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found on “those tests we take in the spring.” 

Over the course of a few days, some students 

conceded that nonfiction may be relevant in 

their science and social studies classes but 

that it was not something they would choose 

to read. My struggling readers, in particular, 

voiced displeasure for nonfiction. These re-

sponses concerned me, not because I wanted 

to prepare students to ace the nonfiction com-

prehension questions on standardized tests 

but because I wanted to help students appre-

ciate nonfiction for what it is – an entrance 

into other places, historical settings and 

events, real people’s lives – a way to explore 

the world around us. 

 At first, I tried to select newspaper or 

magazine articles that I thought would inter-

est my students. A few articles were popular 

with some of the students, but I could not 

seem to move the class toward that “light 

bulb” moment when nonfiction became rele-

vant and interesting. I focused particularly on 

my 8th grade class because I wanted to pre-

pare them for the more challenging texts they 

would encounter in high school. I hoped that 

my quest would lead to ideas for engaging 

my 6th and 7th grade students in nonfiction, 

too. Over the course of several days, I intro-

duced one article after another without find-

ing one that captured the attention of the 

whole class. As I started to become discour-

Abstract 

Nonfiction texts used in a middle school class-

room encouraged struggling readers to explore 

other nonfiction texts and to write about the 

world around them. Rosenblatt’s (1978) trans-

actional theory of reader response posits that an 

interaction takes place among reader, author, 

and text during reading. The nonfiction texts 

Guts: The True Stories Behind Hatchet and the 

Brian Books (Paulsen, 2001) and Night (Wiesel, 

2006) sparked students’ interest in real-life sto-

ries of survival and prompted struggling readers 

to read other nonfiction stories and to reflect 

upon and share text-to-self, text-to-text, and text

-to-world connections through discussion and 

writing.  

 

Keywords: nonfiction texts, struggling readers, 

middle school literacy  

 

 Recently, I was fortunate enough to have 

an opportunity to return to the classroom to 

teach 6th, 7th, and 8th grade reading classes in a 

small, rural district. I quickly discovered that 

my students were fond of series of the Twilight 

variety and naturally gravitated toward fiction 

books on days that we visited the library. When 

I began using nonfiction texts in the classroom, 

I met with resistance from many students who 

told me that nonfiction is “boring.” Others 

chimed in that nonfiction passages are only 

“You Mean that Really Happened?!”: Using Nonfiction to 

Engage Struggling Readers 
 

Carolyn J. Stufft, Ed.D. 

Berry College—Georgia 
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individual possesses a unique set of back-

ground knowledge and experiences. A central 

tenet of the transactional theory of reader re-

sponse is that an interaction takes place 

among reader, author, and text (Hancock, 

1993; Rosenblatt, 1978). Based on this theo-

ry, nonfiction texts may represent a way to 

introduce students to a topic or experience 

that may lead to different reactions or inter-

pretations that can be shared in class discus-

sions and through writing.  

 Later in the week, we read a passage 

in which Paulsen describes himself and his 

sled dogs being rescued from terrible weather 

by a pilot flying a small Cessna plane. In the 

description, Paulsen first explains that he had 

to pull and throw his entire team of fourteen 

sled dogs, still harnessed together, into the 

plane. Once inside, the engine noise fright-

ened the dogs, who attempted to run away 

from the sound; this movement caused the 

tail of the plain to tip and required Paulsen to 

toss the dogs toward the front of the plain to 

even the weight distribution. Paulsen goes on 

to explain that each time he threw a dog to-

ward the front of the plane, the dog would go 

running toward the tail once more. Paulsen 

“threw another, then another, then another, 

every time hitting the pilot, who was swear-

ing at me and screaming at the dogs” (2001, 

p. 25). My students reacted with incredulity 

and laughter to the seemingly absurd events. 

Several struggling readers, in particular, came 

to life while reading this description. 

When it was time for students to write 

about their reading at the end of class, all de-

cided to write about the plane rescue scene. 

One student asked if it was okay to connect 

the passage to a movie he saw that depicted a 

plane crash. The student reasoned that he 

could only really connect with TV or movies 

aged, I came across the nonfiction text Guts: 

The True Stories Behind Hatchet and the Brian 

Books by Gary Paulsen. I knew that my 8th grade 

students had read Hatchet the year before and 

had enjoyed it. I introduced Guts by asking the 

students to tell me what they remembered about 

Hatchet. Although months had passed between 

the time the students read the text in 7th grade 

and the day I asked them to retell the story in 8th 

grade, the students could relay an impressive 

amount of detail. For the first time in weeks, 

they were excited to talk about reading, and this 

encouraged me to move forward with the Gary 

Paulsen nonfiction text.  

 I first asked the students to look careful-

ly at the pictures on the front cover of Guts and 

to make predictions about the stories Gary 

Paulsen might share within the text. The 8th 

graders quickly pointed to a photograph of sled 

dogs on the cover and were able to connect the 

picture to other Paulsen books. Several strug-

gling readers also joined the conversation by 

making personal connections with the pictures 

of Paulsen drawing back a bow string and cast-

ing a fishing line. I read aloud the first several 

pages of the book, and then stopped to ask ques-

tions about the text. At the end of class, I asked 

students to complete a quick write reflecting on 

the day’s reading. I was pleasantly surprised to 

see that each student was able to write some-

thing based on the passage from Guts. The next 

several class periods followed a similar pattern 

– I would read aloud, sometimes pausing to 

think aloud, other times pausing to ask questions 

and allow for discussion. Each class ended with 

a quick write; over time, I noticed that the stu-

dents had more and more to say in their writing, 

so quick writes evolved into full-length journal 

entries.  

According to Rosenblatt (1978), readers 

respond to reading in unique ways because each 
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their reading using a variety of genres. At one 

point, the students asked if our class could 

create a survival newsletter that presented 

overviews of real-life wilderness survival sto-

ries, along with tips for living in the wild. 

The use of nonfiction text encouraged stu-

dents not only to read nonfiction but to write 

about the world around them. 

Our reading of Guts also guided the 

class to another nonfiction text on a different 

topic. In one particularly poignant passage of 

Guts, Paulsen talks about his time as an 

emergency medical technician in a rural area 

and recounts the experience of arriving too 

late to save a heart attack victim. In the pas-

sage, Paulsen mentions the “thousand-yard 

stare” visible in the patient’s eyes (2001, p. 

4). My students were initially puzzled by the 

expression, so we paused to think about the 

phrase. Several students made a connection 

with the length of a football field and calcu-

lated that it would take ten fields to make a 

thousand yards. One student asked if it was 

possible to really see anything that far away. 

The conversation moved back to the passage, 

and another student mentioned that the pa-

tient was probably staring at the ceiling, 

which would have been much closer than a 

thousand yards. Over the course of several 

minutes of thoughtful consideration and dis-

cussion, the students came to understand that 

this expression related to the look of a person 

who had experienced severe trauma; in this 

case, a person who was near death. The class 

ended on a somber note that day, but the next 

day students came in buzzing about the ex-

pression. Several students had searched 

online for more information about the thou-

sand-yard stare and had asked parents and 

grandparents about the phrase the evening 

before. One student brought in a copy of the 

because the story “wasn’t real.” This comment 

led to an energetic discussion of Paulsen’s expe-

riences, with others in the classroom reminding 

one another that nonfiction text describes real 

events. After several minutes of debate regard-

ing the plane rescue story, the students agreed 

that it had really happened and were even more 

intrigued and impressed with Paulsen’s life. As 

the students returned to their writing, one strug-

gling reader who had been particularly quiet 

during the class discussions that day blurted, 

“You mean that really happened?!” This student 

went on to explain that he thought nonfiction 

was just a more descriptive, less imaginative 

type of fiction until the class discussion sank in 

that day. This observation spurred the class into 

another discussion of what it might have been 

like to really live through the experiences we 

read about. Realizing that the nonfiction text 

was true engaged struggling readers in the story 

to an even greater extent. 

Following that day’s discussion, the stu-

dents began searching on their own for nonfic-

tion texts related to the Iditarod and wilderness 

survival tales; several began reading about 

planes and helicopters. The use of the nonfiction 

text Guts provided an entryway for me to bring 

nonfiction articles into the classroom once 

more; this time, the articles were met with a 

warm reception because the students were moti-

vated to read more about sled dogs, snow 

storms, surviving in the wild, and other nonfic-

tion topics related to the true tales told in Guts. 

Students then were interested in moving beyond 

quick writes and journal entries, asking if they 

could write “reports” based on articles and other 

nonfiction text they read related to wilderness 

survival and the topics included in Paulsen’s 

text. As we continued to read Guts in class, stu-

dents began reading more nonfiction on their 

own outside of class and chose to write about 
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Together, we viewed pictures of con-

centration camps, maps of 1940s Europe, and 

read passages written by Anne Frank. The 

content of Night encouraged my 8th graders to 

explore more about this time in history and 

the people who were part of it. Throughout 

the rest of the school year, students would 

bring to class books that they found or arti-

cles they came across related to World War 

II. Through their own reading, students ex-

plored topics such as the Danish Resistance 

and shared their new knowledge with the 

class. One student came across an article 

about Simon Wiesenthal and Adolf Eichmann 

and read more information on the website for 

the Simon Wiesenthal Center. In response, I 

incorporated the picture book The Anne 

Frank Case: Simon Wiesenthal’s Search for 

the Truth (Rubin, 2010). After reading the 

book to my 8th grade class, I used the text 

with my 6th graders and found it to be a dy-

namic way to engage them in nonfiction, too. 

 Night provided content that led my 

students to create character mind maps and to 

write diary entries from the point of view of a 

Holocaust survivor. Students also wrote let-

ters to Elie Wiesel, as well as to other histori-

cal figures from the era, such as Anne Frank; 

although the recipients could not write back, 

my students were able to communicate their 

questions through a letter-writing variety of 

Question the Author (QtA). Through reading 

both Guts and Night, students became inter-

ested in reading more nonfiction and also in 

writing about these texts. From brief quick 

writes to more in-depth journal responses, 

letters, reports, and newsletters, students ex-

plored their text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-

to-world connections stemming from nonfic-

tion texts. Through thought-provoking non-

fiction stories, my middle school students 

book The Two Thousand Y ard Stare: Tom 

Lea’s World War II (Lea, 2008) and shared with 

the class pictures of the USS Gleaves and the 

USS Zircon contained in the book. Finally my 

students, including struggling readers, were not 

only making text-to-self connections but also 

making text-to-text and text-to-world connec-

tions. 

My class finished reading Guts, not with 

relief to have finished a nonfiction text but with 

regret that the stories had ended. The students 

asked to read more nonfiction and returned 

again to the thousand-yard stare phrase, asking 

to read something that connected with the ex-

pression. I had planned to move on to the topic 

of the Holocaust later that year, but encouraged 

by my struggling readers’ interest in nonfiction 

text, I decided it was time for the class to surge 

forward and read Night (Wiesel, 2006). I used 

the picture book Terrible Things: An Allegory 

of the Holocaust (Bunting, 1989) to spark dis-

cussion before beginning Night. The fictional 

picture book Terrible Things relates to the 

events of the Holocaust and prepared students 

for reading Night. The use of a picture book sur-

prised my students, with several commenting 

that they had not read a picture book, or had one 

read to them, since early elementary school. 

However, the picture book provided a way for 

me to introduce a complex topic by using a text 

that was accessible to all of my students. 

Throughout the next several weeks of reading, 

Night sparked students’ interest in reading more 

about World War II in general and the Holo-

caust in particular. Students searched for infor-

mation online and looked for nonfiction books 

during library visits to learn more about this 

time in history. They also made connections 

with their history class and started to see the 

ways in which nonfiction can be more than a 

textbook chapter or a standardized test passage.  
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were able to think about their world and to write 

about the world around them. These nonfiction 

texts and the associated writing activities en-

gaged my struggling readers in ways that were 

meaningful and that extended far beyond the 

traditional nonfiction text associated with stand-

ardized testing.  
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Using Authentic Literature to Enrich Young Children’s 

Literacy Experiences 
 

Kristi L. Dudley, M.S. 

Ramona T. Pittman, Ph.D. 

Rebekah E. Piper, Ph.D. 

Texas A&M University—San Antonio 

Literacy is an essential skill to devel-

opment in the early years (Pittman, 2014).  

When preparing young children for educa-

tional success, one can use children’s litera-

ture to help promote the five components of 

effective reading instruction (National Read-

ing Panel, 2000).  The National Reading Pan-

el stated that phonemic awareness, phonics, 

fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension 

are needed to be able to successfully teach 

children to read.  Most school agencies and 

districts build their literacy curricula around 

these five pillars.  Prior to kindergarten, early 

childhood educators should use authentic 

children’s literature to cultivate these skills in 

young children.      

Authentic literature is characterized 

by “real life” writing that is written for the 

sole purpose of emotionally engaging the 

reader. Authentic literature can be narrative 

or expository and include texts that are usual-

ly enjoyed outside of a classroom (Purcell-

Gates & Duke, 2004). Authentic literature 

does not specifically seek to provide funda-

mental reading instruction and for this very 

reason, can be used as a powerful instruction-

al tool (Duke, Purcell-Gates, Hall, & Tower, 

2006/2007). When parents read bedtime sto-

ries to their children, they tend to automati-

 

Abstract 

This article focuses on the five components 

(phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabu-

lary, and comprehension) needed to effectively 

teach children to read. Early childhood educa-

tors can teach these five skills through the use of 

authentic literature. To be classified as authen-

tic literature, books and texts need to utilize 

“real life” writing that is written to engage the 

reader. Authentic narrative texts generally ap-

peal to the reader and offers a theme and a mor-

al to the story. The article explains the five com-

ponents needed to teach children to read and 

offers some authentic texts, synopses, and lesson 

ideas specifically for each of the components.  

Although children may not be able to read the 

texts, the texts selected are at the child’s listen-

ing comprehension level.  In addition, the se-

lected texts will aid early childhood educators 

and parents in infusing these skills for engaging 

implementation.  

 

Keywords:  authentic literature, phonemic 

awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, com-

prehension  
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the first two years of school.  To enhance 

these skills, early childhood educators should 

select children’s books written using simple, 

rhyming words and/or words that focus on 

particular sounds and word play which can 

teach children how to manipulate sounds to 

form different words in engaging ways.  

Secondly, the approach to teaching 

letter-sound correspondence is called phon-

ics. During phonological awareness tasks, 

children would have been manipulating 

sounds in spoken language.  Phonics com-

bines written language with spoken language 

so that children will learn to decode words in 

print by mapping speech to print (Moats, 

2010).  Phonics instruction begins with letter 

recognition, letter-sound correspondence, and 

sight word activities.  Phonics instruction ad-

vances to teach students how to read words 

with multiple syllables. Early childhood edu-

cators, however, should focus on the first 

three skills.  

Moreover, fluency is the ability to 

read connected text accurately, quickly, ex-

pressively, with good phrasing and good 

comprehension (Rasinski & Nageldinger, 

2015).  When a fluent reader can accurately 

and quickly decode words with automaticity, 

the reader can, therefore, focus his efforts on 

comprehending what is being read. As with 

any skill, once a student’s literacy skills have 

evolved enough, they become almost auto-

matic, to the point where the student no long-

er has to focus his attention on recognizing 

the fundamentals, but instead can see the 

whole “picture”. Fluency brings text to life 

and introduces students to the endless poten-

tial uses for literature. Authentic literature 

represents examples of each of these possibil-

ities. Early childhood educators can help 

young children to understand fluency by 

cally read authentic literature. These stories gen-

erally are fun for the child to listen to and allow 

them to use their imagination. This sort of en-

gagement is the first step to molding the child 

into becoming an aesthetic reader. Aesthetic 

readers read for pleasure and, as noted by Ap-

plegate and Applegate (2004), “see reading as 

active immersion into a text and the opportunity 

to live vicariously through the situations and 

lives of its characters” (p. 554) 

Furthermore, educators can continue to 

nurture children’s love for literature by inter-

twining the components of reading with authen-

tic literature to achieve the main goal of creating 

strong, future readers. In order to understand 

how authentic literature can be used to incorpo-

rate the five pillars of reading, each pillar should 

be explained.  

Phonemic awareness is a component of a 

larger umbrella term, phonological awareness.  

Phonological awareness is the ability to manipu-

late sounds in spoken language (Yopp & Yopp, 

2009).  Phonological awareness skills from easi-

est to most difficult include:  1) hearing rhyming 

words (e.g., cat, hat, mat, flat) and alliteration 

(e.g., The blue bike is broken.), 2) segmenting 

sentences to hear that sentences are made up of 

individual words (e.g., She is happy. is com-

prised of three words), 3) onset and rime blend-

ing and segmenting (e.g., /d/ + og = dog), and 

phonemic awareness.   

Phonemic awareness is the highest skill 

level on the phonological awareness continuum.  

Phonemic awareness is defined as the ability to 

notice, think about and manipulate individual 

sounds or phonemes in words (e.g., Dog has 

three phonemes or individual sounds, /d/ /o/ /g/ 

(Armbuster, Lehr, & Osborne, 2001). According 

to the National Reading Panel, a child’s ability 

to complete phonemic awareness tasks is the 

greatest predictor of success in reading during 
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on the page are useless. The RAND Study 

Group defines reading comprehension as “the 

process of simultaneously extracting and con-

structing meaning through interaction and 

involvement with written language” (Kirby, 

2002, p. 11). Authentic literature is the ulti-

mate tool for enhancing reading comprehen-

sion because it encompasses such a large va-

riety of writing styles and topics. Early child-

hood educators should use authentic literature 

because books with good storylines aid in the 

development of comprehension.  These books 

tend the have great characters and a good plot 

with a problem, a solution, and a sequence of 

events.  

 All pillars of reading are necessary to 

ensure young children’s success in learning 

to read. The following is a list of authentic 

texts that can be used with young children to 

help develop their literacy skills in each of 

the five pillars of reading.  

 

Phonemic Awareness 

 

Andreae, G., & Parker-Rees, G. (2001). 

Giraffes can't dance. New York: Orchard 

Books. 

 

Synopsis of Literature: 

Gerald is a clumsy giraffe. He wants 

to dance at the yearly jungle dance but is 

ashamed of his awkward dancing, and the 

other animals make fun of him. With the help 

from a friend, Gerald is able to overcome his 

fear and discovers that he truly can dance. 

 

Lesson Idea: 

Giraffes Can’t Dance is a great book 

for developing phonemic awareness using 

rhyming words. When the teacher reads the 

book aloud to the class, the students will be-

modeling reading at a conversational rate and 

using appropriate expression.  Authentic litera-

ture that provides dialogue is an excellent way 

to practice these skills.  

Next, vocabulary is understanding the 

meanings of words. Beck, McKeown, and Ku-

can (2013) state “…a large vocabulary reper-

toire facilitates becoming an educated person to 

the extent that vocabulary knowledge is strongly 

related to reading proficiency in particular and 

school achievement in general” (p. 1).  Knowing 

the meaning of words is essential to listening 

and reading comprehension. Early childhood 

educators should choose books that include a 

wide range of vocabulary so children can be im-

mersed in good vocabulary.  Beck et al., provide 

an explanation for teaching vocabulary to chil-

dren.  The authors suggest by placing words in 

tiers (Tier, 1, 2, and 3), a teacher would know 

which words to teach students.  Tier 1 words are 

basic, everyday words that children should 

know; therefore, the words do not have to be 

taught (e.g., baby, table, car). (Please note that 

these words may need to be taught for English 

Language Learners or students with limited vo-

cabulary knowledge and experiences.)  Tier 2 

words are words frequently used in language, 

are central to comprehension, and are under-

stood by most mature language users (e.g., gi-

gantic, sophisticated, ecstatic) (Honig, Dia-

mond, & Gutlohn, 2008).  Tier 3 words are 

those words that are generally used within the 

content of study (e.g., altitude, longitude, penin-

sula). Although young children may not be able 

to read, authentic literature provides students 

with ample opportunities to hear good Tier 2 

words, which helps build their knowledge of 

words and aid in comprehension.  

Reading comprehension is the ultimate 

goal of why we read. Without understanding 

what the author is telling the reader, the words 
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and more trouble.  

 

Lesson Idea: 

Sheep in a Jeep can be used to focus 

on the long “E” sound. A major skill that stu-

dents must learn is the common sounds that 

letters represent. After the reading, the teach-

er should help students identify words with 

the Long “E” sound, as some words were not 

spelled with the double “E.” Next, the teacher 

should have the story written on chart paper. 

Then, she should ask the students to help her 

highlight all the long “E” words in the story. 

In this story, there are 32 total words with the 

long “E” sound! 

 

Kellogg, S. (1987). Aster Aardvark's Apha-

bet Adventures. New York, NY: William 

Morrow and Company. 

 

Synopsis: 

This fun book progresses through 

each letter of the alphabet with different ani-

mals doing different activities that involve 

the letter that is shown on each page (e.g., 

Kenilworth, the kind kangaroo, kissed his kin 

Katherine Koala, who had kept his kite and 

his kitchen key in her kayak.) This book is 

excellent for teaching alliteration, as well. 

 

Lesson Idea: 

After the teacher has read the book to 

the young children, the teacher can assign a 

letter to each student so that a class alphabet 

book can be created. The students will use 

magazine pictures to create pictures based 

upon their letter. Parents can help the chil-

dren develop a sentence based upon the pic-

tures used for their alphabet book page (e.g., 

Buddy the beaver baked a beef berry soup for 

the big bear ball in Batesville.) 

come familiar with the rhythm and rhyme pat-

tern of the text. During the next read, the teacher 

should have the class determine which words 

rhyme. Last, the students should toss a ball to 

each other, and once the ball is caught, they 

should say a word that rhymes with the previous 

student’s word.   

 

Seeger, L. V. (2005). Walter was worried. 

New Milford, CT: Roaring Brook Press.  

 

Synopsis:  

In this fun text, Walter was worried…, 

Priscilla was puzzled…, and Shirley was 

shocked, each character is in a mood that starts 

with the same sound (phoneme) as their first 

name.  

 

Lesson Idea: 

 Teachers can use this book to teach pho-

nemic awareness. One of the major skills that 

will be taught in kindergarten is the ability to 

isolate the initial or first sound in words, such 

as /v/ in van or /sh/ in ship. This is an excellent 

book to have young children develop a sentence 

based upon the initial sound of their name (e.g., 

Holly was happy.). Next, the children can draw 

a picture similar to the cover page of Walter 

Was Worried.  The picture should help illustrate 

their sentence.  

 

Phonics 

 

Shaw, N., & Apple, M. (1986). Sheep in a 

jeep. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Compa-

ny. 

 

Synopsis: 

In this story, a group of sheep run into 

some trouble while driving their jeep, and the 

further they go, they continue to run into more 
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Lesson Idea: 

As the teacher reads this text, the 

teacher should focus on expression. Punctua-

tion use is critically important in modeling 

good reading.  The ability to model good 

reading keeps young children from reading 

monotone once they learn to read.  While 

reading this text, the teacher should draw stu-

dents’ attention to how the sentences do not 

sound like normal or conversational speaking 

when the punctuation is missing.  

 

Schachner, J. B. (2003). Skippyjon Jones. 

New York: Dutton Children's Books/

Penguin Young Readers Group.  

 

Synopsis: 

Skippyjon Jones is like most young 

children with an imagination filled with lots 

of excitement. He is always getting into some 

sort of trouble, and this time he is spending 

time in his room thinking about what it 

means to be a Siamese cat. As he is bouncing 

around and playing his imagination takes 

hold, and he is suddenly on an adventure in 

old Mexico.  

 

Lesson Idea: 

Skippyjon Jones is a great book for 

teaching fluency because the author uses 

multiple techniques to express emotion in the 

story. The important thing to note is that there 

are several changes of pace, some made up 

vocabulary, some language crossover, and 

some poetry in this text. As the teacher reads 

the story, he should make sure to emphasize 

the words with the way they are written on 

the page and do the clapping and singing that 

goes along with the text. This will emphasize 

to the students that the way print is portrayed, 

lets the reader know that the author wanted 

 

Roberts, D. (2003). Dirty Bertie. London: Lit-

tle Tiger.  

 

Synopsis: 

Dirty Bertie is a dirty little boy. He does 

all sorts of nasty things that are frowned upon. 

He finally changes and cleans up his act with 

the exception of one gross habit.  

 

Lesson Idea: 

This lesson focuses on r-controlled vow-

els. “In r-contolled vowels the letter R affects 

the sound of the vowel(s) that precedes 

it” (Honig, Diamond, Gutlohn 2008). After 

reading the text, the teacher will underline the -

er and -ir spelling patterns for the /er/ sound. 

The teacher should write both spelling patterns 

on a piece of chart paper and write the words 

Bertie and Dirty. The students will then go 

through the book to find words that fit into each 

column.  Although they may not yet be able to 

read, the students can still find and differentiate 

words that have the r-controlled spelling pattern.  

-ir (dirty, first, bird, girl, skirt, shirt, circle, thir-

ty, birthday)   

-er (Bertie, her, serve, person, every, perfect, 

expert, water, germ)  

 

Fluency 

 

Pulver, R., & Reed, L. R. (2003). Punctuation 

takes a vacation. New York: Holiday House. 

 

Synopsis: 

Mr. Wright’s class is suffering through a 

lesson on commas when they decide to give 

punctuation a vacation and go to recess. The 

only problem is that punctuation actually does 

leave and all of a sudden nothing makes sense.  
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activity. Examples of the activity are provid-

ed in Bringing Words to Life: Robust Vocab-

ulary Instruction (Beck, McKeown, Kucan 

2013). 

Tier 2 Words (e.g., stroll, ridiculous) 

Example of Example/Nonexample: 

 

Variation 1: “If what I am describing sounds 

like a stroll, say stroll…” 

-jogging 

-a walk through the park  

-running 

-taking your dog for a walk 

 

Variation 2:  Which of these sound ridicu-

lous? 

-Eating an enchilada at a restaurant or eating 

an enchilada on the moon. 

-Scoring a thousand points in a football game 

or scoring a touchdown. 

-Dancing with your mom or dancing with 

Justin Beiber. 

 

Comprehension 

 

Soman, D., & Davis, J. (2011). Ladybug 

Girl and the Bug Squad. New York: Dial 

Books for Young Readers. 

 

Synopsis: 

Lulu is super excited about a playdate 

she has planned for her and the bug squad. 

During the bug squads play date, Lulu learns 

a lesson about friendship. At the end of the 

story, the bug squad heads off on a new ad-

venture. 

 

Lesson Idea: 

With the use of transition words, the 

comprehension skills addressed in this text 

are sequencing and prediction. There are op-

the literature to be enjoyed a certain way.  

 

Vocabulary 

 

Fox, M., & Denton, T. (1989). Night noises. 

San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

 

Synopsis of Literature: 

Lilly is a little old lady who lives with 

her dog Butch Aggie. One night while they are 

sleeping, Butch Aggie is alarmed by some 

strange and interesting noises outside. He wakes 

Lilly up only to find out the sounds are her fam-

ily planning a surprise birthday party for her. 

 

Lesson Ideas: 

Night Noises uses a variety of onomato-

poeias to help describe the noises that are heard 

by Butch Aggie. While reading the text, use ex-

pression to show how important the sound 

words are to the story. After reading the text, 

give students pictures of different items and ani-

mals that make noises.  The teacher will verbal-

ly make the noise, and the students will hold up 

the picture that fits the noise’s description.  

 

Byrne, R. (2014). This book just ate my dog! 

New York: Henry Holt and Company. 

 

Synopsis: 

Bella is taking her dog for a walk when 

the book all of a sudden eats her dog, her friend, 

and the ambulance. It is quiet odd that the book 

is eating everything, so she goes to investigate. 

She, then, gets eaten by the book. Eventually the 

problem is solved by turning the book and emp-

tying everyone out on the other side.  

 

Lesson Idea: 

After the teacher reads the book, the 

teacher can complete an example/non example 
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rote and more engaging. Bridging the gap 

between children who enter kindergarten with 

no exposure to authentic literature versus 

children who have had immense exposure is 

greatly needed. The National Reading Panel 

(2000) stated that five components are need-

ed to effectively teach children to read.  Be-

cause of the age of early learners, we argue 

that these components can be infused in au-

thentic literature and with those opportunities 

when early childhood teachers are reading 

aloud to students.  
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tion of what the item may be. Each mouse is 

only observing a part of the whole item but the 
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Lesson Idea: 

Teachers can use story retelling. As the 

teacher is reading the book, she will place pic-

tures of the main events and characters on the 

board, which will aid the students in retelling 

the story from beginning to end.   

 

 Authentic literature provides engaging 

and educational opportunities that teachers can 

use to their advantage in the classroom especial-

ly when they are paired with a lesson focused on 

one of the five pillars of reading. The students 

find that authentic literature usually is fun to 

listen to and therefore, it keeps their attention 

longer than the classic textbook or decodable 
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 For the majority of young learners, 

learning how to read comes relatively easily.  

However, for some, the learning becomes 

tangled (Clay, 1982).  It becomes the respon-

sibility of teachers to provide the extra sup-

port needed to help the confused emerging 

literacy learner untangle misconceptions. 

Teachers can accomplish this by understand-

ing what literary knowledge the young learn-

er controls, supporting that young learner 

through a careful selection of text for the 

child to read, and then introducing that novel 

text in a manner that supports the child and 

ensures a successful first reading of the new 

text.  This article will detail how a struggling 

emergent literacy learner can be supported by 

these three items.  This will be accomplished 

through the example of Eric (all names are 

pseudonyms), a first-grade student who strug-

gled to grasp that sometimes elusive thing 

that we call reading.   

 Eric was a first-grade student who had 

been placed in his school’s Reading Recov-

ery program.  Reading Recovery (Clay, 2016) 

is an early intervention for first grade stu-

dents who are having difficulty learning to 

read and write.  Reading Recovery operates 

on the premise that students who get off to a 

Abstract 

For the majority of young learners, learning 

how to read comes relatively easily.  However, 

some young children experience difficulty and 

require particularly specific thought and plan-

ning by the teacher.  When early literacy behav-

iors are not securely evident in the struggling 

literacy learner, the teacher can support the de-

velopment of those behaviors through selection 

of novel text and a book introduction that is tai-

lored specifically to the needs of the learner ex-

periencing problems.  Specific attention needs 

to be paid to the types of information in the text 

that the young student is either utilizing or ne-

glecting.  The teacher needs to know the student 

well, including an awareness of specific high-

frequency words that the student knows in either 

reading or writing.  The teacher then can make 

decisions based on the knowledge base specific 

to the struggling emerging literacy learner.  

This article details how teaching decisions re-

sulting from knowing a child’s specific reading 

behaviors supports the struggling emerging lit-

eracy learner. 

 

Keywords: emergent literacy, struggling reader, 

reading recovery  
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the same behaviors his teacher had described.  

The books he read were comprised of simple, 

repetitive texts and Eric’s reading sounded 

phrased and fluent.  The tonal quality of his 

voice contained the inflection of a reader.  He 

was “talking like a book” (Clay, 2015, p. 77).  

But then he began doing something I found 

extremely interesting.  He began reading rap-

idly—albeit accurately—quickly turning the 

pages of his book.  I leaned in for a closer 

look and kept my gaze focused on his eyes.  

As he turned each page, his eyes stared stead-

fastly at the picture, never moving to concen-

trate on the print.  What his teacher described 

in our conversation prior to Eric’s reading 

lesson came back to my mind.  She described 

him as having a good memory for the text, 

but not appearing to monitor his reading with 

words that he knew.  I realized that he could 

not visually monitor what he was not looking 

at.  I also wondered if Eric realized that it was 

the print and not the pictures that carried the 

message of the text (Barr, Blachowicz, & 

Wogman-Sadow, 1995, p.24). 

 I continued to watch as Eric and his 

teacher proceeded to the writing portion of 

their lesson.  They engaged in a brief conver-

sation where Eric described events of the pri-

or evening when his grandmother helped him 

make a kite.  After a short dialogue, Eric’s 

teacher suggested that they write about a brief 

part of the conversation.  Eric generated the 

sentence that he wanted to write: “Me and my 

sister and my grandma made our kites.”  He 

opened his writing journal, selected a purple 

marker as a writing instrument and began 

writing.  For the next ten minutes, I was mes-

merized as the teacher and student worked 

together to record Eric’s message.  Eric’s 

eyes rarely left the page while the two of 

them were writing.  I was fascinated as I 

slower beginning in literacy development need 

accelerated instruction that will catch them up to 

the average band of their class.  A specially 

trained teacher accomplishes acceleration in 

Reading Recovery through one-on-one tutoring 

for thirty minutes of daily reading and writing 

instruction.  The goal is for the Reading Recov-

ery student to make these accelerated gains in 

reading and writing during a relatively short 

(usually 12-20 weeks) period of time (Clay, 

2016).   

 Eric’s Reading Recovery teacher, Mrs. 

Hyde, became frustrated with his inconsistent 

performance in reading text.  Looking for addi-

tional help to problem solve how to further sup-

port Eric, Mrs. Hyde asked that I (her Reading 

Recovery Teacher Leader) observe Eric in an 

effort to obtain an additional set of eyes in un-

derstanding Eric’s reading behaviors.  Mrs. 

Hyde stated that she found it difficult to deter-

mine exactly what Eric did and did not under-

stand in reading.  She further commented that he 

appeared to have an excellent memory for text.  

This memory for the repeated textual patterns 

that he heard during the book introduction al-

lowed him to perform well on text that was sim-

ple, predictable, and patterned with supportive 

illustrations.   Mrs. Hyde expounded on this ob-

servation by saying that Eric experienced diffi-

culty when she asked him to read text that was 

simple and predictable, but unpatterned.  Read-

ing unpatterned text requires the reader to attend 

more closely to the visual information of the 

printed text.  Eric’s substitutions when reading 

unpatterned text were always meaningful and 

followed the storyline, but he did not appear to 

be using the high-frequency words that he knew 

how to write or the beginning letters of un-

known words to self-monitor and self-correct 

his incorrect reading.   

 As Eric read his short books, I observed 
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just occurred.  This child, identified by teach-

ers as a struggling literacy learner, read three 

books with only minimal engagement of the 

print with his eyes.  However, Eric’s apparent 

passive approach toward print in the books 

changed to total involvement with print as he 

engaged in the writing task.  During both the 

writing process and the reassembly of the cut-

up sentence, Eric demonstrated that he was 

capable of monitoring and searching print for 

the high-frequency words that he had written 

independently as well as searching the initial 

letters of words to locate words not yet fully 

recognized by him. 

 

The Importance of Early Reading Behav-

iors   

 One of the many things I have learned 

from working with children throughout my 

educational career is that they have just as 

much to teach us as educators as we have to 

teach them.  What can be learned from this 

encounter with Eric?  Eric demonstrated, 

through his interaction with text in writing 

that he had several strong understandings of 

how print works.  First, he understood that 

print is meaningful when he generated the 

sentence that he wanted to write.  He had an 

enjoyable experience with family members as 

they created and flew kites in the windy 

spring weather.  With the simple message 

that he generated, he wished to convey a por-

tion of that experience to his reader.  Eric al-

so demonstrated that he knew some high fre-

quency words by recording them quickly as 

he wrote.  Additionally, Eric demonstrated an 

understanding of the alphabetic principle as 

he recorded the dominant consonants heard in 

the words he wished to write.  Knowing the 

sounds of letters also supported Eric as he 

searched for words he didn’t recognize by 

watched Eric’s total involvement with print as 

he produced his story on the blank page in front 

of him.  Eric wrote the first three words inde-

pendently.  He articulated and recorded the /s/ 

and /r/ in “sister”.  (The notation of a letter be-

tween slash marks such as /s/ denotes that the 

child articulated the sound.  Notation of a letter 

in brackets such as <s> indicates that the name 

of the letter was spoken.)  His teacher supplied 

what Eric was unable to record.  In “grandma”, 

Eric said that he could hear a <g> and an <m>.  

Again, his teacher wrote the parts that Eric did 

not state that he could hear.  When he came to 

“made”, Eric quickly and silently wrote “m”, 

“a”, and “d”.  His teacher placed the silent letter 

“e” at the end.  For “our”, Eric repeated the 

word and placed a solitary “r” on the paper.  His 

teacher supplied the missing “o” and “u”.  Eric 

sounded /k/ as he wrote the “k” in “kites”.  His 

teacher finished the word.   

  

 Eric’s teacher quickly wrote his sentence 

on a narrow strip of paper and then cut the 

words of the sentence apart.  She asked Eric to 

reassemble the cut-up words to reformulate the 

sentence.  Eric looked attentively at the small 

pieces of paper in front of him and began select-

ing each word needed to reconstruct his sen-

tence.  He quickly located “me”, “and”, and 

“my”, placing them in the correct order.  As Er-

ic searched for each remaining word, he first 

stated the word softly and then began sounding 

the initial letter as his eyes attentively moved 

from one word to another until the word begin-

ning with the correct letter was located.  This 

process continued until his entire sentence was 

reconstructed.  He completed the task inde-

pendently.  Not once did he appeal to his teacher 

for assistance.   

  

 I sat in my chair, spellbound by what 
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was read would have indicated that Eric un-

derstood that a single printed word required 

that a single word be spoken orally.  Howev-

er, Eric’s lack of crisp finger pointing did not 

necessarily mean that he did not understand 

the concept of one-to-one match.  There 

simply was not enough information based on 

his reading alone to decide whether Eric un-

derstood this early literacy concept.   

Eric’s writing, however, did give 

some additional insight.  The very act of writ-

ing caused Eric to slow down his literacy pro-

cessing behavior as he wrote each word of his 

sentence.  This unhurried act of recording 

each word is what would allow adult observ-

ers to better understand how Eric looked at 

print.  As he slowly articulated individual 

words and then recorded what he heard, he 

provided evidence that he understood the re-

lationship between letters and words.  As he 

left spaces between each word in his writing, 

he further indicated that he was at least be-

ginning to grasp the concept of one-to-one 

match in print.   

Lacking in Eric’s reading perfor-

mance was the use of words he knew as an-

chors to check on his reading in novel text.  

This was evidenced when his eyes stared 

steadfastly at the illustration as he read and 

never moved from the picture to the printed 

words in the text.  Eric was reading accurate-

ly.  However, that accurate reading was based 

on his memory for text, rather than any be-

havior of checking to ascertain if the printed 

text looked like the words he stated.  Eric 

needed text that, while still highly repetitive, 

reinforced a need for Eric to check the print-

ed word against what he heard as he read 

orally. 

 

 

sight.  He understood that sounding the first let-

ter of the word he was searching for could help 

him locate the needed word as he reassembled a 

cut-up sentence.   

 The question for Eric’s reading instruc-

tion became how to use what he knew and un-

derstood when he wrote to support his process 

of learning to read.  How Mrs. Hyde selected 

the next text for Eric to read and how she intro-

duced the text to Eric would be an important 

part of the answer to that question.  Both teach-

ing decisions had to occur based on the teach-

er’s observations of what Eric knew and under-

stood about novel text.  Before she even select-

ed Eric’s next text, she had to first consider the 

early ready behaviors that Eric controlled:  left 

to right directionality in reading, control of one-

to-one matching when reading text, and using 

words he knows as anchors to check on his 

reading of novel text (Clay, 2016). 

 Eric demonstrated control of left to right 

directionality in both reading and writing.  In 

reading, his finger moved across the page in a 

left to right direction as he read, verbalizing the 

text he was reading.  In writing, Eric wrote his 

sentence in a left to right direction, leaving ex-

aggerated white spaces between the words that 

he wrote.  In writing, he also included a return 

sweep to the left of the blank page when he 

needed to do so to complete his sentence.   

Eric’s control of one-to-one match 

(realizing that for each word printed on the 

page, one word needed to be spoken orally) was 

not obvious based on Eric’s reading in the afore-

mentioned scenario.  Eric’s finger had slid 

across the page in one smooth movement.  His 

eyes looked only at the picture as he read, while 

his mouth echoed the repeated pattern that he 

knew went with the text, altered only with the 

change that was represented in the picture.  A 

crisp pointing with his finger to each word as it 
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eration, Mrs. Hyde selected the book, Danny 

Likes Red by Mia Coulton (2003).  She made 

this choice because the text was generally 

patterned and contained the highly supportive 

illustrations that Eric still relied on.  The sig-

nificant difference in this text was that each 

page contained slight variations in pattern.  

However, those changes were in words that 

Eric had shown he knew and controlled.  Ac-

curate reading would require that Eric attend 

to the print on the page and use what he 

knew.  At the same time, supportive illustra-

tions would help Eric with what he did not 

yet control. 

 

The text (Coulton, 2003, pp. 2-10) read in 

part: 

A leaf is red.  (The illustration 

shows a dog, Danny, with a 

red leaf on his head.) 

 

My ball is red.  (The illustra-

tion shows Danny with a red 

ball in front of him.) 

 

The apple is red.  (The illustra-

tion shows Danny with a red 

apple on his head.) 

 

The bow is red.  (The illustra-

tion shows Danny with a red 

bow on his head.) 

 

My scarf is red.  (The illustra-

tion shows Danny wearing a 

red scarf around his neck.) 

 

Selection of this text was on the upper 

cusp of Eric’s learning because it provided 

Eric just the right amount of support to let 

him read the text accurately.  However, the 

The Importance of Text Selection 

The challenge for Mrs. Hyde became 

one of helping Eric to use what he knew and 

understood in writing to support his reading 

novel text.  Simultaneously, she needed to help 

Eric understand the importance of attending to 

the print of the text while reading.  The selection 

of the next text for Eric to read was crucial.  

From Eric’s writing sample, it was clear that he 

knew at least three high frequency words: “me”, 

“and”, and “my”.  Eric’s teacher had also previ-

ously administered the Ohio Word Test (Clay, 

2005) as a quick determination of sight words 

that Eric recognized.  On this assessment, Eric 

had correctly read the words “the”, and “and”.  

His teacher had also administered Clay’s (2005) 

Observation Task for Writing Vocabulary.  In 

this assessment, the student is asked to write all 

the words they know within a ten-minute time 

limit.  During this assessment, Eric had written 

the words “I”, “a”, “mom”, “dad”, and his 

name.  Knowing specifically which words Eric 

controlled in reading and in writing and that Er-

ic needed a repeated text pattern with highly 

supportive illustrations in reading novel text aid-

ed Mrs. Hyde as she looked through various 

texts to select Eric’s next book to read.   

In selecting his next book, it was impera-

tive that Mrs. Hyde keep in mind specifically 

what Eric already knew and what he needed to 

control next.  Eric’s teacher’s greatest concern 

was that he did not appear to be attending to the 

text of the story as he read.  Armed with the 

knowledge of words he knew and that his next 

book needed to have a slightly varied text pat-

tern, Mrs. Hyde needed to find a book that 

would support Eric by using what he already 

knew, and also encouraging new learning by 

asking him to perform something that was on 

the upper cusp of his Zone of Proximal Devel-

opment (Vygotsky, 1978).  After careful consid-
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might not be familiar with the word “scarf”.  

She knew she needed to draw attention to that 

word in her introduction to the text.  Finally, 

Mrs. Hyde wanted to plant the language of 

the text in Eric’s mind, again setting him up 

for a successful first reading of the unfamiliar 

text.  With these elements in mind, the book 

introduction for Danny Likes Red (Coulton, 

2003) sounded something like this: 

 “This book is about a dog named 

Danny who likes the color red.  He is going 

to show you some red things.  Let’s look 

through the book and see what the red things 

are.”  Mrs. Hyde and Eric then looked 

through the book together to see what objects 

Danny would be showing the young reader.  

When they come to the page with the scarf, 

Mrs. Hyde pointed out through natural con-

versation that the thing around Danny’s neck 

was called a scarf.  Mrs. Hyde then invited 

Eric to locate the word “scarf” in the text.  

She provided some additional support by ask-

ing Eric what letter he might expect to see at 

the beginning of the word “scarf”.  After Eric 

located the word, Mrs. Hyde had him run his 

finger under the word as he articulated the 

word slowly, allowing him to notice how the 

sounds he articulated when saying the word 

aligned with the letters he saw in the written 

word.  Once the two of them had looked at 

the pictures and discussed the word “scarf”, 

Mrs. Hyde invited Eric to read.  With this in-

troduction, Eric had the information needed 

to help ensure success on the first reading.   

 Just prior to Eric’s beginning to read 

the new text, Mrs. Hyde reminded him that 

he needed to look at the words as he read.  

She had Eric locate the words “a”, “my”, and 

“the” on the first three printed pages of the 

text.  She told Eric that these three words 

would be changing at the beginning of each 

intermingling of the words “a”, “my”, and “the” 

would force Eric to attend to the print as he 

read.  The illustrations still supported the words 

that Eric could not yet read conventionally, but 

the slight changes in text would require that Eric 

attend to the print and use just a quick glance at 

the illustrations to supply the unknown word in 

the sentence. 

 

The Importance of the Text Introduction 

 Once Eric’s teacher had selected a new 

book for him, it was extremely important that 

she set him up for success in reading the text by 

giving him a supportive book introduction.  

Clay (2016) states that “The first reading of the 

new book is not a test.  It needs to be a success-

ful reading.  Prepare the child for correct re-

sponding on the first encounter by introducing 

the language and the ideas through oral conver-

sation (p. 115).”  In preparing Eric to success-

fully read this particular book, Mrs. Hyde need-

ed to ensure that Eric was familiar with how the 

book worked, including any terms or concepts 

that would be unfamiliar to him.   

 In planning book introductions, it is 

helpful for any teacher to follow some general 

guidelines that Mrs. Hyde followed when she 

planned the book introduction for Eric.  Of 

course, each book introduction must be unique 

and the guidelines Mrs. Hyde followed must be 

tweaked to meet the needs of the individual text 

and the unique needs of the learner.   

 First, Mrs. Hyde needed to ensure that 

Eric understood the gist of the text’s storyline.  

This needed to be brief, just long enough to give 

him an idea of what the book would be about 

and how the book worked.  Mrs. Hyde then 

asked herself if there were any vocabulary 

words or concepts with which Eric might not be 

familiar.  From looking through the above-

mentioned book, Mrs. Hyde decided that Eric 
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page that he read and that the only way to know 

which word would be used was to look closely 

at the beginning word and then use what he 

knew to accurately read each page.  With this 

supportive book introduction, Eric was success-

ful on his first reading of the new text.  His 

reading slowed somewhat from the rate at which 

he read previous text, but the slower rate was 

the result of taking extra time to look at the 

words, rather than repeat the patterned text from 

memory.  Even with this slightly reduced read-

ing rate, Eric’s reading of the text was still flu-

ent as he parsed the words on each page appro-

priately.   

 Careful text selection and a good book 

introduction makes the new text more accessible 

to the struggling emerging literacy learner.  To 

facilitate the child’s success, however, the 

teacher must carefully consider the specific 

reading behaviors of the individual student and 

then plan accordingly.  To have the child read-

ing novel text with a high degree of successful 

processing should always be the goal of reading 

teachers.  Careful text selection and a quality 

book introduction provides the struggling litera-

cy learner with the needed scaffold to experi-

ence the success that comes with initiating the 

needed work to problem solve on unknown text.  

Vygotsky (1978) tells us that the teacher, as the 

more knowledgeable other, possesses the ability 

to lift the student’s learning to a higher plane.  

Careful text selection and a supportive book in-

troduction are tools that teachers can utilize to 

accomplish that feat.  
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readers are just a few of the benefits of using 

graphic novels (Carter, 2009). 

Another advantage of graphic novels 

is they “can teach literacy skills and critical 

thinking in ways that other formats 

can’t” (Rapp, 2012, p. 64).  This is primarily 

because graphic novels include text and visu-

al images, which work together to encode 

meaning (Park, 2016). The multimodal struc-

ture of these types of novels includes blend-

ing the text and pictures, enhancing the read-

er’s comprehension of the story (Pantaleo, 

2011).   Making connections across these text 

elements and making predictions, which re-

quire the reader to make inferences, is an im-

portant part of literacy supported by this for-

mat.  Because every action cannot be depict-

ed in pictures, these novels require readers to 

infer what is not pictured.  These inferences 

not only help readers enhance their under-

standing of the story, but they also encourage 

application of literacy skills necessary for 

comprehension (Rapp, 2012). 

 Graphic novels also benefit students 

who are struggling and/or reluctant readers 

by promoting engagement, especially for 

readers who need extra help (Cook, 2016), as 

well as English Language Learners.   Accord-

ing to Chun (2009), engagement in reading 

also reinforces achievement.  In addition to 

promoting engagement, the comprehension 

Graphic novels have a place in the class-

room.  Carter (2007) defined them as “book-

length sequential art narrative featuring an an-

thology-style collection of comic art, a collec-

tion of reprinted comic book issues comprising 

a single story line (or arc), or an original, stand-

alone graphic narrative” (p. 1)..  Not only do 

they have the potential to reach a range of stu-

dent interests, they can also reach a variety of 

students’ zones of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  

Readers of all kinds, including strug-

gling readers, of all ages and across elementary, 

middle and high school grade levels can benefit 

from graphic novels.  This format offers a range 

of topics and covers a variety of issues, giving 

readers a multitude of options from which to 

choose (Pantaleo, 2011).   

Increased motivation for reading has 

been noted as one benefit to including graphic 

novels in the classroom. In Brenna’s study 

(2013) of the connection between comprehen-

sion and graphic novels in a fourth grade class-

room, the fourth grade teacher noted an in-

creased preference for graphic novels when 

reading for pleasure among the students partici-

pating in the study.  Additionally, she had to 

remind students to put them away when they 

needed to work on other subjects.  Increased 

circulation in school libraries, sparking interest 

in male students in particular, and creating new 
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dents would be interested in and motivated to 

read their books, they had the freedom to self

-select the books they wanted to read.  The 

only criteria for their selections were that the 

books needed to be graphic novels; in addi-

tion, the books should be written for a young 

adult audience about issues in which a young 

adult audience would be interested.  From the 

list, students selected the following texts:  El 

Deafo by Cece Bell; Nimona by Noelle Ste-

venson; Roller Girl by Victoria Jamieson; 

and Tru Detective by Norah McClintock.  

Students selected these texts based on their 

interest in the books’ topics as well as their 

availability in the university library. 

     After my students selected the books, 

each group was then asked to create a reading 

schedule for their books (see Appendix for 

sample schedule).  I wanted to provide some 

structure to the online book clubs, but at the 

same time, I wanted students to have as much 

control as possible within that structure.  

    Students participated in a total of three 

online book club meetings using the discus-

sion board tool on Blackboard, an online 

learning tool used by the university.  Each of 

the three book club discussions had a differ-

ent focus, and students were given a great 

deal of flexibility and choice regarding how 

they approached each discussion.    

For the first book club meeting, stu-

dents were given a list of social issues ques-

tions from which to choose to direct the dis-

cussion.  The questions were taken from 

Read-Write-Think (2009) written by Darla 

Salay.  The social issues addressed in the 

questions included the ideas of fairness, gen-

der, race, class, and power. Each group se-

lected two to three questions from the list to 

post online to guide their book club meeting.  

Some of the questions they chose include the 

skills of struggling readers is aided by reading 

graphic novels (Brenna, 2012).  Further, this 

format can encourage students who may be hes-

itant to choose books comprised of only text to 

be more likely to read (Cook, 2016).  Finally, 

the multi-modality of text and visuals aid read-

ers in making meaning from the reading (Park, 

2016). 

     Because of the many benefits to readers, 

and because graphic novels can offer a number 

of teaching opportunities, I chose to include an 

assignment developed by Dr. Jaime Coyne and 

me using graphic novels in one of my university 

courses for pre-service teachers. During a 

course entitled The Middle Level Child, offered 

at a mid-size university in southeast Texas, a 

group of 14 pre-service educators participated in 

an online book club as part of a class assign-

ment. All of the participants were female and 

were elementary level education majors.  Prior 

to this book club, none of the participants had 

previously read a graphic novel.  Initially, they 

were unsure about whether or not they would 

enjoy this type of book; by the end of the as-

signment, the students reported that they did en-

joy reading their graphic novels.   

The curriculum for this course includes the 

developmental changes, such as emotional de-

velopment, physical development and cognitive 

development that children undergo from birth 

through adolescence.  Because of this focus, stu-

dents were asked to read one of four young 

adult graphic novels that were related to and ap-

propriate for this age range of readers.   

      Students formed four separate book club 

groups, and each group was asked to choose 

which graphic novel they wanted to read from 

an online list of current Young Adult graphic 

novels.  The list was offered by the Young 

Adult Library Services Association and entitled 

Great Graphic Novels for Teens.  To ensure stu-
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3).  What kind of emotions do 

you think Truman is experi-

encing because of his friends 

murder and investigation? (for 

the graphic novel Tru Detec-

tive); and  

 

4).  Is CiCi getting the support 

she needs from her teachers? 

(for the graphic novel El 

Deafo). 

For the final book club meeting, stu-

dents were again asked to write two to three 

questions.  This time, they were asked to cre-

ate questions related to the following areas:  

what the novel teaches early adolescents, and 

how it relates to their lives and interests; how 

the pre-service teachers could eventually use 

their novels when teaching early adolescent 

students; and how their novels addressed the 

developmental needs of early adolescents.  

Some of the questions included the follow-

ing:   

1). What emotional develop-

ment characteristics 

does Nimona show throughout 

the book that is similar to 

those of an early adolescent?;  

 

2).  For what we learned from 

Roller Girl, what can we take 

from this to incorporate in our 

classrooms?;  

 

3).  Does the protagonist feel 

accepted the way she is (at 

home, neighborhood, and 

school)? Why or why not? (for 

the graphic novel El Deafo); 

and  

following:   

1. What person or group do you 

think is being treated differently 

or unfairly?  

 

2. Who is responsible for the un-

fair treatment in the story, and 

what are the characters' reactions 

to the unfair situation?  

 

3. Which person or group is con-

trolling another person or 

group?  What are the charac-

ters’ reactions to the power struc-

ture?  

 

4. Is one individual preventing 

another from living the way he or 

she wants to live?  If so, explain 

how.  

Students were then required to post an individu-

al response to the questions as well as to re-

spond to at least two other group members. This 

was required for all three online discussions. 

For the second book club meeting, each 

group created two to three questions over the 

chosen book about topics related to early ado-

lescence.  They were to consider the course 

readings and class discussions when creating 

these questions.  Some of the questions the 

groups created include the following:   

1).  Have you ever gone through 

major changes in your appear-

ance while discovering your 

identity? If so, explain how;   

 

2).  Have you and a friend ever 

had a disagreement due to differ-

ent interests?;   
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Deafo) is good for young adolescents and 

teaching them to accept others. In this book 

Cece is different and is treated differently due 

to this. I think that this book could show kids 

in this age range that it's okay to be different 

and it shows the perspective of the child who 

is different and how it makes them feel. It can 

show kids how hurtful it can be when people 

look at you funny or make you feel strange. It 

can really help show acceptance to young ad-

olescents.” 

 Finally, students mentioned different 

ways their chosen graphic novels could  

help them with their future classrooms.  One 

student stated, “We can incorporate the dif-

ferences between friends and how it’s okay to 

make new friends and do different things. 

Astrid and Nicole (from Roller Girl) have 

been best friends for a while and as they are 

begging to attend junior high, they see they 

are not the same. So you can bring up a class 

discussion on what they would do if their 

friends do not want to hang out with them 

anymore because of differences.” Another 

student reported, “Teachers really do need to 

take their students’ feelings into considera-

tion at this age because they are going 

through a lot developmentally and learning 

content is not what they care about most. This 

book really helps understand how social and 

emotional issues can impact all areas of a stu-

dent’s life.”  Yet another student wrote, “I 

feel like I can connect with my students bet-

ter by reading this graphic novel because 

it points out all that early adolescents go 

through during junior high. I knew boys 

would be an issue, but I never considered 

friendships being lost over different interest. I 

feel like I can be more sensitive to students’ 

feelings and moods. If I have a child come to 

class with blue hair, I know that she is most 

4). What does this novel 

teach early adolescents? (for 

the graphic novel  

Tru Detective). 

 The participants reported an overall 

positive response to the book clubs.  One 

student stated about the novel Tru Detective, 

“I feel like this novel teaches early adoles-

cents that life can and will be a roller coast-

er. One minute someone can be in your life 

and then not be the next. They need to learn 

to appreciate the people in their life and to 

realize when someone needs help.”  Another 

student wrote this response, “I think this 

graphic novel (Tru Detective) can teach sev-

eral important lessons to adolescents. I think 

the main lesson to be taught is to not take for 

granted the people in your life. I think it can 

teach how fast life can change for the good 

or bad. I think it helps adolescents under-

stand life may not always be happy go lucky 

and that bad things can happen.”   

 In particular, the students indicated 

that they saw many areas where adolescents 

could benefit and learn from these graphic 

novels in their future classrooms.  For exam-

ple, one student wrote, “Morality is a great 

way to explain Nimona because of the fact 

that the Institute is trying to portray the role 

of a hero when in fact they are causing more 

harm to the city than Ballister! That is a 

great explanation of how this book could 

relate to young adolescents because they are 

still trying to figure out who they are, too.”  

Another student reported, “I think this book 

(El Deafo) will be good to teach early ado-

lescents to understand that if they feel differ-

ent and that nobody understands them the 

way they are, to imagine how a peer feels if 

he/she in addition have a special need.”  Fi-

nally, a student responded, “This book (El 
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likely going through a phase.” 

 Based on my students’ responses, the in-

class assignment using graphic novels in an 

online book club was successful.  The students 

indicated they found the online format more 

convenient and easy to use.  All students partici-

pated and all responses were submitted on time.  

Students did receive a grade for their participa-

tion in the book club and the online discussions.   

Most importantly, all 14 students indicated their 

willingness to use graphic novels with their fu-

ture students.  This willingness to include a type 

of text with which the students had not been fa-

miliar prior to the book club was very encourag-

ing.  Because graphic novels support struggling 

readers by aiding in comprehension (Cook, 

2017), using this type of novel with students 

should particularly benefit those who read be-

low grade level.  Participating in this assignment 

reshaped the pre-service teachers’ views regard-

ing graphic novels; in particular, they were not 

aware of their positive impact for struggling 

readers. If we are to encourage reading among 

all students, we must be creative in how we en-

courage a love for it!  
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Novel: Roller Girl by Victoria Jamison  

 

Reading schedule:  

Chapters 1-5 by June 9th  

Chapters 6-10 by June 15 

Chapters 11-16 by June 22 
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mathematics/science, or English/language 

arts and social studies. Our literacy block re-

quired us to complete field experience hours 

in an assigned mentor teacher’s classroom.  

One assignment in this course required us to 

complete a genre study. Fountas and Pinnell 

(2012) described the genre study as an in-

structional framework that is inquiry-based.  

According to Pytash and Morgan (2013), it is 

an inquiry-based instructional framework that 

supported students’ development as writers in 

single-subject areas or across disciplines. Our 

professor wanted us to go through the process 

of learning how to integrate writing into our 

content areas. It was also for us, an oppor-

tunity to practice teaching the writing process 

to students in our content area in small 

groups. Since I am seeking certification to 

teach mathematics, I had to think of a fun but 

interactive way to integrate writing. Our pro-

fessor provided examples from previous stu-

dents to give inspiration to the class. The ex-

amples included various genres that revolved 

around the TEKS. 

 At first glance using the comic strip to 

teach biography caught my attention because 

of the visual arts involved in making it, but as 

the week went on, I remembered the project I 

made the previous semester for one of my 

math classes. I hand made a short biography 

book about Euclid of Alexandria, a mathema-

Someone once told me, “Be the teacher 

you wish you had growing up.”  With that in 

mind, I always think back when I was in grade 

school. I always preferred art class over any of 

my other classes.   If I could stay there all day, I 

would be the happiest person in the universe.  

Unfortunately, that was never an option. I al-

ways enjoyed doing crafty projects in class.  I 

remembered one project that I enjoyed in my 

U.S history class during my sophomore year in 

high school.  It was the last project of the aca-

demic year. Mrs. Betancourt assigned the class 

to do a ABC book related to history.  She asked 

the class to pair up with a classmate for the pro-

ject. She required the book to have one vocabu-

lary word for every letter in the alphabet.  She 

instructed us to include a definition written in 

our own words and an illustration that best rep-

resented the vocabulary word related to history.  

My partner and I decided we would split up the 

assignment.  I volunteered to do the illustrations 

and help her write the definition for some 

words.  As the creative person that I am, I 

thought about doing history puns for the draw-

ings that would describe the word in a comical 

way.  I do not remember any of my illustrations 

in the book, but I do remember my friend and I 

earned a 100 on the project.  

 During the spring 2017 semester, I en-

rolled in grades 4-8 literacy block for teacher 

candidates seeking certification in mathematics, 

Math ABC Book 
 

Gladys Prieto, Teacher Candidate 
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 (2014) discussed how the “Framing Student 

Success: Connecting Rigorous Visual Arts, 

Math and Literacy Learning” experimental 

demonstration project integrated visual arts, 

math, and literacy. Funded by the U.S De-

partment of Education Art in Educational 

Model Development and Dissemination 

(AEMDD) grant, this project brought togeth-

er school based visual art teachers, math and 

literacy specialists and classroom teachers. 

The curriculum created was taught in three 

New York City Title I elementary schools 

from 2009-2012.  

 The report stated that in every unit, 

the student viewed works of visual art and 

used artistic and descriptive language, ana-

logic reasoning and interpretive skills 

(Cunnington, Kantrowitz, Harnett, & Hill-

Ries, 2014). This helped the students develop 

skills needed to interpret written text. The 

results from the project indicated that the pro-

ject improved students’ visual arts skills and 

literacy and math achievements over three 

years. Knowing this, I concluded that a visual 

arts curriculum can also impact students in 

the middle grades, particularly those students 

struggling with believing the misconception 

that math is boring, a waste of time or all 

about completing worksheets. Creating a 

mathematics ABC book is a great project to 

do with middle school students. The main 

objective of the ABC book is to help with 

recalling key content specific vocabulary 

words learned during the academic year. An-

other objective is to help students add to their 

home library. If they do not have one, then 

this will help them establish a library in the 

home. 

 

 

 

tician that helped create a set of books called 

The Elements.  The set of books had little math 

information that was known at the time, but we 

now consider such terminology such as: defini-

tions, postulates, and axioms part of everyday 

knowledge.  On every page, I wrote about Eu-

clid of Alexandria and included a drawing about 

other mathematicians who made fun of him; I 

also included math puns. Then, I thought this 

assignment was too easy to write about a mathe-

matician. How will a biography book help the 

students towards the end of the year? How much 

do 8th graders know about the founders of math-

ematics? I learned many of the students did not 

know much about mathematicians or why they 

were important? Then, I remembered the project 

from U.S history and thought I could easily 

modify it to fit a math classroom. The short bi-

ography book on Euclid of Alexandria inter-

graded writing and visual arts in mathematics 

(see Appendix I: Euclid of Alexandria).  

 

Why a short biography book is important in 

mathematics? 

As a future teacher, I try my best to en-

gage all students whenever I teach. I always 

have in mind their learning preference, particu-

larly students who are visual and kinesthetic 

learners. I believe including visual arts is im-

portant because it caters to most students learn-

ing needs. Having students create a short biog-

raphy book in a mathematics classroom pro-

vides opportunities for visual, kinesthetic and 

auditory students to excel in writing. According 

to Cunnington, Kantrowitz, Harnett, and Hill-

Ries (2014), the arts are excellent vehicles for 

fostering higher order thinking skills; they en-

courage students to closely examine, reflect on, 

and analyze works of arts, and promote thought-

fulness creativity and the formulation of rich 

connections. In their report, Cunnington et al. 
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Day 2: Write the definitions for vocabulary 

words A-M (20 minutes). 

Day 3: Write the definitions for N-Z (20 

minutes).  

Day 4: This is a computer lab day for stu-

dents to type and print what they need for this 

project.  If the students finish early, then they 

can start putting the book together.   

Day 5: Begin gluing and illustrating exam-

ples to explain the vocabulary words. If the 

students do not finish the project on day five, 

then allow in-class time on the next school 

day. As stated previously, this project can be 

a yearlong endeavor.   

 In sum, infusing the visual arts and 

writing in a mathematics classroom can be 

frightening and overwhelming, but the out-

come can be surprising for teachers and stu-

dents.  Once I completed this project for my 

course in content area reading in the middle 

school, I realized crossing the arts, mathemat-

ics and literature boundaries gave me addi-

tional tools to teach lessons that will engage 

my future students and cater to their learning 

needs.  
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How to make an ABC Math Book? 

For this project, I wanted to know how 

well each student knew content specific vocabu-

lary words. It took two days to complete my 

book. On the first day, I wrote each word and 

the definition. Then, I typed and printed the vo-

cabulary words and the definitions. On the sec-

ond day, I gathered supplies. I put my book to-

gether by pasting the background paper to the 

page; I proceeded to glue the letters with the 

vocabulary word and the definition. When I fin-

ished, I thought about funny math puns I could 

illustrate to make my book a bit more interesting 

and appealing to my audience (see Appendix II: 

Math ABC Book). In my ideal book, I wish to 

have had enough space to do a small comic ex-

plaining every vocabulary word, but time is lim-

ited in the classroom. I knew it would take stu-

dents longer due to the limited class time.  For 

this reason, I would assign this project as a year-

long endeavor allowing in-class time for stu-

dents to work on it. This is the best option for 

students who struggle in mathematics.  

Nonetheless, this project can take less 

time to complete if the teacher has a word wall 

visible in the classroom. It is easier for the stu-

dents to choose vocabulary words if they can 

see their options instead of spending time look-

ing for the words. It will also take less time de-

pending on the students enrolled in the class. 

The book consists of using every letter in the 

English alphabet, one letter per page. On each 

page, they must include a definition in their own 

words and a picture or example that describes 

the content specific vocabulary word. To help 

students with time management, it is imperative 

to write a schedule to show students how to 

manage their time. An example is provided be-

low. 

Day 1: Select the vocabulary words (10 

minutes).   
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Appendix I: Euclid of Alexandria 

  

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Page 36 
ISSN: 2476-1915 

  READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators – Vol. 2, Issue 4, Summer 2017 

Appendix II- Math ABC Book 

   

   

   



 

 

Page 37 
ISSN: 2476-1915 

READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators – Vol. 2, Issue 4, Summer 2017 

   

   

   



 

 

Page 38 
ISSN: 2476-1915 

  READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators – Vol. 2, Issue 4, Summer 2017 

   

   

   



 

 

Page 39 
ISSN: 2476-1915 

READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators – Vol. 2, Issue 4, Summer 2017 

 

Author’s Biography 

Gladys Prieto is a senior at Sam Houston State 
University. She will graduate in the spring 2018 
with a Bachelor of Science degree in interdisci-
plinary studies with a minor in mathematics. 

She is the Vice President of Kappa Delta Pi, an 
international honor society in education. She 
wants to start her career teaching 7th or 8th grade 

mathematics.  After teaching five years, she 
wants to go back to school and earn a master’s 
degree in educational leadership.  

 

Correspondence 

All correspondence should be sent to Gladys 
Prieto at gxp030@shsu.edu or Sam Houston 
State University, Box 2119, Huntsville, TX 
77340.  

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj4tKfN3tzWAhVIIlAKHfTCDQwQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fblogs.slj.com%2Fafuse8production%2F2016%2F02%2F15%2Freview-of-the-day-elliot-by-julie-pearson%2F&psig=AOvVaw1CZe5


 

 

Page 40 
ISSN: 2476-1915 

  READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators – Vol. 2, Issue 4, Summer 2017 

finished. Then we would play Ann’s version. 

Being special needs, Ann only knew how to 

spell a few three letter words, so her version 

included letters that did not make up any 

words. However, she would always call out 

the words she was ‘spelling’. Playing Scrab-

ble became the only game she wanted to play 

with us growing up. As soon as we would 

walk through the door, she wanted to be en-

gaged in a game. We would always indulge 

her and play with her. Every time she spelled 

her words, she would clap and smile her 

beautiful smile, proud of the fact that she 

spelled such a great word.  There were times 

when we would tell her that her word was 

spelled incorrectly, she would just smile. 

My brother, Mitchell was the one who would 

often tell her that she did not spell a word. He 

often said, “Why should she be allowed to 

win with words that don’t make any sense?” 

Our father responded by saying, “What harm 

is there in letting her win? Besides, I don’t 

think it is a matter of winning, it just makes 

her day to play with you guys.” 

 

“Let’s play,” Ann said, as soon as I stormed 

through the front door. 

“Not today, I don’t ever want to play this stupid 

game with you again!” I snapped, as I slapped 

the game out of her hand, continuing down the 

hall to my bedroom, slamming the door behind 

me. Feeling sick to my stomach for treating my 

sister that way, because of some stupid kids. 

I remember that day as if it happened yesterday. 

My sister Ann, is older than I am by 8 years. 

Ann is the oldest in our family. She is also spe-

cial needs. Growing up in our household, there 

was always some type of game being played 

that would, as our parents would say, ‘stimulate 

our brains’. The game that we played most of-

ten was Scrabble, to increase our knowledge of 

words, according to our parents. We often 

played this game, right after dinner with our 

parents. All of us sitting around the kitchen ta-

ble, often with a bowl of hot buttered popcorn 

and iced-cold sweet tea, would engage in a chal-

lenging game of Scrabble with a twist. When we 

played a word, our parents would make us de-

fine the word and use it in a sentence. During 

our time playing, my mother would often have 

Ann occupied with some other activity, until we 

My Sister’s Keeper 
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of her, that the kids at school laughed at me.” 

The stroking of my back stopped and my 

mother turned me over to speak directly to 

me. 

“Come again?” how is your sister at fault for 

something that happened to you. 

“I don’t want to talk about it!” I said and be-

gan to turn over, only to be stopped. 

“Sit up, now,” my mother said sternly.  

“Now tell me what happened,” she stated. 

Before I could open my mouth and say I did 

not want to talk about it, she said, “I don’t 

want to hear, ‘I don’t want to talk about it’. 

Tell me what happened.” 

Sitting there staring at my mother, I knew 

when I told her what happened she would be 

as upset, as I was at what was said about my 

sister. I sat there for a few minutes trying to 

find a way to say what I had to say, but be-

fore I could open my mouth, there was a 

knock on the door. 

“Yes?” my mother called out. My brother 

opened the door, with downcast eyes. 

“What do you need, Mitch?” my mother 

asked. 

“I just wanted to make sure, Sugar Momma is 

alright, after what happened after school.” 

“I’m fine, now leave!” I shouted. 

“Dianna Lynn Lawrence watch your tone. 

What is going on?” 

When my mother used our full names, we 

knew she meant business, so I closed my 

mouth and glared at my brother. I was think-

ing how dare he come in and open his mouth. 

This conversation happened only when my 

brother could not score a word, because of the 

placement of the tiles from our sister. 

Although, she was the oldest of the four of us, in 

reality she has always been the youngest one in 

the family. She was always considered our baby 

sister because of her disability. Mentally, Ann is 

presently considered to be between the age of 12 

to 13 years. Then she stood about 4 feet tall, pe-

tite, with long curly hair that she always wanted 

in a ponytail and had a smile that could light up 

a room.  

The day I snapped at my sister when I came 

home from school, was the first time I had ever 

been short with her. Our parents, I recall, always 

taught us patience with her. She was in essence, 

our little princess. I remember laying across my 

bed, torn between going back out and apologiz-

ing to her or just wallowing in my own feelings. 

I chose to wallow. I was deep in thought when 

the door to my room opened. My mother walked 

in, sat on the bed next to me, gently stroking my 

back. 

After a few minutes she spoke, “Hey, Sugar 

Momma, what’s going on with you today? You 

know that type of behavior is not tolerated in 

this house. I will excuse it just this once.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. 

“Well, just listen. I don’t know what happen, 

but I cannot help you if you don’t tell me. So, 

for right now, I want to talk about the way you 

treated your sister, because you hurt her feel-

ings. Whatever happened today, should not have 

made you treat her that way and I am disap-

pointed in your behavior. You owe her an apol-

ogy.” 

Before my mother could say anything else, I 

spoke, “I don’t owe her anything! It is because 
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We both sat there, lost in thought when my 

mother got up from the bed and walked to the 

door of my bedroom. 

“Lady Bug and Mitch, come in here please.” 

She came back and sat down next to me on 

my bed.  My younger sister and brother came 

in and sat on my sister’s bed, both looking 

upset. 

My mother started softly speaking, “First of 

all, your sister is not a freak or a retard. Just 

like the three of you, she was created by the 

Almighty and He does not make any mis-

takes. She is one of God’s most precious cre-

ations. No one knows why we are created the 

way we are, we just have to know that every-

one, no matter how they were put in this 

world the way they are for a reason. I believe 

that your sister was put here in this world, in 

our family for a reason, she is the heart of this 

family. Let’s think about all the times any of 

us have been upset for any reason, who is the 

one that makes us feel better in some way? It 

is your sister. She is like a ray of sunshine, 

for us. How often, she is sad? Or mad? Or 

cranky about anything? Not often. How many 

of your friends can say the same about their 

sibling(s)? Do you think you guys would get 

along as well as you do, if not for her?” 

She looked at each of us, waiting for an an-

swer. 

My little sister finally said, “No.” 

“So, guys don’t hold your heads down in 

shame, because of the actions of others.” 

Looking directly at me she continued, “You 

are going to hear a lot of hateful things in 

your lifetime, but you have to know they are 

just words and they do not define who you 

Looking at me, she stated, “Since you are refus-

ing to tell me what happened,” turning to my 

brother she demanded, “Mitch tell me, what 

happened.” 

Before he could speak I said, “I will tell you 

myself.” 

When I looked at my brother, I could see the 

relief on his face. He quickly backed out the 

room and closed the door. 

I turned my head away from my mother and be-

gan to speak, “Today in class, Jason said his 

brother Ernest said Ann was a freak and a re-

tard.” Ernest came over to our house the previ-

ous weekend to play with my brother and his 

friends. 

Taking a deep breath, I continued, “He said she 

belonged in a zoo with all the other animals, and 

he felt sorry for me for having to live with a re-

tard. And he just kept saying stuff like this all 

day, then when we were walking home from 

school, he started all over again and the kids we 

walk home with were laughing and started in 

about Ann too. Rodney and Kim, told him to 

shut up, but he and the other kids just kept mak-

ing fun of her and us.” 

My mother sat there not speaking, I don’t know 

if she was waiting on me to continue speaking 

or if she was upset. 

I turned to her and said, “I’m sorry.” 

Looking at me she replied, “What are you sorry 

about? You didn’t do anything wrong.” 

“You didn’t say anything, so I thought you were 

mad at me.” 

“No, Sugar Momma, I am just trying to find the 

right words for this conversation.” 
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ter, that she asked me to be my sister’s guard-

ian. It was one of the easiest decisions, I had 

ever made. Little did my mother know that 

my decision, had been made four decades 

ago. 

My sister, as well as the rest of us, have long 

since stopped playing Scrabble, however the 

game is present in all of our homes. It is the 

game that bonded us as a family and set the 

stage for one of the most important conversa-

tions my mother had with us as children.  
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Dianna Green, is a 5th grade teacher at Judson 
Robinson Elementary School in Houston, 
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Criminal Justice, from the University of Hou-
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certification from Texas Teacher’s. She is a 
certified English/Language Arts/Reading 
(ELAR) teacher. She is also ESL certified. 
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Sam Houston State University, getting her 
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are. You have to rise above the hate of others. 

Find something positive in the negative. Sugar 

Momma, you had friends to come to your aid, 

these are your true friends, that’s a positive. In 

life, there are people who will try to bring you 

down, by saying hurtful things, you have to find 

a way to ignore their hurtful words and not 

strike back with hurtful words yourself.” 

Just then the door opened, standing there with 

the Scrabble game in her hand was my sister, 

smiling at us, “Let’s play.” 

My mother and brother both turned and looked 

at me, waiting for my response. 

I rose from the bed, walked over to my sister 

and kissed her cheek, “Let’s play.” 

Ann ran to the table ahead of us. My earlier be-

havior, had not affected her in the least. Some-

how, she knew to give me the space I needed, 

before coming to ask. “Let’s play”. It was in 

that brief moment, I realized how much of a 

blessing my sister really was to our family. I 

thought to myself, “I will protect my sister for 

as long as I live. I would never be ashamed of 

who she is, because she is beautiful and I am 

lucky that God blessed our family with someone 

as special as her.” 

This would be the first of many conversations 

we would have regarding the intolerance of oth-

ers and how people view those that are labeled 

different. We learned early on how to stand up 

for those who need us most. It has been forty, 

plus years since that life-changing day in which 

I made that vow to myself, a vow that I have 

managed to keep. I have always and continue to 

be my sisters’ keeper; her biggest fan, ally and 

champion. 

It was no surprise when my mother knew she 

was dying and no longer able to care for my sis-
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I’m fiction, yeah, I’m fiction 

I’m fiction, yeah, I’m fiction 

I’m fiction, yeah, I’m fiction 

 

Pull up to the plot, got some drama in it 

Pull up to the plot, got some action in it 

Pull up to the plot, got some drama in it  

Pull up to the plot, got some action in it 

Drama, action, drama, action 

Call that satisfaction 

 

Got these elements of fiction all laid out  

See ya later, homies, now let me hear ya 

shout 

 

Word…to your protagonist  

Hold one eight count  

 

One, two, three third person  

I’m fiction, yeah, I’m fiction 

I’m fiction, yeah, I’m fiction 

I’m fiction, yeah, I’m fiction 

 

Pull up to the school with my novels missing  

Pull up to the school with my novels missing  

Pull up to the school with my novels missing  

Pull up to the school with my novels missing  

Characters and theme are a part of fiction 

 

Pull up to the school, but my books gone 

Writing fiction all day, can’t get it wrong 

So listen to me, hear our new song  

Teaching elements of fiction all day long 

 

Two eight count breaks 

 

Setting tells the place where the person at 

It gives us an image. Can y’all hang with that? 

Characters gotta be dynamic or remain static. 

Always lookin’ for the hero? I about had it.  

 

Got some beef with me? Call it conflict.  

External, internal don’t get it mixed 

Theme is constant throughout a whole book 

Can’t find it, you gotta really look! 

 

Fiction Rap 
 

Ashlyn Williams-Teacher Candidate 

Kelly Davis-Teacher Candidate 

Sam Houston State University-Texas 
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also bringing up components from the other. 

Mathematics and science contain older com-

ponents than other contents, but that’s what 

makes them so special. Many students tend to 

dislike the content areas, so my group wanted 

to shed light on these topics.  

I feel that if mathematics and science 

teachers recreated this, then the students 

would respond well to knowing that their 

teachers are serious when it comes to their 

classroom and know how to have fun. This 

also shows students that mathematics and sci-

ence are used outside of just that specific 

classroom. As a teacher, we all strive to con-

nect to our students interests and I have per-

sonally never met a student who does not en-

joy some sort of music. Showing or perform-

ing this can help with building relationships 

from the very beginning. 

I thoroughly enjoyed creating this rap battle 

and performing it in front of both professors 

and peers. I plan on showing our video to my 

own students to set the tone and mood for 

how I would like my classroom to be. I 

would love to be able to have a classroom 

that creates a safe and creative environment 

for students to learn.  

 

 

 

When the American Idol Day activity 

came up in literacy methods for grades 4-8, I 

immediately thought I wanted to do a parody. 

My group decided that this was a great idea, but 

there was one problem; we had two different 

content areas within our group. I thought back 

to some videos that I had seen on the Internet 

with people doing a rap battle and thought that 

this would be a great opportunity to create one 

of our own. While mathematics and science are 

different content areas, they are also very simi-

lar. Parts of science use mathematics in order to 

complete certain tasks. While writing the rap, I 

wanted to ensure that it was something that stu-

dents and other teachers could buy into without 

favoring one content area over the other one.  

I began to look at the different aspects of 

each content and narrowing it down to those that 

were more similar. As a future mathematics 

teacher, I wanted to create something that my 

students would be interested in and something 

that they could possibly recreate for a project of 

their own. I started thinking about ways to pick 

fun at each other, like they do in a typical rap 

battle, while keeping it as a playful and engag-

ing in a way to keep our students thinking.  

Each verse was put together in order to 

keep our students in the mindset of both the 

mathematics and science classrooms. While 

each content is boasting about itself, they are 

Mathematics and Science Rap Battle 
 

Kirsten Baston-Teacher Candidate 

Sam Houston State University-Texas 



 

 

Page 46 
ISSN: 2476-1915 

  READ: An Online Journal for Literacy Educators – Vol. 2, Issue 4, Summer 2017 

Math 

Another teacher in my shadow come to steal my crowd 

You science geeks wanna throw down with the best in this town? 

It’s a legendary story from teachers to students 

Rhymes sharper than a pencil and I’m giving out potential (ha!) 

Like a decreasing slope you can’t step to my flows 

These teachers are trippin’, did they work with my foes? 

I deserve (all) the praise for the grade scale these days 

I’ve got little bitty kids, but A’s for days 

Let’s look at your material, your work is not imperial   

The Solar System Story: Earths forces and gravity 

Of course you’re bitter, I’m the number one star 

Solve equations, various notations, no one cares who you are 

 

Science 

What’s my name? (Frizz!) What’s my game? (Science!) 

I’m the perfect combination of brains and duty 

While I’m gaining knowledge you’re losing your chumps 

Like Ms.Liz I’m serving  schools and dishing out pumps  

She’s dreaming she’s important, well, somebody should wake her 

This problem solving math teacher’s the classes paper maker 

Fear the nerdy, wordy teach ‘cause I’m throwing more shade 

Than the willow tree growing in your math teachers cave 

Your pen and paper approach sets us back fifty years 

Show your work, find the x ‘til your answer appears  

You’re crazy and obsessed with work and how it looks 

You wanna live like Einstein? (Hmmm?)  Leave our bus 

 

 

Math 

Oh, I’m the one who’s crazy ‘cause your work was kinda scary? 

Your teach was in the think zone when she gave that dictionary 

Your points have no merit, you’re jealous, declare it 

Like I’ve always said: if the shoe fits, wear it 

I’m the School Systems dream with a math-intended heading 

You use test tubes and lens for the crazy lies your spreading 

Some things are meant to be like mysteries in the night 

Bibbidi-bobbidi-booyah and I did it without a kite. 
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Science 

An experiment rookie wants to rap about science? 

You can’t find the answer after just one glance 

My work saved my life and don’t be misled 

I don’t believe in your worksheets cause the old age is dead 

Your work stars two plus two with an old school equation 

Your silly room is said to be freakin’ lame and wary 

You say you are a smarty, next you run off down the halls 

That’s why your always broke when you make it to the malls. 

 

 

 

 

 

Math 

You think that’s funny? Here’s a history lesson, honey 

My work saves your experiments it is actually quite funny 

You followed in my footsteps, without me there’s no you 

The World built an empire with these tiny class clues 

 

 

 

 

Science 

If you’re so adored where’s your Nobel Prize Award? 

I’m the smart female heroine that can’t be ignored 

The moral of our quarrel and why I’ve got you beat 

It’s what’s you can prove that matters not your cries on this beat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Link to video:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0kol0BLn6MQ&feature=youtu.be  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0kol0BLn6MQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiZju2k-uvWAhXGnRoKHbnqDW4QjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thinglink.com%2Fscene%2F710667250608111616&psig=AOvVaw1REHFyxW50n2rKsA6NSiTl&ust=1507927596598950
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How Long or How 

Wide?: A measuring 

guide 

 

Written by: B. P. Cleary 

(2007) Minneapolis: 

Millbrook Press 

 

 

Reviewed by: Becky Deluna and Arghya 

Dhar, Sam Houston State University’s 

Grades 4-8 Teacher Candidates 

 

What is a decimeter? What can we measure 

with a meter stick? There are things we never 

really think about in our daily lives, but are 

used when we need to purchase or construct 

things. This fictional book is an exciting way 

to learn how to measure the width, height and 

length. This will help student learn the cor-

rect way to measure as well see the compare 

and contrast different units of measurements. 

Students will be able to visually see as they 

read through the book many examples. Also 

they will use their critical thinking skill in 

order to solve a few problems found in the 

book. This book will be great to read before 

learning about measurements or converting 

units in a math or science class. It will work 

well with both contents and the students will 

find this book very fun and engaging. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

American Nations: A History of 

the Eleven Rival Regional Cul-

tures 

 

Written by: Colin Woodard 

(2012) New York, NY: Penguin 

Group 

 

Reviewed by: Christine Benedict, Kristin Pesz, 

and Charles Pipes, Sam Houston State Universi-

ty’s Grades 4-8 Teacher Candidates 

 

Imagine for a moment that the United States wasn't 

comprised of 50 states but instead of eleven regions; 

eleven regions with different names, distinct cul-

tures, and fiercely developed identities. That is the 

scenario postulated in American Nations. An Ameri-

can history book written for advanced readers with a 

firm grasp of early US history, American Nations 

explores the early story of the United States. The 

author suggests that these regions were created from 

deep-reaching histories that were influenced by peo-

ple, geography, and circumstance. Rather than New 

Mexico, Rhode Island, and Florida being the final 

word on US territorial divisions, this nation is divid-

ed into regions such as El Norte, Yankeedom, The 

Left Coast, and New France. The case made for each 

region is built on a foundation of the region’s history 

– notable who lived there, where they came from, 

how they lived, and what their worldview was. The 

author goes on to assert that these regional divides 

are the reason why Americans have trouble agreeing 

on fundamental issues. Using reliable history, Amer-

ican Nations encourages readers to take another look 

at who we are as a nation and to think critically 

about how our foundations have influenced who we 

are today. A highly recommended read that would 

be a good fit in the classroom to promote next-level 

thinking and historical analysis.  

Book Reviews 
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Dear America: The 

Winter of Red Snow; 

The Revolutionary War 

Diary of Abagail Jane 

Stewart 

 

Written by Kristiana 

Gregory 

 

 

Reviewed by: Kristian Evans, Zack Nichols, 

and Taylor Alexander, Sam Houston State Uni-

versity’s Grades 4-8 Teacher Candidates 

 

The Winter of Red Snow follows fictional eleven

- year old Abagail Jane Stewart as she writes 

about her life in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania 

during the climax of the American Revolution. 

Readers can see as she gives a personal account 

to dealing with the tragedy and hope brought on 

by the uncertain times in 1777 and 1778. 

Abagail is able to give new insight to the strug-

gles and victories the General George Washing-

ton and his soldiers faced during the winter at 

Valley Forge. This book, appropriate for mid-

dle grades, also students to read a fictional 

firsthand book on what someone might have 

dealt with during that time. Students are able to 

see a young girl close to their age dealing with 

situations that are way about their age level. In 

an effort to make the American Revolution a 

more personal story this piece of literature 

would be help to bring students to the reality of 

the people alive during that time frame.  

 

 

 

 

 

Last to Finish: A Story 

about the Smartest Boy 

in Math Class 

 

Written by: B. Esham 

(2008) Ocean City, 

MD: Mainstream Con-

nections 

Reviewed by: Luisa Dominguez and Meghan 

Janecek, Sam Houston State University’s 

Grades 4-8 Teacher Candidates 

 

“All I could think about was that terrible timer 

ticking that terrible tick-tick-tick!” Poor Max, 

the struggles, and the anxiety he endured!  The 

work load that his math class had him going 

through was not only affecting his ability to 

complete his tasks but his social life as well.  

Feeling as if his world was falling apart, Max 

found it hard to believe that he was capable of 

being great at anything ever again and all be-

cause he just couldn’t function the same as the 

rest of his classmates.  Many students today 

could definitely relate themselves to Max on 

how they feel about mathematics and not only 

that, however, this story does a magnificent job 

on turning Max’s life around for the better!  Just 

the motivation every student needs to hear and 

experience when learning gets tough.  Although 

this book is aimed for young children, I say it is 

fit for all ages up to 13 since a strong resem-

blance can be made directly between the charac-

ters in the story and the reader.  This story will 

help students to continue down their path of be-

ing a successful math student by having them 

realize that although everyone’s learning capa-

bilities may contradict one another, each indi-

vidual will always carry a unique trait that 

makes them special in their own way. 
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Everything You Need to 

Ace Math in One Big 

Fat Notebook: The 

Complete Middle School 

Study Guide 

 

 

Written by: A. Peterson 

and C. Pearce 

 

Reviewed by: Lesli Serano and Erica Turner, 

Sam Houston State University’s Grades 4-8 

Teacher Candidates 

 

In middle school students begin learning how to 

take their own notes to study and use on home-

work and tests. This guide is full of diagrams, 

colorful hints and tips, easy instructions, and 

clear examples. Students will need to learn how 

to take notes to advance in all content areas, the 

layout of this book shows a great strategy stu-

dents could use when beginning to take notes. 

The section of dividing fractions is short and 

sweet to the point but provides a visual aid for 

students that use visual learning to tap into un-

derstand this concept. Teachers could also use 

the layout as skeleton notes for students to fol-

low along with during a lesson. Understanding 

how to divide fractions is extremely important 

in math because this is something that will fol-

low them through their academic journey.  The 

authors of this book prove that short and simple 

is effective and can easily teach students new 

content as well as help them review content 

they have learned previously.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lewis Carroll’s Fish 

and Chips in Edgar 

Allan Poe’s Pie: Math 

Puzzlers in Classic 

Poems 

 

Written by: J.P. Lewis 

and M. H. Slack 

(2012) Boston: Har-

court Mifflin Harcourt 

 

Reviewed by: Lindsay King and Jennifer 

Novark, Sam Houston State University’s 

Grades 4-8 Teacher Candidates 

 

This fun puzzle poem catches students’ eyes 

because it is about an argument between a 

young boy and an old man. The old man 

quizzes the young boy with different math 

problems and says that the fish and chips are 

the only way the old man can solve the prob-

lem. This poem will really get the kids to 

pay attention because they have to listen to 

the poem closely to find the math problems. 

But do not let the old man trick you! These 

are all different types of math problems, ad-

dition, subtraction, and even converting a 

decimal!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjq2rDexebWAhWRJlAKHcFoBOsQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.amazon.com%2FEverything-You-Need-Math-Notebook%2Fdp%2F0761160965&psig=AOvVaw1zGPvOfTN6NpJVi7LmfFpH&ust=1507
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Teaching Percentage ideas and Suggestions 

 

Written by: D. J. Glatzer 

 

Reviewed by: Kayla Siegert, Sam Houston State 

University’s Grades 4-8 Teacher Candidate 

 

Have you ever eaten at a restaurant, gotten your 
bill and wondered how much to tip? Well not to 

fear, Glatzer is here! Teaching Percentage Ideas 
and Suggestions by David J. Glatzer is an easy 
to read, relatable article that breaks down teach-

ing percentages. For example, in the beginning 
Glatzer states an example by using percentages 
when tipping. Tipping is a good topic to easily 

relate to children because most are already fa-
miliar with the concept. All ages have experi-
ence with eating at a restaurant where it is cus-

tom to give gratuity, but few are familiar with 
how to actually calculate it by hand. This article 
will help educators learn how to better reach our 

children and turn the, “math is boring” switch 
off. Also noted in the article, are fractional per-
centages, in which an example is given by relat-

ing percentages to news headlines. This is also 
great opportunity to teach cross- curricular ideas 
and concepts. Glatzer does a great job at incor-

porating percentages into interesting and relata-
ble topics for students of the middle grades. 
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FUTURE THEMES 
DECEMBER 2017—UN-THEMED ISSUE 

SUBMISSIONS DUE OCTOBER 20, 2017 

 

JUNE 2018—LITERACY IN A SOCIAL JUSTICE ERA 

SUBMISSIONS DUE APRIL 1, 2018 

 

SEND SUBMISSIONS TO READ@SHSU.EDU 


