Eyewitness by Tom Newnham
Overview

“Eyewitness” recounts the disturbing experiences of New Zealander Iris Wilkinson (Robin Hyde) when she was working as a war correspondent for an English paper in China in the late 1930s.  The recount centres around the Japanese invasion of China and the subsequent bombing and fall of the Chinese city of Xuzhou, an important railway junction on the Yellow River.  Tom Newnham’s account is based on, and backed up by, extracts from graphic letters that Iris wrote home to her parents.

War and conflict are themes that are common in the English and social studies curricula.  You can find extra resources and units by using them as key words on both English Online and Social Studies Online.

Note: This text may be disturbing to students who have been in conflict zones – students from a refugee background in particular.  Also, it may need to be approached carefully if there are both Chinese and Japanese students in the class.  It’s important to know your learners.  

Teaching purposes

Use this text to help your students:

· read a historical recount to understand the human reaction to conflict;

· identify and discuss different purposes and styles of writing;

· identify and discuss some language features of a recount;

· distinguish between fact and opinion;

· recount a personal eyewitness experience.

Features of the text

This text features two very contrasting styles of writing.  It is a mixture of a factual and a personal recount based on some events that took place in 1938, when the Japanese bombed, and subsequently conquered, the Chinese city of Xuzhou.

Extracts from the letters of Iris Wilkinson are the primary source of information for this eyewitness account.  Her letters take up half the text and provide an emotive, descriptive and graphic first-person account of what was happening at the front lines of the Japanese invasion. 

Iris is clearly shocked by what she witnessed, and her writing is both vivid and highly emotional.  She has an eye for detail, and her writing is fresh and poignant.  A lot of Iris’s letter writing is stream of consciousness style and includes her thoughts, feelings and judgments.  Her choice of words and the selection of detail emphasise her growing sense of frustration, fatigue and despair. 

Tom Newnham has written his account around the letters.  The purpose of his text is to give background information and context to Iris’s letters and to interpret her thoughts and feelings in a more objective way.  His text first orients the reader with background information.  

He then introduces the ideas expressed in Iris’s letters and provides the summary.  The text as a whole follows a recount format, with an orientation followed by selected details of events in chronological order.  It concludes with a reorientation and an evaluation.  Different fonts are used to distinguish between the narrative and the letters.  The font used for Iris’s letters suggests the use of an old typewriter by showing letters that are faded and uneven in places and sometimes bolded by the ink (typewriter ribbon).  Biographical information at the end is in a separate frame with reversed out print.

On the audiotape, the story is read by two different people, a man for the narrative and a woman for the letters.  Chinese flute and sound effects serve to make the story more vivid. 

Visual language features provide extra information and add to the impact of the text, for example, the photographs of Iris Wilkinson and the city of Xuzhou, a map showing China in relation to Japan, and a full-page coloured illustration contrasting an idyllic rural scene complete with soaring swallows, with the images of soldiers, camouflage, bombers and the black smoke of the falling bombs.  

Language features

Nouns, noun phrases and pronouns

· Proper nouns are used for specific people, places, geographical features and events, for example, “Japan”, “China”, “Xuzhou”, “Yellow River”, “Iris Wilkinson”, “Doctor Grier”.

· Complex noun phrases are used, especially in Iris’s letters when she is trying to build up detail so that her parents can visualise the setting, for example, “the tightly-packed little clay huts”, “a little hood of green wheat ears”.

· The first person is used in the letters and the third person in the narrative.

Verbs and verb phrases

· A variety of tenses is used, with the simple past tense used often in the retelling of events.  The past-tense verbs used are both regular, for example, “invaded”, “asked”, and irregular, for example, “fell”, “spoke”, “knew”.

· The use of the present tense in Iris’s letters gives an immediacy to the events and her reactions to them, for example, “I hate them.  I write it now …”.
· The past perfect is used to locate events further back in time, for example, “many people had been hurt”.
· The past continuous is used to show that natural things continued to happen in spite of the surrounding conflict, for example, “Blue swallows were darting and flashing”.
· Action verbs are used, for example, “invaded”, “bombed”.
· Thinking verbs are used, especially in Iris’s letters, for example, “I think”, “I don’t care”.
· Relating verbs are in statements, for example, “The Japanese had a very strong army”, “Xuzhou was an important railway junction”.
· Verbal contractions convey an informal tone in Iris’s letter writing, for example, “I’ve”, “I’m”, “I wasn’t”, “we’re”.
Other features

· A range of sentence types is used: simple, for example, “In 1937, Japan invaded China”; compound, for example, “The city was under Japanese attack, and bombs fell frequently”; and complex, for example, “Although she admired seventy-year-old Doctor Grier for carrying on with her work in this dangerous city, the two women had very different beliefs. ”

· Complex vocabulary chains establish atmosphere and contrast, of the soldiers/war and Chinese civilian life/hospitals.

· There are emotive adjectival phrases, for example, “hopelessly poor, unarmed, and harmless”. 

· Iris uses emotive, connotative vocabulary in her letters to convey her sense of horror at the inhumanity of war and war crimes, for example, “roasted to death”, “filthy bloodstained quilts”.

· A variety of conjunctions is used: time conjunctions to sequence events, for example, “By the next morning”, “after some weeks”; contrastive conjunctions, for example, “Although she admired seventy-year-old Doctor Grier”; additive conjunctions, for example, “and”, “also”. 
· Various language techniques are used for a variety of specific effects: for example, repetition for emphasis (“bombed and bombed”) and the image of “a little hood of green” to evoke a homely, innocent picture that contrasts with the horror of the falling bombs. 

Learning outcomes

With your students, set one or more of the following learning outcomes for working with this text.

By the end of this work, I will be able to:

· read a historical recount to understand the human reaction to conflict;

· identify and discuss different purposes and styles of writing;

· identify and discuss some language features of a recount;

· tell the difference between fact and opinion;

· recount a personal eyewitness experience.

Before reading – introducing the readers to the text

1. Tell your students that they are about to read an eyewitness account of some events in a war from 1937.  Activate your students’ prior knowledge about major world conflicts and war by asking them relevant questions and showing them visual displays.  The library and the history department could help you here.  Discuss what the term “eyewitness” means.  Compare eyewitness reports from that time with those from the present, when we have “instant” news reports from conflict areas through satellite TV.

2. Have your students start a KWLH chart.  Use the first two columns for recording some of the discussion before looking at the text.  (If the students don’t know about this conflict, they could predict what is likely to happen when one country invades another.)  Leave the third and fourth columns to be filled in after the reading.  

	KWLH Chart: When Japan invaded China in 1937

	What I know about this
	What I want to know
	What I have learnt
	How I learnt it

	
	
	
	


3. Ask the students to write the title of the text and the author into their reading log.  Then have them draw a concept circle with one of the words “war”, “soldiers”, “hospital” and “civilians” in each quarter.  (See page 44 of Effective Literacy Strategies).  The purpose of this activity is to discuss how the main ideas in texts might be connected as well as to teach and learn some key vocabulary.  The students take turns to explain how one of the words in the circle could be connected to another of the words.  They write new vocabulary into their vocabulary notebooks. 

4. Have the students skim over the written text and visual features to gain a broad idea of the contents.  Draw attention to the visual features, especially the two different styles of font to distinguish the narrative from the letters.  (For further information on skimming, read pages 66–67 of Effective Literacy Strategies.)

5. Remind the students of the learning outcome(s).

During reading – thinking through the text 
· Read the story to your students or have them listen to the audiotape to find answers to their questions from their personal KWLH charts.  You may need to read the story or have them listen to it several times.  Make the book and the audiotape accessible for students to read and/or hear as many times as they need to.

· Have the students work with a partner to complete and discuss their KWLH charts.  

After reading  – using new understandings

· Discuss the text structure with the class (a recount, with passages of description included).  You could use ELIP, Stage 2 Writing, 18d as a model.

Have the students work in pairs to read the text to each other, paragraph by paragraph, and then discuss the content and how to best summarise the main ideas in brief note form (for example, by using the dot-jot technique found in the ESOL Online Teacher Strategies).  Have them record their summary in the Recount Text Structure template (see the copymaster on page 35).
They could use the completed table as a guide to writing a summary of the text using no more than 100 words.

· Extend the students’ understanding of vocabulary and word chains within the text by having them work in pairs to complete the word groups activity (see the copymaster on page 36).

As well as focusing on meaning, you could study parts of speech or functions in a sentence, compound words, prefixes and suffixes, and emotive language.

· Provide your students with the statements in the Fact or Opinion? copymaster (on page 37) enlarged and cut up.  In pairs or small groups, the students classify the statements as fact or opinion and then discuss them, for example, “If it is an opinion, whose opinion is it?”  Do you agree with that opinion?”  They should be able to justify their answers.  Then give the students their own copy of the table to fill in.  Have them add one fact and one opinion from the text in the last two boxes and then check with a partner to see whether they agree with the choice.  Lead a class discussion about the issues raised.

· Put your students into small groups and ask them to share eyewitness experiences (of seeing something special or memorable).  This experience could be one of a range of things, such as meeting a famous person or witnessing an interesting occasion or a special cultural event.  Later, the students can use the recount text frame to write up their own experience as an “eyewitness” account.  Focus on one particular aspect of writing for feedback.

Beyond the text – extension

· War is an emotive topic.  Iris’s values become very clear at the end of the story.  If you have a senior class, this may be an opportunity to discuss war crimes and ethics.  (For further information, read Reading behind the Lines on pages 107–109 in Effective Literacy Strategies.)

· Look in the newspaper to find letters giving differing opinions on the same topic.  Have your students read the letters and then write comment codes, (F) for fact and (O) for opinion.

· In pairs or small groups, have the students compare the two texts.  They can use a table like the one below to summarise their findings.

	Issue


	Letter 1

Author’s name
	Letter 2

Author’s name

	Summarise the opinion.


	
	

	Give two or three emotive points the author makes to support their opinion.


	
	

	List the facts given to support the opinion.


	
	

	Give your own opinion on the issue and three reasons to support your view.


	


Related texts from the ELIP folder

	These are model texts that make explicit the structure and language features, suggested teaching components, sample strategies, grammar scope and suggested assessment tasks for the particular text.

	Stage 2

Oral interaction

3 – Can listen, respond to and give a recount

3d “John F Kennedy (JFK)”

Reading 

9 – Can read, understand and respond to a recount
9c “Captain James Cook – a New Arrival”

Writing

18 – Can write a recount

18d “My Picnic”


Copymaster: Recount Text Structure

	Recount

text structure


	“Eyewitness”

	Orientation

(Introduces the setting, main participants)
	

	Record of events

(In chronological order)

1937

    (

	

	Reorientation
	

	Evaluation 


	


Copymaster: Word Groups Activity

	Word groups: This chart gives fifty words or phrases from the story “Eyewitness”.  With a partner, sort these words into groups under three different headings: War, Medicine and Civilian life.  Discuss the words and where and how they fit into the story.  Check any meanings you don’t know and put these words into your vocabulary notebooks.



	hospital
	army
	nursed
	patients
	homesick

	invaded
	unarmed
	trooped
	soldiers
	green wheat ears 

	racial wrangles
	injections
	blown to bits
	wounded
	attack

	hurt
	air force
	peasant farmers
	little clay huts
	shoot

	bloodstained
	harmless
	bayoneted
	fighting
	killing

	dead bodies
	dressings
	maggots
	mission house
	correspondent

	shot
	front lines
	planes
	wounds
	beliefs

	swallows
	war-torn
	bombs
	homes
	camouflage 

	raping
	villages
	little cobbled streets
	roasted to death
	compassion

	lint pads
	doctor
	poor
	looting
	missionaries


Copymaster: Fact or Opinion?

	 “Eyewitness” statements
	Fact

(Tick if the statement is a fact.)
	Opinion

(Tick if the statement is an opinion and indicate whose opinion it is.)

	In 1937, Japan invaded China.
	
	

	The city of Xuzhou was an important railway junction.
	
	

	Bombs cause terrible harm and destruction.
	
	

	All things are to the glory of God.
	
	

	There is no God.
	
	

	The mission house was the safest part of the city.
	
	

	Doctor Grier was very brave.
	
	

	There were many Chinese soldiers and civilians among the fatalities.
	
	

	Some Japanese soldiers were worried and ashamed about what their fellow soldiers were doing.
	
	

	Atrocities (terrible things) in war are caused by racial wrangles. 
	
	


