have made history, but it also sets their standards for literature high and show examples of high quality pieces of writing.    
     Not only are the books that I chose to expose my students to important, but the way in which I expose them.  Just as films are an interpretation of books, the way that I as a teacher present a story and the parts of it that I pull out to discuss with my students is also considered an interpretation.  If it is a read aloud, the expression that I use in my voice and the specific details and elements that I chose to emphasize are also a part of the interpretation.  Reading a book aloud and teaching it and discussing it is like an act of storytelling, and when stories are retold and discussed, they can come across differently than if the listener was reading the book themselves.  As a teacher and as a first exposure to my students to many of these books, I need to be careful about the way that I present a book.  While I do believe in allowing children to openly discuss a story and make their own interpretations and connections, I also need to make sure that I do my job to guide their thinking and expose them to the themes, plot, and character traits that the author has woven together with their own unique style of writing.  Just as we discussed the literary elements as a team in this class, it is important that I do the same for my students.  In my opinion, these are the foundation of the story itself, and while students can connect to the story in their own ways, it is important that they are familiar with and understand these as the basis of the story.
     As we saw in this class from studying books and films, films are meant to hook audiences and make their viewing experience pleasurable.  When a book is turned into a film, sometimes this seems to become more of the motive than interpreting the actual story so that it is close to the original.  We saw this with the special effects and storylines that were added to Jumanji and The Polar Express.  There is of course nothing wrong with going to see a movie and enjoying what it has to offer, but I also think it is important for students to realize what I have realized through taking this course: that films are separate pieces of art from the book and an interpretation of the original story.  These scenes are crammed into an approximately two hour visual story that is simply a “version” of the book with added features that may or may not even have anything to do with the actual story.  It’s important that they see through all of the visuals and understand that the film is a story, and by being exposed to books first and discussing the major literary elements in a guided setting, they already have the base story in their schema and can appreciate and understand beyond just the visuals.     
     As we also saw in films like Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, films can also give audiences a false sense of the story, while also exposing them to stereotypes that the book version does not necessarily include, and bring up certain issues or misconceptions that should be discussed with an adult present.  I am not saying that children should be completely censored from these movies, but I do feel that these stereotypes and issues should be discussed.  In both Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, we saw stereotypes portrayed that could be harmful to the way children view others, and the visual images definitely stick more than in their brains than what comes across when being read the book.  With Harry Potter, we read in articles how Harry is almost a character role model for children in the way that he treats others, handles certain situations involving death and grief, and how he is character to look up and relate to as sort of an ordinary hero.  These are both positive and negative aspects of books and films that are worth discussing.  
      I am very excited to take back some of these ideas into my own classroom this year, and I feel that I now will approach both children’s literature in a different way with my students.  Not only will I be more aware of the books that I choose to include in my personal library and read for shared reading and read alouds, but I will also make sure that I am guiding my students when exposing them to certain books so that the interpretation through my teaching is accurate.  I want to continue to give them the opportunity to use their imaginations when they listen and read books, because that is one of the amazing experiences that books give us the chance to do that films do not always give us.  I want to provide them with the skills they will need in order to be able to successfully read and enjoy great stories, while also introducing them to quality pieces of literature that they will continue to pass down to their peers and maybe even their family one day!  
