To get what you want you have to take peaceful action.
Tanner: All the books had people who cared about the earth.
Jacob: All books had people who were nice.
Eyalu: All the books are about the earth and that it’s important to take care of it.
• The big idea from The Tree was to save what you love.
• The big idea from Just A Dream was to take care of the earth.
• The big ideas from Aani and the Tree Huggers were taking action, bravery, and
courage.
• The big ideas from Someday a Tree were hope and friendship.
• Some of the choices people made in the books to make the world a better place were
replanting the tree, giving the tree new soil, picking up trash, not cutting the tree down,
and making a circle around the tree.
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“Life is a Journey and an Iceberg”: Creating a Context for Conceptual Thinking
by Amy Edwards, Fifth Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
Sometimes we need an outside perspective to fully see our students and appreciate the growth they
have made as thinkers. Lane Wallace, a friend and a columnist/editor for Flying Magazine, visited
our classroom to share her experiences in Sudan, Chad, and the Republic of Congo. She had also
been mountain climbing in Nepal, a region we were reading about in Zangbu’s Story by Ang
Zangbu Sherpa (1997). As she shared her slide show of Nepal, she allowed students to linger on
each picture and to ask many questions. Afterwards, she expressed her amazement at the depth
and thoughtfulness of their thinking and commented on the uniqueness of this thinking for ten and
11 year-old children. She remembered not being valued or encouraged as a conceptual thinker as a
child in school. She found it refreshing that kids were being taught to think conceptually and felt
good about the state of education, at least for kids at Van Horne. Being a true intellectual, Lane felt
there was hope for us all.
Changes in technology and globalization are having a huge impact on the way we live. Although
students were being trained a generation ago as accountants to crunch numbers, lawyers to write
contracts, and computer programmers to design computer codes, a massive shift in thinking is
required for graduates to be competitive in our global market. David Pink (2005) argues that we
have moved from an information age to a conceptual age and so the future belongs to a new kind of
thinker. These creators, empathizers, pattern recognizers, and meaning makers will be highly
valued and rewarded in contemporary society. Our students will benefit from the global focus on
conceptual thinking that they are developing through their work.
Students at our school participate in the Learning Lab once a week, working with our Instructional
Coach, Lisa Thomas, and Kathy Short from the University of Arizona to explore intercultural
understandings through literature, art, and discussion. Instructional engagements in the lab are
connected to the learning in our fifth grade classroom through big ideas that cut across social
studies and science units and the literature studies within these units. Teachers also meet after
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school in a study group to discuss and plan the teaching and learning taking place in the lab and
ways of connecting lab experiences to the curriculum in individual classrooms.
Conceptual thinking is important for students because there are just too many facts in life to
remember. Facts are important, but they need to be connected to something bigger to be accessible
and useful for learners. Concepts are mental constructs, organizing ideas that categorize a variety
of examples or facts. They are timeless, universal, abstract, and broad (Erickson, 2002). In
exploring our big idea during the fall semester we were eager to encourage conceptual thinking.
Strategies for exploring conceptual thinking included discussion of metaphors, creation of life
journey maps, use of graffiti boards to sort through the details of the story and encourage
collaboration of thinking, and sorting text sets to create categories and identify issues within big
ideas or concepts. In the first semester, we asked our students to use Journey as a metaphor to
think about their world conceptually throughout our various studies.
In teaching any concept, it is best to begin with students’ personal experiences. We planned initial
engagements that helped our students to make connections to what they already knew, because we
learn more effectively by building on our life experiences (Short & Harste, 1996). We asked
students to focus on their life journeys, a focus that also encouraged them to continue exploring
their cultural identities. In the Learning Lab, students were asked to create life journey maps to
start developing their conceptual thinking about journeys using subject matter they were very
familiar with--themselves. We then built on the concept of journey on a larger scale to explore
many other types of journeys and issues associated with journeys, such as migration, competition,
death, emotions, and learning.
To introduce the life journey maps, Lisa read aloud The Pink Refrigerator by Tim Eagan (2007)
and talked with students about the life journey of the main character, Dodsworth. They noticed
Dodsworth’s need to continue learning and came up with “Keep Trying New Things” as the big
idea. Students were asked to find ways to depict Dodsworth’s journey using pictures and words as
possibilities to consider for their own life journey maps. Lisa also shared life journey maps created
by teachers as further demonstrations of the possibilities for how one’s life could be visually
represented. Conceptual thinking was supported by encouraging students to think together about
the ideas through discussion and by looking at others’ work.
Perspective is an important concept in understanding our world. Lisa read Once There Were
Giants (Waddel, l989) to demonstrate different points of view and the concept of metaphor before
students were asked to share their life journey maps with one another. They noticed that the book
was not about giants, but instead described the main character’s view of adults when she was a
child who then grew up to become a “giant” or grown up. They also noticed that the book moved in
a circular journey since the girl had a baby of her own at the end of the story, thus starting the cycle
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all over again. Looking at their lives from their own perspectives was unique and personal. Being
able to share these events with other students gave them an opportunity to view their own life
journeys and those of classmates through different eyes.

Students represented their lives in creative ways on their life journey maps. Andres created his life
journey map in the form of a computer-generated timeline with pictures imported for each year.
The caption under each picture highlighted the events important to him that year. Alex organized
her information along a hand drawn highway showing all the stops as highlights in her life’s
journey. Cole showed his life journey on a line graph with the vertical axis showing emotions and
the horizontal axis the years of his life. He started with the label “furious” on the bottom of the
graph and then listed emotions getting more positive as they went up to the top of the axis. He
labeled furious, angry, terrified, scared, worried, sad, confused, ok, great, terrific, super, and finally
awesome. The line graph showed the ups and downs of Cole’s life in a way that was unique from
any other student. Especially noteworthy is the dip in the line graph showing “scared” at the time
of his parents’ divorce. Having students record their own life journeys helped them to start
thinking conceptually about journeys at a personal level.
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After sharing their maps with the class, students were asked, “How is your life like a journey?” The
ensuing dialogue, where students built meaning by listening to each other and adding their own
ideas to those of other students, is an example of how these fifth graders were using metaphors to
think conceptually about important events in their lives.
This dialogue is exciting because students made connections with one another’s thinking by
building on each other’s comments and engaging in metaphorical thinking. Metaphors depend on
conceptual understanding for connections between the two dissimilar items within the metaphor
to make sense. Metaphors such as path, cartoon story strip, puzzle, and iceberg were raised during
this discussion.
To give students further opportunities to think conceptually, a large set of related texts were pulled
together after teachers spent time in study group examining student-created webs on types of
journeys. The books were selected based on the ideas about journeys generated by students. We
encouraged students to read from these journey text sets over the next several weeks to broaden
and deepen their understandings. The themes of the text sets included:
Before asking students to choose a theme to read more about, Lisa talked about the cognitive
strategies we use to understand concepts. We knew that students already engaged in these
strategies, but at an unconscious level. We wanted to explicitly talk with students about their
strategies so they would develop metacognitive awareness and more effectively use the strategies as
thinkers. The strategies that she identified included:
Students were asked to choose a theme that interested them and go to a table for an extended time
to read freely in the text set around that theme. I settled in with the set of books about Growing and
Learning and read along with the students. This text set included Math Curse by Jon Scieszka
(1995), Inch by Inch by Leo Lionni (1960), Fly Away Home by Eve Bunting, (1991), Running the
Road to ABC by Denise Lauture (1996), I Lost my Tooth in Africa by Penda Diakite (2006), How
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Big is the World by Britta Teckentrup (2007), Cooper’s Lesson by Sun Uyng Shin (2004), Tibili by
Marie Leonard (2002), and Lotus Seed by Tatsuro Kiuchi (1993). The students were engrossed in
the books.
Later students returned to the Story Floor to discuss what they had noticed about journeys in their
reading.
Our class ran out of time as we had to go to lunch, so we were not able to finish the discussion.
Christian’s thinking is conceptual, connected, and amazingly deep for an 11 year old. I knew that we
needed to build on this thinking.
After the students had several weeks to read the books in their selected text set, we asked them to
sort the books in their set into categories based on different connections or patterns across the
books. We noticed that they enjoyed the individual books, but not making connections across the
texts and wanted to encourage them to raise their level of thinking. They were asked to sort the
books in multiple ways to take their thinking from obvious connections to deeper connections
across the books. Students were told that this type of conceptual thinking was intertextuality, the
process of making meaning through connections with past and present texts and life experiences
(Beaugrande, 1980). Making connections is a natural way for young children to learn. Since schools
are typically organized around isolated subjects, children often stop searching for connections that
facilitate learning (Short & Harste, 1996). We wanted to give our students the opportunity to make
these connections to deepen their understanding. To demonstrate the process of sorting and
creating categories, Lisa displayed multiple items to sort, including a hammer, glass, light bulb,
calculator, brush, pen, and other items. She asked the children how the items should be grouped so
that every object went with something else and that nothing was left out. They ended up with:
Lisa talked about physical characteristics and how it wouldn’t challenge our thinking to sort the
books by color, and that instead we wanted to think about the big ideas and meanings across the
books. She pointed out that the size of a book didn’t help us to think about the concept of journey.
Students went to the tables to use this strategy to sort the books in each of their text sets in
multiple ways. They were asked to follow the following steps:
Moving from table to table it was evident that conceptual thinking was taking place as students
justified why they were sorting the texts in a particular way. Some of the concept categories
students came up within each text set included:
Finally, students were asked to web the concepts from each text set and how these concepts were
related. We were interested in finding evidence of conceptual thinking and would later look at their
work in study group to see where this inquiry would take us next.
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At our next Learning Lab time, students spent a little more time with their sets of books and added
any new ideas to their webs that emerged from their conversations. They were also asked to sort
the books one more time into new categories. Students then came together at the Story Floor to
discuss their understandings about journeys as a whole group. Thinking conceptually was still hard
but getting easier for these students as they were asked to push their thinking. We began the study
with students’ own life experiences, but now wanted to challenge them to go further as thinkers.
We knew that if students stay too close to what they already know, they are not challenged as
learners into new understandings (Short, 1993). Even students who typically did not have to
challenge themselves in order to complete work in school found this text sorting and categorizing
engagement difficult and admitted that they really had to think hard. Christian said he pushed his
thinking until his brain hurt!
Lisa encouraged the students to look for issues hiding in the texts. We wanted students to look for
issues rather than topics so they would dig more deeply into meanings. Concepts support abstract
thinking and encourage the development of interpretations about issues instead of just naming
topics (Santman, 2005). Students were asked to look for good/bad or fair/unfair issues within their
text sets and to then choose the issue they thought was most complex and interesting for their
literature circle discussions. The following webs show how the students’ thinking shifted from their
initial webbing about their text set to their web on the issue they identified and discussed.

We looked at the webs in our study group to identify the issues that were significant to students.
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We noticed the concept of power coming up over and over again and decided to focus on that issue
in our next lab session so that students could experience focusing a discussion around an issue
rather than a topic to encourage more depth in their talk. At our next lab, Lisa asked, “What’s good
or bad about power in school, home, or on the playground?” It was apparent these students knew a
lot about power and had strong opinions:
Students were told they would be creating a visual representation of their thinking about their text
sets through some type of graphic organizer to show the connections and issues that they had
explored in their discussions. Kathy showed a range of student charts from fifth graders in another
school as examples of how they organized their thinking about different text sets. These students
had used large butcher paper in a variety of ways to display how their books were similar or
different and to highlight the issues that emerged from their discussions. Some work was
represented using a matrix while others used a quilt-like pattern. These examples were a
demonstration of possible ways for students to show their thinking concretely without assigning
one specific type of chart. Some of them used these ideas exactly, while others came up with
innovative ways to show their connections between the texts.
Several lab sessions were spent working on these charts before students were asked to share with
the whole group. Groups were encouraged to come up with the one most significant idea relating to
the meaning of their text set to share with the class. They were not allowed to read off of their
charts but were asked to share one aspect of their group’s thinking. They highlighted the following
ideas in their sharing:
Students struggled with expressing what they saw as the most significant idea or issue in their
discussions. Some groups seemed surprised that they had to really think in order to share. They
had to be selective, when it would have been much easier to share everything they had discussed.
We saw evidence of Mayce and others thinking out loud as they shared to work through this
process of finding the one most significant idea. With support from the adults in the room,
students were able to verbalize the thinking from their small groups. Synthesizing was difficult for
them, but they did it!
In our classroom students were reading Literature Circle books relating to WWII and the
Holocaust. Novels included When the Soldiers Were Gone (Propp, 1999), Number the Stars (Lois
Lowry, 1989), The Devil’s Arithmetic (Yolen, 1988), and a non-fiction selection, Hitler Youth
(Bartoletti, 2005). Students read and discussed in small groups as well as participated in whole
group discussions of books that included common themes connected all the texts.
In small group discussion several response strategies were used to facilitate conceptual thinking.
One strategy was a graffiti board, where small groups of students respond to literature using
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pictures or words written randomly on a large piece of brainstorming paper. Graffiti boards let
students respond to a story before and during their discussion in their literature circles. As the
discussion unfolds, the events of the story take a back seat to the issues, tensions, and problems
that students connect to within a book. I like this strategy because it allows even the most reluctant
students to share their thoughts on the paper for others to see.
In whole class discussions students shared concepts and ideas from the graffiti boards and created
a web showing how these thoughts were related. I encouraged them to dig deep to find the big
ideas of the story, asking, “Why did this author write this text? What are they trying to teach us?”
Some of the ideas students discovered and wanted to know more about were fair/unfair issues
concerning treatment of ethnic groups, issues of power, bravery, genocide, and issues of prejudice,
and propaganda, which took them far deeper than facts about the Holocaust. As student discussed
the eventual end of WWII, they seemed to believe that the issues of the Holocaust had been
resolved and were sure the world had solved the problems of racism since Dr. Martin Luther King
had had his dream. Other students, however, asked about the fighting in Darfur and problems in
the Middle East. Weren’t these some of the same problems?
Thinking conceptually led students to more questions and inquiries. What I saw as significant was
that students were taking an active role in their thinking, not just learning facts in isolation. They
were seeing patterns in how their world was connected and the value of digging deeper for
meaning.
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Building on the conceptual thinking from our lab experiences with text sets, our librarian pulled
together text sets related to the ideas represented on the class web. The books were mostly picture
books, however, some were novels. Topics ranged from the Negro baseball leagues, to Japanese
internment camps, to playground issues at school. Students were encouraged to read widely before
books were sorted into categories according to the big ideas and themes found on the class web.
Students were able to do this quickly and much more easily than the first time. It was great to see
the students working hard to get at the big ideas represented by books that at first glance seemed
to have nothing to do with the Holocaust. Quickly it became apparent that teaching children to
think conceptually has many benefits, particularly in encouraging them to think more deeply about
their world and how to make their own connections instead of trying to make sense of someone
else’s thinking (Short, 1993). They were asking hard questions about difficult social issues and to
see the complexity of those issues.
Conceptual thinking allows students to reflect more broadly about issues in our world instead of
just learning about topics that are much narrower in scope. There is simply too much information
in our world today for teachers to teach facts in isolation from the concepts that bring meaning to
those facts. As we move from the Information Age to the Conceptual Age (Pink, 2005), we know
that the students at our school have had the opportunity to view the world from a global vantage
point and to think conceptually in order to be ready for this shift. This thinking has supported
students in making connections to ideas and issues that go beyond what I had previously
encouraged in our discussions of literature. More importantly, I know that children like Lane will
be valued for thinking about the big picture instead of simply being asked to memorize the
snapshot.
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Encouraging Symbolic Thinking through Literature
by Kathryn Bolasky, Third Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
Engaging my students in meaningful responses to literature was a tension for me throughout the
school year. My students were proficient in making text-to-text, text-to-self, and text-to-world
connections to literature, but I struggled with pushing them to dig more deeply into their
interpretations. I wanted them to struggle with ideas and issues as they considered their
understandings of literature, not just make a comment about a connection. Our teacher study
group provided opportunities for me to explore new response strategies. Looking back over the
year, I realize that one response strategy, Sketch to Stretch, became particularly significant. When I
compared our initial sketches with ones completed during the last week of school, I was impressed
and surprised by the change in the complexity of student thinking. By the end of the year, my
students went from simply illustrating the events of a story to symbolically representing their
understandings of literature through visual images.
Whitin (1994) defines Sketch to Stretch as “a visual representation of colors, lines, symbols, and
shapes to convey one’s understanding of conflict, character, theme, or feelings” (p. 101). Readers do
not illustrate the events of the story, but explore their meanings or connections to a story through
visual images. Typically, we ask students to respond to literature through conversation or a writing.
Short, Harste, and Burke (1996) argue that language is not the only way to create meaning and that
there are many sign systems that we use as human beings to “share and make meaning,” including
music, art, mathematics, drama, and language. Sketch to Stretch involves moving from the sign
system of language to the sign system of art, a process called transmediation. Short, Harste, and
Burke point out that transmediation is not just a translation or transfer of meaning from one
system to another. Each sign system has a different meaning potential and so readers have to
transform the meaning they have created in language as they move into art. This transformation
encourages readers to go beyond a literal understanding of their reading and supports complexity
in student thinking as well as the ability to think symbolically about significant concepts within the
book.
I was introduced to Sketch to Stretch as a response strategy in study group and was anxious to try
it out with my class. I was reading aloud Esperanza Rising (Ryan, 2000) and decided to have
students respond in literature logs. I had been struggling to engage students in meaningful
discussions with each other and hoped that responding in lit logs and using Sketch to Stretch
would provide them with ideas to talk about in the discussion. This novel captures the compelling
story of a young Mexican girl who immigrates to a new country and into a different social class. The
death of her wealthy, loving father results in her uncle's pressuring her mother to remarry one of
them, and so Esperanza and her mother are forced to leave their ranch and belongings behind and
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flee to a new life as migrant workers in California.
I explained that I wanted students to explore the big ideas of the chapter using pictures or words.
My past experience as a primary teacher led me to believe that using pictures as a response would
ease their anxiety about putting their thoughts into writing. Their responses incorporated both
writing and pictures, but only showed basic comprehension of the events in the story. Even though
their responses were retellings, not sketches of meanings, the sketches were a significant step in
developing their thinking about literature because they were using more than one sign system to
visually represent events from the story.
Their sketches indicated that students were able to identify the important events in each chapter,
but they could not explain why those events were important. Mason’s response depicts a pivotal
scene from the Chapter 7 where Esperanza and her mother are on the train and a young passenger
wants to play with Esperanza’s treasured doll. This part of the story is a turning point for
Esperanza and her mother, because Esperanza interacts with someone who is poor for the first
time. She has grown up in Mexico with wealth and privilege and her mother explains that they are
now also struggling with poverty. Choosing to respond to this part of the chapter indicated that
Mason understood the importance of the event, but he could not explain why this event is
significant to the story.

Even though a majority of the responses were retellings of events, a few students did use visual
symbols related to the events. Dan drew a wedding ring and a wedding band, with the caption
“ring- will you marry me,” to show that Esperanza’s uncle wanted to marry her mother. During the
discussion of this chapter, Dan indicated that he saw this as an important event, but he could not
explain why. Elana used facial expressions to represent the change in Esperanza’s uncle’s
personality. Esperanza’s perceptions of her uncle change in the story and Elana noted the shift, but
was not able to verbally explain how that affected the story.
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Bailey’s response gave me hope about using Sketch to Stretch to push student thinking. Bailey was
able to effectively use symbols to signify Esperanza’s father’s death. She drew a grave marker that
was framed by two roses and she explained that the roses symbolized Esperanza and her mother.
On each stem there were large thorns. She drew a heart above the gravestone and the two roses to
show the love they had for each other. Bailey’s response showed me that my students could move
past retellings into deeper understandings of a text.

I decided to use the conceptual frame we were focusing on in Learning Lab to guide and push our
thinking. Our teacher study group had decided to look at human rights and the power of choice.
With the help of Lisa Thomas, I selected a few picture books from a text set on our central theme
and read aloud When I Grow Up I Will Win the Nobel Prize (Pin, 2006), First Day in Grapes
(Perez, 2002), and The Big Box (Morrison, 2002). I started our discussions by asking, “Who had
the power to make choices for a better world?” This question provided a starting point for student
responses and jump started many discussions. I also made an effort to demonstrate my thinking
about the important decisions that were occurring within each story. The students were able to
look deeper into the stories that we read. They talked about decisions that characters were making
and explored why these choices were significant in that character’s life and world. As our
discussions developed, I noticed that the students were creating more detailed sketches as well
because of the support of this talk in exploring and developing their thinking about different
interpretations for a book.
These experiences demonstrated that students needed to explore their initial interpretations of
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literature before moving into the sketching. I originally thought that Sketch to Stretch responses
would develop student discussions, but I came to understand that students needed to engage in
exploratory talk about a book before moving to symbolic thinking. Symbolic thinking was new to
them and they needed the initial sharing to help them consider possible issues and interpretations
to explore symbolically through visual images and then could move back into more in-depth
dialogue about the book. Freedom Summer (Wiles, 2001) was a key picture book that helped shift
our thinking from using art to summarize a plot to using art to symbolically represent the deeper
meanings of the story. Set in Mississippi in the summer of 1964, the book portrays the close
friendship of two boys, one black and the other white, who celebrate the passage of the Civil Rights
Act by going to the town pool, expecting to be able to swim together for the first time. Instead, they
find a work crew filling the pool with asphalt, a reflection of the town’s resistance to desegregation.
Lisa read aloud the book and gave students time to talk about their questions before asking them to
sketch. By discussing first, the students talked through their confusions and helped each other go
beyond recounting the plot into interpretations. Through the discussions students learned to think
interpretively and this supported them in moving into symbolic thinking. The students could take
their new understandings and create sketches of the concepts and ideas that they each wanted to
think more about.
Elena took ideas from the story that were discussed and effectively used visual images to explain
her understanding. She used symbols to show the many tensions in the story. Her sketch is divided
into two parts to represent the perspectives of the two boys. On the left side of the paper she has a
chain link fence with barbed-wire across the top, storm clouds that are raining, and a butterfly with
black wings. These images are juxtaposed against the visual images on the right side of the sketch
which depict a blue sky, sun, brightly colored butterfly, and flower. Most of Elana’s understandings
of the tensions in the story are illustrated in the middle of the sketch. She drew a blue line to clearly
delineate the two sides, but it was not a straight line. Instead she drew a curvy line with a heart and
an area that bulges into the blue sky of the right side.
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When I interviewed Elana about her sketch she was very confident as she explained each aspect.
She said that the left side is supposed to be dark and sad because that is how John Henry felt about
not being able to do things that Joe could do. She created the right side to represent Joe’s feelings
about being happy, except when John Henry was discriminated against because of the color of his
skin. She explained that she showed Joe’s frustration with the inequality by putting a dark cloud
and rain in the middle of his blue sky to indicate that not all of him is happy. This piece of cloudy,
rainy sky is like the piece of Joe’s heart that is sad and frustrated. I was impressed with Elana’s
ability to clearly capture the main character’s frustrations in her sketch. Her sketch was more than
an illustration of an event from the story--it was a look into her thinking about the text. When I saw
all of the students’ sketches displayed on a bulletin board in the Learning Lab, I realized that my
class was able to use visual images as symbols to express and deepen their thinking.
After our success with Freedom Summer, I wanted to continue to use Sketch to Stretch as a
response to our next read aloud. Due to our focus on human rights and the power to make
decisions for a better world, I was reading aloud Iqbal (D’Adamo, 2001) to my class. Iqbal is a
fictional story based on the life of a young boy who led an influential movement to protest child
labor in Pakistani carpet factories. I knew that I would have to create an atmosphere where
students could ask questions and thoughtfully discuss the tough issues in the book. I gave out
literature logs and encouraged children to respond in any way they felt made sense. I set aside the
last thirty minutes of each day to read a chapter from the book. After finishing a chapter, students
responded in their literature logs and then we had a discussion. The students were involved in the
story and always looked forward to the last half an hour of the day. I was surprised by the deeper
understandings of the concepts, ideas and issues that students brought up during discussion, such
as illiteracy, poverty, and justice. Based on their conversations and emotional connections to the
story, I realized that the students were engaging with this story in ways I had never seen before.
When we finished the book I explained to the class that they were going to do a Sketch to Stretch
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about the overall meaning of the book for each of them. The students immediately read through
their literature logs and got to work on their sketches.
As students shared their sketches with each other, I was astounded at their ability to use visual
images as symbols to represent their understandings. Many of the students used symbols that we
had talked about in our discussions like birds symbolizing freedom and rainbows symbolizing
hope. When Dan shared his sketch, he explained that he drew the chain that was used to imprison
Iqbal to his loom and it was “empty” showing that Iqbal was free. He said that he drew the top part
of his sketch as dark and red because Iqbal was angry because he knew it was wrong to be chained
to the loom and forced to make carpets. He shared that he left the image white behind the loom
because Iqbal knew he could be free and that he was going to make it happen. Dan recognized that
Iqbal was intelligent and knew child labor was wrong and was brave enough to stand up for himself
and other children. Dan used the chain as a symbol of strength not despair.

Gaby shared that she drew a kite to show freedom because Iqbal and Fatima dreamed of the day
that they could fly a kite and were free from the looms and their master. She also explained that she
drew the kite “breaking through a fence” that held in the kids. The clouds in the sky were another
symbol of freedom because the kids could not see the sky when they were working in the shop. The
small details in their drawings indicate that students had listened carefully to this intense story,
made their own meanings, and created visual images to show their new understandings.
Sketch to Stretch was more than just a response strategy to literature in my classroom. These
sketches are an illustrated record of our learning. Through examining how the students’ sketches
unfolded over time, I was able to see the ways in which my students developed more symbolic and
conceptual thinking, as well as how my own learning as a teacher developed. I originally planned to
use Sketch to Stretch as a way to encourage thoughtful talk about literature, but quickly learned
that we needed to first engage in exploratory talk to share our initial responses. This exploratory
talk provided students with the support they needed to consider their own interpretations and
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engage in transmediation to move their talk into symbolic representations of our thinking. We
needed to think together and I needed to demonstrate and encourage symbolic thinking to support
them in creating a sketch.
As an educator it is sometimes hard to abandon carefully developed lesson plans, but in this case it
was essential to do so to support my students as critical thinkers. I could have easily judged their
first attempts at sketching as an indication that third graders could only illustrate events from a
text. Through taking a closer look at their sketches, I saw glimpses of symbolic thinking starting to
emerge. By taking instructional time to build strategies and ways of thinking about books, my
students moved past their surface understandings of a text. Sketch to Stretch gave students a way
to create visual images of their thinking and this move from language to visual thinking
transformed their understandings and, in turn, led to richer dialogue. Action research provided a
way for me to examine these small shifts in student thinking over time and, in turn, transformed
my understandings about children’s potential to engage in symbolic thinking.
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Writing as a Tool for Synthesizing Our Learning
By Kathryn Bolasky, Third Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
We had engaged in a semester-long inquiry into journeys as a school and were struggling with how
to effectively record student learning. Our students had done a great deal of webbing and mapping
throughout the process that we studied as teachers to understand the development of their
thinking and to make teaching decisions. We needed a summative assessment and finally decided
to have the students write essays about their understandings of journeys. We hoped that writing
essays would give the students a chance to synthesize their understandings by pulling all the pieces
of our study together. Keene and Zimmermann (1997) explain synthesis as creating a road map of
our meaning and a way of saying, “I have been there and this is what I remember” (p. 170). They
argue that we use synthesis to understand something better for ourselves. Synthesis is a process of
“ordering, recalling, retelling, and recreating into a coherent whole, the information that our minds
are bombarded with every day” (p. 169).
I have to be honest and say that I was skeptical about whether my class would be able to write
effective essays. I was particularly concerned that my students would summarize and retell
information, rather than synthesize their understandings. Keene and Zimmerman (1997) state that
“a summary is a listing of the parts and synthesis is somehow the creation of a whole” (p. 173).
They note that a learner creates a personal composite of their understandings with a strong sense
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of their own voice and life experiences instead of engaging in a lifeless retelling of main points. The
essays my students wrote made me realize that I had underestimated their ability to take their
thinking to the level of synthesis and so I decided to reflect on the process of creating these essays.
I needed to understand how this process supported them in this writing and thinking.
Our inquiry into journeys took place in our Learning Lab, a place of learning and inquiry for us as
teachers. We each take our students to the lab once a week for an instructional engagement and
then meet together in a teacher study group every other week to analyze student work and think
about where we will go next in this inquiry. The Learning Lab is facilitated by Lisa Thomas, our
instructional coach, and the focus of the work in the lab is determined by our professional learning
focus as a school.
We spent the fall semester thinking about how to integrate international literature and global
perspectives into our units of study. We chose Journeys as a broad concept to explore in the lab
because it connected to our individual units at the different grade levels. Students had created their
own Life Journey Maps and explored journey as a metaphor through various read-alouds, texts
sets, and mapping responses to develop their conceptual understandings of journeys. For several
weeks, we engaged in a simulation where students were told that war and fighting were right
outside their homes and they had to be ready to leave quickly on a forced journey to a safer
country. We read and responded to picture books about children in refugee camps and students
researched the country to which they would be moving. They each packed a suitcase, making hard
decisions about what to leave behind. Throughout this inquiry, we struggled as teachers with how
to encourage the development of conceptual understandings and so were eager to see the thinking
in their essays.
Preparing to Write
Lisa signaled the end of our journey inquiry by rereading the same story that had started our study,
The Pink Refrigerator (Egan, 2007). The students were excited about hearing the story again and
reacted as if they were reuniting with an old friend. As Lisa finished reading, she explained that
they were going to write about their learning. She used The Pink Refrigerator to help the students
understand that their writing was not an assignment but a response strategy to help them reflect
on what they had learned, saying that “our writing is like the ‘Keep Exploring’ note that was on
Dodsworth’s refrigerator.” This reference allowed the students to understand that there was not a
right answer. Lisa explained that the goal was to use writing to push our thinking about our
learning during the journey study. We started the writing process by charting our understandings
of journeys on a semantic web.
The students were readily able to contribute their understandings to the web. I was happy to see
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that they could recall the deeper meanings of some of the books and learning engagements in the
lab. They were even able to contribute ideas from journey explorations within our classroom. Lisa
continued to scaffold their thinking by listing the “Big Ideas” about journeys from their discussion.
The class created the following list:
Even though I was impressed that the students could discuss these concepts, I still questioned
whether they would be able to pull together their thinking and ideas to effectively write an essay. It
was not until the students chose the big idea that they wanted to write about, that I began to see
their higher order thinking developing.
Each student chose a “Big Idea” and worked on brainstorming their understandings about that
topic or issue. I sat with one group comprised of Elana, Bailey, Brittney, and Gaby. As I observed
them writing I noticed that each girl was making multiple entries on their webs. I was surprised by
how many ideas they each had for their topics. My students had previously used webbing as a
prewriting activity, but I had never seen them produce such complete webs. Typically, their webs
had three to five ideas that connected to the main idea, but in this case they each had more than
ten connections on their webs.

Gaby wanted to write about how “Journeys can be hard.” Each piece of evidence for her claim was
linked to the forced journey segment of our study. Instead of retelling the details about the lack of
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choice in leaving your home as a refugee, Gaby brainstormed examples of how being a refugee
would affect her life. She backed up her claim with ideas like:
Each idea is an interpretation of concepts that were explored during the simulation on forced
journeys. Gaby had gone beyond basic comprehension of the study by using herself as a lens to
explain her understandings of the issues. When Gaby personalized her understandings, she was
able to combine the details of the activities from the lab and our classroom with her learning to
create new meanings. This was a huge step in shifting her thinking.
Upon reading the webs, I could easily identify which stories and engagements were most
significant to students at this point in our study. Many made references to Gleam and Glow
(Bunting, 2005), Ziba Came on a Boat (Lofthouse, 2007), Home of the Brave (Applegate, 2007),
and Esperanza Rising (Ryan, 2002). Along with the stories that were read aloud, numerous
students shared ideas and concepts that they gleaned during their exploration of the text sets from
the forced journey study. These text sets were collections of picture books that provided
information about the countries where the students were seeking refuge. Each set contained fiction
and non-fiction that were authentic looks into life in that country. We even had books that were in
the native language of each country so the students would be able to gain insights into the new
language they would be immersed in. The complexity of their webs would not have been possible
without the literature-rich environment that surrounded students during the study.
Creating Thesis Statements
Once the students compiled their thoughts about their big idea, Lisa worked with them on how to
draft a thesis statement. She explained that a thesis statement is a sentence that answers the
question, “What is it that I really want to say?” and provided students with a few examples of thesis
statements she had drafted for her own essay on journeys. The students were handed their webs
and given time to compose at least two thesis statements. Again, I was concerned about my class
because I knew this thinking was new to them, but was eager to see their attempts.
I saw some students looking at their papers, with a blank look on their faces. When Lisa and I
conferenced with those students, it was clear that they had a deep understanding of their learning,
but lacked the confidence to write anything down. They were cautious about writing thesis
statements because they had never done this type of writing before.
I found this conferencing time to be a turning point for their ability to synthesize the study in
words. As I sat with Michelle, I asked her to show me her web and explain the important parts.
Michelle’s central theme was the big idea that “Journeys can lead you to a better place” and she had
numerous branches that provided evidence for her claim. As she read each one, I saw a pattern in
how she worded each idea by repeatedly using the word “risk.” I commented that I noticed her use
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of risk and asked her to explain why. Her response was “you have to take risks to go on a journey.”
I wrote her explanation on her paper and congratulated her on creating her very first thesis
statement. I wish I had a picture of her face when she realized she had the ability to write a thesis
statement. I told her that I wanted her to try to write one on her own and left her to work while I
conferenced with another student. Michelle was able to create another statement as evidence of her
understanding.
I was amazed at the thesis statements that my class created. They truly were able to generate
statements that provided an insight to what they had taken away from our study. Each thesis was a
meaningful representation of what a particular student had learned and felt strongly about.
Examples of the big ideas in their thesis statements included:
The most interesting part of reading their thesis statements for me as a teacher was identifying the
part of the study to which they felt the most connected. What was even more exciting was that they
used strategies and evidence to back up the positions they were taking in their thesis statements.
Providing Evidence
The students thoughtfully provided examples to back up their thesis statements in various ways.
Some students chose to share personal experiences to explain a concept. Darell wrote about
emotional journeys based on his thesis, “When someone important to you dies, emotions can get in
your way.” He supported this claim by using his experience of losing both his grandfathers, saying,
“The hardest experience for me is that I keep thinking about them. It’s like my mind is crying and
it’s keeping me from my work.” Andy also used personal experiences to explain his thesis, “When
you move, you leave things behind.” He argued that, “Life will not fit in a suitcase. When my mom
had to move she had to leave pictures of me as a kid. She was really sad because she wanted them.
Refugees have to leave their homes, toys, and pets behind.” Alex made sense of changes during a
journey by using personal experiences for his thesis, “Sometimes when I am on a journey, my
emotions change.” He supported this claim by stating, “I was playing my video game. I was so sad.
All of the sudden I got something cool and I was happy.”
All three students engaged in complex thinking to create their own meanings and explanations
about what they learned. Their voices come through strongly as they work to create a coherent
synthesis around their thesis statements. Harvey and Goudvis (2000) argue that “true synthesis is
achieved when a new perspective or thought is born” (p. 144). This type of synthesis is what Darell,
Andy, and Alex did in using their own life experiences to help them create meaning for themselves
about their learning and to support a strong viewpoint in their writing.
One essay in particular stood out. Along with using personal experiences to make sense of her
learning, Sarvnaz used the strategy of taking a narrative stance while writing her essay and directly
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addressing her audience. After completing her web, Sarvnaz created the thesis, “You need to be
brave and smart when you go to a new place.” When she started writing she did not provide
evidence from her life, but instead provided confidence-building pieces of advice. She explains to
her reader that:
When you get to a new place it will be very difficult. All you need to is be brave and
smart. You will use your brain to figure things out and when you look around you will
see cars and people, just like old times.
Through this strong sense of self-confidence, I noticed several indications of Sarvnaz’s learning.
First she took the stories and engagements that she experienced in our study and applied those
understandings to how she would feel being forced to move to a new place. Not only does this show
Sarvnaz’s ability to synthesize, but her ability to think intertextually as she made connections with
past texts to create a new text (Short, Kauffman, & Kahn, 2000). Sarvnaz showed her
understanding of the importance of making connections by explaining that even if you are in a new
place you will have the ability to be brave by making connections in your new environment. She
clearly explains that you can use what you know already to help you make sense of your new
surroundings.
Writing as Tool for Synthesis
Having students write essays as a way to synthesize their learning was a valuable engagement for
my students and for me. Despite my initial reservations, using writing as tool to synthesize learning
helped validate the students’ understanding from this study. Looking through the completed work,
I can see the small steps that supported my students in pushing their thinking and writing. They
needed the richness of a learning environment where literature was a way to experience multiple
ways of thinking and living in the world and a way to explore complex ideas. The instructional
strategy of giving students time to brainstorm the big ideas from their inquiry and then to choose
one idea to web and develop was a very important context from which they could develop a
position statement and a coherent argument about that position. Having Lisa share her own
thinking throughout this process provided students with a demonstration of ways they might
engage in this thinking.
Introducing my students to thesis statements in third grade has undoubtedly laid a solid
foundation for their academic writing schema. Understanding what a thesis statement is and how
it is important to their writing is something my students see as significant and are proud of
knowing. During the Love of Reading week, two undergraduate college students visited our class as
guest readers. When I introduced the guests, my students excitedly asked, “Do you know what a
thesis statement is? We do.” They explained that they had written thesis statements and offered the
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advice that you have to be sure to relate everything you write back to your thesis statement.
My students had created their own synthesis about synthesis. They had fit together the pieces of
our work with essays and thesis statements to create their own understandings about synthesis as
well as about journeys. They were engaged in creative, critical thinking that wove together their
learning into a more complex whole. In turn, this vignette is my attempt to engage in the same
process of creating a synthesis to understand this type of thinking. I only hope that I am as
successful as my students in claiming this thinking for my own.
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Moving Across the Arts to Consider New Perspectives
by Kathryn Tompkins, Fourth Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
An exciting collaboration with our OMA (Opening Minds through the Arts) teacher opened up a
compelling inquiry on slavery for my students. Jenny Cain introduced a powerful and evocative
wordless picture book, The Middle Passage (Feelings, 1995), and invited students to respond with
discussion, singing, music, and drama. Their connection to the book led us to read novels about
slavery for literature circles in my classroom. This collaboration across our two classrooms
immersed students in exploring multiple texts in the sign systems of art, music, drama, and
literature and in using a range of sign systems to respond to these texts. Sign systems are “the ways
in which students share and make meaning, specifically through music, art, mathematics, drama,
and language” (Short, Kauffman, & Kahn, 2000, p. 160). Sign systems can thus be a way to share
meaning with others through a public text, such as a song, a painting, a drama event, or a book, as
well as a way to think about and make meaning in responding to these texts.
Our study began with The Middle Passage, the passionate result of twenty years of work by Tom
Feelings. He researched the history of slavery and lived in Africa for two years in order to
artistically portray the journey that captured Africans faced as they were taken across the Atlantic
Ocean. The story is told completely through black and white illustrations, which are emotionally
devastating. The first illustration shows a beautiful beach on which white men suddenly appear
and attack with guns, assisted by other Africans. The Africans are killed or put in chains and taken
to a boat to be loaded up as cargo. They are crammed onto the boat with no room to move. Some
choose to remain peaceful, others try to revolt and are killed or beaten and chained again, while
still others choose to end their suffering by jumping into the shark-infested waters. Those who live
are force-fed to keep them alive until the boat pulls up to waiting crowds in the U.S., ready to
purchase their new property.
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The Middle Passage shocked my students into a more realistic view of the degradation of slavery
and compelled them to react. As students viewed excerpts from the illustrations, the music from
the movie "Amistad" was playing in the background, setting a quiet and pensive mood. Jenny, our
OMA teacher, invited students to respond to the musical and visual texts using a variety of sign
systems. One day they acted out scenes from the book using the drama strategy of tableau, “a still,
silent performance that involves three-dimensional representations” (Wilson, 2003, p. 375). The
students met in groups, discussed the scene and emotions that they wanted to portray from the
book, and then practiced acting out and freezing their positions. Their facial expressions changed
dramatically as they moved into the roles of the slaves and their captors.
Jenny asked students to respond to the tableau through a “tap in” strategy. She randomly tapped a
particular student who was standing frozen in position and that student needed to say what he/she
was thinking or feeling while staying in character. The students who were portraying the slave
traders said that they were trying to keep the slaves from escaping because they were money to
them. Students who portrayed the slaves said they were scared, or that they would rather die than
go with their captors. One girl even said, “I want my mom,” which was powerful because the
students realized that children, like themselves, were among those captured.
The strong emotions that came out through these dramas were striking in their depth of feeling
and supported thoughtful discussions about the book. The students tried to put themselves in the
situation of the slaves and struggled with what they would do in that situation. Many said they
would fight back, no matter what the risk, to try and take over the boat. Others said that they would
be too scared to do anything while some said they would jump overboard and add themselves to
the trail of skeletons that led from Africa to the Americas. It was evident to us that the students
were more invested in this book because they connected so deeply through using different sign
systems to experience the musical and visual texts and to respond through drama and talk. The
students were shocked by this honest and brutal portrayal of slavery and wanted to know more—a
very different response than when they had read information about slavery in the history textbook.
I knew that we had to continue this inquiry in my classroom because students were continuing to
ask many questions and felt compelled to understand more about the slave experience. I pulled
together a text set of books on slavery and civil rights that included picture books, many nonfiction books including biographies, and a few chapter books. I kept these books out on the table so
that students could read them whenever they had time. I was pleasantly surprised that they went
straight to the books when they finished an assignment or had independent reading time.
In addition to the text set, I gathered new literature circle books for the students to read and
discuss. I did a quick book talk on each chapter book and students chose one to read and discuss.
Every week the students were responsible for completing an entry in their response journals to
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show the connections that they were making to their chosen book. They could do this through
webbing their ideas, sketching to show the meanings that they were constructing, or writing their
thoughts and questions. These journals provided me with an assessment of their thinking and
helped them jot down their thoughts and ideas for their literature circle discussions. They met
about once a week with others who were reading the same book to discuss what was going on in the
book and the issues that were on their minds. The discussions especially helped some of the
struggling readers to make sense of what was going on in the books.
The collection of literature circle books included Jip (Paterson, 1996), Amos Fortune Free Man
(Yates, 1950), Steal Away Home (Ruby, 1994), and Escape from Slavery (Rappaport, 1991). These
books all focused on issues of slavery but from different perspectives. The students were so
intrigued by the books that they asked to have the chance to read a second book after we completed
our first round of literature circles. We did a second round so that each was able to read and
discuss a second book from this set.
I chose Jip because I felt the students would engage with Jip’s struggle to figure out his identity
and would wonder how his story was related to slavery. Set in the 1850s, Jip fell off a “gypsy”
wagon when he was a toddler and has been working on the town poor farm ever since. He takes
care of the animals and often his friends. A “lunatic” named Put is brought to the poor farm one
day and he teaches Jip, sings to him, and is a great friend—except when he has one of his crazy
spells. Jip goes to school and becomes close to his teacher and a local Quaker family, all the while
trying to dodge a mysterious stranger who tells Jip that he knows the identity of his father. In the
end Jip has to escape when he finds out that his mother was a slave who tried to save him from his
father, her master. The mystery of Jip’s family kept students engaged in the book. They were drawn
to the characters and got a completely different view of slavery. Those who read Jip said that it was
a book that they could not put down. They wanted to know what would happen to him and often
discussed how there were people who took action during this time period, like the Quaker family
and the teacher who help Jip. The students did not see Jip as a slave but as a boy trying to live his
life in a difficult time. Jip did not travel across the middle passage but his life was forever changed
by slavery.
Amos Fortune was a book I had heard of but not previously read. The book begins in Africa and
tells about life before the slave traders came. The story begins in 1725 with the At-mun-shi tribe
celebrating the harvest with their chief and his children, seventeen year old Prince At-mun and
twelve year old Princess Ath-mun. Suddenly the chief slouches over, but before the tribe can
recognize the prince as their new chief, the older men, women and children are taken away. The
prince is forced to leave his sister behind and is taken along with most of his tribe to wait in a pit.
There they are joined by many other tribes and are rarely fed until one day they are cleaned up and
presented to the slave traders. All who meet approval are loaded on a ship and forced to say good104

bye to their land and their lives. After two months on the ship, those who have survived the journey
remember little about who they are. At-mun knows only that he is a king. He is sold to a man who
is against slavery, who wants to give him a Christian home and have him help around the house.
At-mun is renamed Amos and is taught how to read and write. Amos grows to care about the
family, but fifteen years later his “master” dies and he is sold once again. In 1769 Amos was granted
his freedom when he was almost sixty years old and spent the rest of his life working to free slaves
and to help other free people. The students seemed to relate to this book because they saw the
transition of a young man from African prince to captured slave to free man. They felt the story was
more complete in following someone through a life time and multiple transformations.
I knew that the mystery of Steal Away Home would draw in students and I was impressed with the
focus on the bravery of those involved with the Underground Railroad. The story takes two view
points, beginning in the current with a young girl named Dana who is ripping down wall paper in
her new house. Behind the paper she finds a hidden room with a skeleton and a diary. Dana spends
the rest of the book trying to identify the remains and figure out their story. Her chapters alternate
with the chapters that focus on James, a young boy who lived in Dana’s house in the 1850s, and
whose mother’s diary gives insight into the life behind the skeleton. James is Quaker and his
mother helped slaves on an Underground Railroad stop. The skeleton was a brave young African
American woman named Lizbet Charles who worked to free slaves before she became ill and died.
Her skeleton was sealed up in the house to protect James’ family from legal action for helping
escaped slaves. The students who read this book were relieved that there were families who were
willing to risk their own safety. This book gave them a sense of hope and helped them think more
realistically about ways of taking action.
Escape from Slavery, Five Journeys to Freedom was the last book we read and is based on actual
accounts of slaves who risked their lives to try for freedom. I knew that the students would relate to
the book because of their interest in the experiences of slaves and the risks they were willing to
take. The stories seemed to define bravery for students. I also liked how the book was divided into
short stories so that students learned about the many different escape plans that slaves created.
The story that the students talked the most about was of the husband and wife who pretended to be
slave and slave owner and were able to escape. The wife was very light skinned so she could pass as
an old white man. The class was impressed at the brilliance of this plan and the huge risk they took
by escaping in full view of slave traders.
After the class read through the text set and two of the literature circle books, they drew visual
images about their thinking on slavery and civil rights and wrote reflections about their sketches. I
wanted to give students an opportunity to pull together their thoughts on the books that they read
and explore what the books meant to them. I discovered that they felt a sense of hope because of
people like the Quakers. I hadn’t realized how much the role of Quakers was highlighted in the
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literature circle books but students clearly felt that they played a huge role in aiding slaves on the
Underground Railroad. They were angry with anyone who was involved in owning a slave and
some drew chains to symbolize slavery. The students had a new respect for slaves and people
helping slaves who demonstrated courage during such horrible times. From The Middle Passage to
their literature circle books, they appreciated those willing to risk their lives in order to challenge
slavery as wrong. Slavery had changed from “a thing that happened a long time ago” to an event in
American history that was real and shocking for the students.

While we were reading novels and picture books in our classroom, we continued learning about
slavery and civil rights in OMA. Jenny took us on a journey through time, beginning with slavery
and moving into the spirituals and music that were a part of that time, and then tracking how this
music later led to the creation of jazz by African Americans. The students had the opportunity to
learn to sing the songs and to play them on instruments. They studied famous jazz musicians and
their contributions to the jazz era. This focus allowed students to celebrate the contributions and
talents of African Americans, rather than only viewing their history and struggles with sympathy.
At the end of our study, students completed final responses in OMA to show their learning and
thinking on graffiti boards. Graffiti boards (Short & Harste, 1996) usually involve a group of
students who respond through sketches, quotes, and connections in an unorganized way on a large
sheet of paper. We chose to do a variation of graffiti boards where each student was responsible for
making his or her own graffiti board. As students began to think through their responses it was
interesting to watch their struggle with what to represent on their boards because they had been so
moved and infuriated by the conditions of slavery but were inspired by the spirituals and the music
created by the African-American community.
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The students learned from many different sign systems (drama, singing, art, and writing)
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throughout this experience in ways that seemed to deepen and extend their learning. They read
about slavery, but were also immersed in visual and musical texts that provided for more
complexity in their understandings of African American experiences and history. Using tableau to
reenact scenes from The Middle Passage affected them on a much deeper level because they had to
put themselves in the situation, whether they portrayed the slave or the slave trader. Encouraging
students to respond through art as well as language allowed them to use their strengths in different
sign systems as ways of thinking about ideas that were significant to them. They thought about the
books using movement, music, and art and so engaged more intensely with the issues of slavery
and civil rights from a wider range of perspectives. We engaged with the arts, not as cute activities,
but as multiple ways of knowing and thinking about the world.
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Making Connections through Text Sets with Young Children
by Jennifer Griffith, First Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
Making connections is essential to learning, especially for young children. Kathy Short (1993)
defines learning as “the search for patterns that connect,” and argues that learning is hindered by
the fragmentation of the school day as children jump between classrooms and subjects. She
believes that learners need to “constantly make connections across past and present experiences in
order to construct their understandings of themselves and their world” (p. 284). As a teacher it is
my job to offer many opportunities for children to make these connections in the classroom, even
though finding the right books and activities at the right moment can be a real struggle with first
graders. It is often a challenge to find materials that support young children in learning something
new by connecting to something they already know.
I observed my students successfully using text sets in the Learning Lab to enhance their conceptual
thinking about journeys by making connections between the books and their own lives. Text sets
are a collection of conceptually related books that are used by a group of students for discussion
and comparison (Short, 1993). These sets contain books that provide a range of perspectives on a
theme or topic. Short argues that text sets elicit a different type of dialogue in literature discussions
than occurs with a stand-alone book. Discussions of text sets involve more retellings and searches
for connections and comparisons across books rather than focusing on students’ negotiations of
their differing interpretations of a particular book. These discussions encourage students to engage
in the cognitive strategy of intertextuality, the process of making meaning through connections
across present and past texts and life experiences.
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I was up for the challenge of bringing this type of thinking and talk into the classroom through our
study of family memories. I wanted the kids to be introduced to a group of books that were
connected by the significance of memory in our lives within families and in forming our identities.
My goal was to enhance their thinking about literature and to encourage them to make connections
to their own lives as well as between the books. I wanted the books in the text set to offer a range of
perspectives so that the texts would play off of each other in the students’ discussions. These
experiences would support them in our culminating activity of memory mapping where students
would try out the same strategies we had been using in our conceptual idea of journeys-identifying, labeling journeys, and choosing a pathway to represent their memory.
I collected a set of books around the theme of families and memories. I strove to find as many as I
could that were related to the holidays, since we were close to the winter break and students’ minds
were on the upcoming holidays. The book titles I chose for this text set included:
A text set can be read with children in many different ways. Older students can each choose to read
a different book from a text set and then share and compare their books in small group discussions.
This strategy isn’t the most effective with young children, mainly because they are often unable to
independently read the books. Ways of using text sets with younger kids include browsing the
books in a set at the beginning of a new unit or focus, pairing two books in which there is some type
of opposition, sending a text set home in a book bag for families to read together, or reading aloud
a different book from the set each day. Another possibility is to read and discuss the same book in a
small group with each group reading a book from the class text set. The kids can then reorganize
after discussion to form text set groups so that each new group has one child from the previous
groups (Short & Harste, 1996).
I decided to gradually build our text set by choosing one read aloud a day from our set to discuss as
a whole class so that all of the kids could participate and understand the story. The significant part
of this variation is maintaining a web or chart to show the different connections and comparisons
across the books. Gradually creating the chart would support kids in searching for patterns that
connect and thus engage them in intertextuality as a way of thinking about text and about learning.
I showed the kids a basket that contained our text set and explained to them that over the next
several weeks we would read these as a class and discuss what we noticed. I let them know that I
wanted them to think about why I grouped these books together and that they would be the ones
titling our basket with the theme. The basket contained more books than the ones I read during our
read-aloud time so that students would have more than just the ten books to browse during open
reading time. Open reading usually occurred in the morning for about fifteen minutes, when the
kids could read from all the books in the classroom, not just their "just right" books. My goal was to
encourage them to make connections with as many books as possible, believing that this would
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support them in getting more out of the text set and being able to see more connections between
the books and in their own lives. The kids were excited and I was eager to see their important ideas
and connections.
We began with a read aloud of When I Was Young in the Mountains (Rylant, 1982). After I
completed reading the book I asked the kids to arrange themselves in a circle to begin our
discussion of the book. The kids knew that during a discussion they don’t have to raise their hands
but do have to be respectful so as not to talk over one another and to be thoughtful in their
listening and their speaking. Our discussions are open-ended, but if the kids get too away from the
book, I guide them back gently to refocus their thinking. I don’t run the discussion but function as
an observer and facilitator if needed. As soon as I finished the book, they began discussing the
important ideas they noticed.
The kids had just finished an author study of Patricia Polacco and one of the important ideas they
discussed was how she put herself in the story. I thought it was significant that they were
continuing to notice this positioning by the author in this story.
I created many visuals to support the kids in seeing how the books fit together. They needed more
than talk to explore the connections across books. We had the basket that housed our text set and
each book was placed in the book display stand after being read aloud. We also had a chart titled
"Our Important Ideas" where we wrote the titles of books as they were read aloud and listed what
the kids saw as the important ideas. We wrote on the chart after our discussion in our circle,
focusing on the "big ideas" that stuck out for them based on their conversations about a particular
book. This routine continued throughout the text set and helped the kids see connections among
the books because they had a visual to refer to during and after their discussion of each book.

We used our response logs as a place for the kids to reflect on their thinking about a particular
book. We weren’t able to respond in our logs after each book in the set due to time limitations. The
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kids and I had worked on ways to respond and they knew to use phrases, such as "I wonder...", "I
think...", "it reminds me..." or connections to the book. Their response logs included both writing
and pictures. I encouraged the kids to write as much as they could about how the story made them
feel and what they thought about the book. They could use the ideas discussed in our literature
circle or something they didn’t get a chance to share. Their responses to When I Was Young in the
Mountains included:

As we continued through our text set of families and memories the kids made connections and
observations about what they noticed during discussion and in their response logs. The kids
commented on the theme of love and sharing in Christmas in the Country, Going Home, and
Mim’s Christmas Jam. The common thread the kids saw across most of the books still focused on
the connection they had identified in When I was Young in the Mountains--the idea of memories
and families working and being together. After reading The Wednesday Surprise and Christmas
Tree Memories, about half way through our text set, the excitement level arose in our classroom.
The kids couldn’t wait for their turn and began shouting:
It was rewarding to see the kids making these connections. Their thinking was encouraged by
setting up the classroom to visually display the books as a set and charting their "important ideas."
It was obvious that the text set encouraged them to not look at literature in isolation but instead
always in connection with other literature and their lives.
We completed our text set and our important ideas chart with the book Owl Moon. The kids talked
about Pa and the little girl being together as a family and the love between the characters in the
book.

111

I had the kids do a final reflection in their response logs to pull together their thinking and
connections from the text set. Jacob wrote, “All the stories made me feel happy,” while Ayden
commented, “All our responses are families, they all have family in them.” Matthew also picked up
on this theme, writing, “All the stories made me feel happy and they all had love and family in
them.”
I was pleased and reassured that text sets could be effective in a primary classroom. My first
graders proved this with their understanding and ability to connect their past experiences with
literature to the books in our set. They were also able to successfully make connections between the
books in our text set by seeing and adding to our "important ideas" chart. The learning that took
place during our text set confirmed research findings that indicate learning is enhanced when
connections can be made to children’s existing knowledge and experiences. Implementing a text
set into the curriculum with my first graders helped me more fully appreciate the importance of
offering students the chance to connect to their prior knowledge to learn something new. We do a
disservice to children and make learning more difficult when we expect students to learn
something new without considering their life experiences and knowledge. Text sets establish a
framework for kids to expect connections to their own lives and to other literature and to develop
strategies for making those connections. We created a community of learners in our classroom who
actively and critically search to make sense of their world and learning.
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Encouraging Intertextual Thinking in the Classroom
by Kathryn Bolasky, Third Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
Sitting on the floor of my classroom, I sorted through the piles of student work that had collected
across our semester-long inquiry on journeys. It was the last week of school and I was trying to
112

bring order to the classroom and decide what to send home with students and to keep for my own
reflection. One particular student reflection caught my attention because I didn’t remember seeing
it. I started to skim and then went back to read carefully. Conner had decided to thoughtfully
reflect on the connections between three picture books based on the learning journeys in each
story. It was at that moment that I realized that my students’ thinking had shifted from making
surface-level connections between books about characters and plots to understanding that books
can be connected conceptually by big ideas and themes. This shift in thinking had occurred
gradually over the semester without my being aware of it and so I decided to revisit my students’
work to see how this shift unfolded. I wanted to look for key teaching strategies and engagements
that helped pushed students to think intertextually about conceptual connections across texts.
Since this was my second year of teaching, I hoped that identifying these teaching strategies would
help me more consciously integrate them into my instruction for the following year.

Intertextuality is a key thinking strategy in which learners make connections between texts and
involves the process of making meaning through connections across present and past texts and life
experiences (Beaugrande, 1980). This complex process requires readers to look past superficial
similarities between books to the larger conceptual issues within and across texts. Thinking
intertextually is the basis for critical and creative thought, but was not a process that I taught
directly. Instead my students were encouraged to make connections across texts by being
immersed in a collection of texts and responding to those texts in a variety of ways. Students can be
guided towards intertextual thinking, but the students themselves have to inquire and make their
own connections. I examined engagements that occurred within my classroom and in our school’s
Learning Lab with our instructional coach, Lisa Thomas, to identify the key instructional strategies
that seemed to support students in moving toward intertextual thinking. These strategies included
the development of a conceptual frame to support our inquiries, the use of mapping as tool for
exploring our thinking, connecting through a touchstone book, exploring text sets, and connecting
across books through comparison charts.
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Establishing a Conceptual Frame
One key instructional strategy was the use of a broad conceptual framework to connect the various
topics and subject areas we explored across our day. Our teacher study group came to consensus
about focusing our research on exploring the concept of journeys because this concept wove across
the individual units we were doing at the various grade levels. Since journey was a school wide
framework, students were given opportunities to conceptualize journeys in more than just my
classroom. They were challenged to think metaphorically about journeys during our time in
Learning Lab and during our Opening Minds through the Arts (OMA) program with our fine arts
specialist. This consistency was a vital aspect in the students’ success with finding connections
across the curriculum.
I started the year with the goal of using the concept of journeys to guide my planning and
instruction in reading. Having a framework in mind helped me make decisions about what
materials to use with my third graders. I soon noticed that I was finding numerous ways to connect
journeys to almost everything I was teaching, not just in reading. For example, I would present a
new math procedure by saying, “Today we are going to start the journey of learning how to add two
three digit numbers.” Students became excited when they were able to identify journeys in other
contexts besides in reading and this search seemed to help them look for more meaning across the
various activities in our school day.
Another key aspect in creating a conceptual framework was the language that I used with my class.
I made a concerted effort to push their thinking by asking two key questions in everything we did.
The questions were:
I wrote each question on a sentence strip and placed them on my chalkboard so I would remember
to ask the questions as we finished various lessons throughout the day. These two questions served
as an effective closure for many of my lessons. The students were able to identify different journeys
in their own learning and were encouraged to back up their observations by explaining their
thinking. The question “What makes it a journey?” was more crucial in developing their
understanding of the different journeys because they had to explain their thinking. Students had to
take the time to identify and define different types of journeys and I used a range of response
strategies to encourage them to think further about these journeys. In the teacher study group, we
realized that maps were a logical way to help represent our understandings, given our focus on
journeys.
Using Mapping as a Tool for Learning
We started our focus on journeys in the Learning Lab by relating the concept to the student’s lives
through having them create life journey maps. Initially only four of my students completed their
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maps. Needless to say I was frustrated with this response, but Lisa talked with my class about why
the life journey maps were important, asking them, “How is your life like a journey?” Their
responses included:
The students needed this discussion to think about how journey could be a metaphor to think
about ourselves and our world. They had a better sense of the “why” of this assignment and worked
with their families to create a visual representation of their lives so far. Some students chose to do a
time line, while others created a game board with each square representing a major event in their
life. It was a first step in visually mapping their personal connections to the concept of journey.

Students then went on to map the important events from a picture book, The Pink Refrigerator
(Egan 2007), that Lisa read aloud in Learning Lab. Each student was free to choose the format in
which they mapped the events. When the students were working independently I noticed they
mostly focused on the physical journeys that the character Dodsworth was making—the actual
movement from one place to another. They were able to identify a few other types of “changes” that
were occurring with Dodsworth, but could not explain why they thought they were journeys. To
help develop the metaphoric understanding of different types of journeys we needed to spend more
time discussing and mapping a wider range of types of journeys in the literature we were reading.
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During our next session in Learning Lab, Lisa helped us take another step towards shifting our
thinking by working with students to create a semantic web of “Kinds of Journeys.” The students
were able to generate the following ideas:
We asked students to take another look at their own life journey maps to see if they could identify
any other types of journeys. After talking about their maps in small groups, they returned to the
whole group area and were able to add other kinds of journeys to the web:
Giving students an opportunity to look at their lives as a journey helped them begin to
conceptualize journeys. During this session of just an hour the students moved beyond their
surface level thinking to take a big step towards deeper understanding. Short (1993) argues that
“we learn something new when we are able to make connections between what we are currently
experiencing and something we already know” (p. 284). The students understood their own lives
and their personal journeys and could use that expertise to explore other variations of journeys.
Creating this web resulted in the students identifying three major types of journeys--physical,
emotional, and learning--that they saw as the broader categories for other types of journeys.
To promote a deeper understanding of these types of journeys, we created various mapping
responses to encourage students to go beyond just identifying the beginning and ending points of
change to exploring the pathways of change. This shift in focus of the responses allowed the
students to explore, “When does a change become a journey?”
In Learning Lab, students mapped a character’s change in emotion during a story on a Heart Map.
Lisa read aloud Stevie (Steptoe, 1969) and the students mapped the emotional changes of the main
character, Robert, during the story. Michelle used the heart at the top of the page to show Robert’s
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emotion at the beginning of the story “Bobby did not like Stevie.” Along the pathway, Michelle
represented Robert’s changes in emotions by drawing new hearts along the pathway. At the end of
the pathway there is a final heart that contains Robert’s final emotion of deciding that “Stevie was a
good friend like he was his brother.”

Students also mapped the changes that occurred with character’s thinking during a story on a Mind
Journey Map. Instead of having two hearts at the beginning and end of a pathway the Mind Map
depicts a face to represent thinking. We used the Mind Map as a response to Sebastian’s Roller
Skates (de Deu Prats, 2003). Mason mapped Sebastian’s change from lacking confidence to having
confidence using important events from the story as evidence along the pathway. The students
gained confidence in identifying a change in the story as a journey after having a way to provide
evidence on the pathways.

Connecting and Reconnecting through a Touchstone Book
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Another important strategy was having a touchstone book. A touchstone book is a piece of
literature that exemplifies the concept or topic being explored and that is read and reread and
referred to continuously throughout a unit of study (Calkins, 1994). The amazing thing about a
touchstone book is that you can’t necessarily predict ahead of time what book will gain that
significance for students. Touchstone books materialize based on students’ understandings and
inquiries within the study. The touchstone book for my class happened to be from the first
engagement about journeys that I facilitated in my classroom. I read aloud Fox by Margaret Wild
(2000) with the goal of having students discuss the book and identify journeys. After I read the
story aloud, I recorded their thoughts on a semantic web. The students were able to identify many
different types of journeys.
This simple engagement laid a solid foundation for my students because they found the book
compelling and wanted to think more about it. As the study progressed, numerous students
referred back to Fox and the types of journeys that they had identified in the story. Having this
book as a reference gave the students a sense of security--they were confident in their thinking
about Fox due to the responses they received from me and each other during the discussion. This
allowed them to take risks when approaching a new story. In fact every time they referred back to
Fox after hearing or reading another story, their understanding of it was deepened. For example, in
Learning Lab, the class completed wide reading of various text sets in order to explore different
types of journeys. I sat near one student and asked him what journeys he was seeing in the book
Sebastian’s Roller Skates. Conner responded, “Physical journeys and feeling journeys, just like in
Fox. Magpie travels to the desert and when she is left there, she goes from happy to scared. [Both
characters] go from one emotion to another.” Conner created meaning for the story that he was
reading by using Fox as a reference. Touchstone books promote this type of intertextual thinking
because students use their shared experience within their community of readers to make sense of
new literature.
Exploring Text Sets
Text sets, collections of conceptually related books, were used in different ways throughout our
study of journeys (Short, 1993). We used texts sets in small group and whole group settings to
explore types of journeys. Based on the student webs about journeys, we gathered books in the
Learning Lab to create the following sets: Beginning and Endings, Dreams and Wishes, Pain and
Healing, Spiritual and Emotional, People and Relationships, Growing and Learning, and
Movement and Competition. Students chose a theme that interested them and spent several weeks
reading books in that set. They were then asked to search for themes, issues, patterns, and ideas
that ran across their text set. This exploration enabled them to come to consensus on a definition of
journeys. They also used another group of text sets to glean knowledge about different countries
during our forced journey exploration.
118

The most influential text set was a collection of picture books on journeys that were read aloud to
the students in the Learning Lab and my classroom. The text set grew as the study progressed, and
remained available throughout our study. Each time another book was read aloud and discussed, it
was placed in our text set basket next to the read-aloud chair. There were many occasions when
students would refer back to a particular book in the set as a point of reference within our
discussions of a new read-aloud. The read-alouds were carefully chosen so that they would reflect a
broad range of types of journeys and issues about journeys. The significance of this text set came to
light towards the end of the study when the students were asked to find connections across many
books through comparison charts.
Connecting Books through Comparison Charts
It was not until the students created comparison charts that I fully understood the effectiveness of
the text sets and the ways in which they had deepened students’ thinking. The comparison chart
engagement started with spreading out all of our read-aloud text set on the floor of the Learning
Lab. The students were asked to sort the books according to meaning, not by size or color. In the
first sort, students created the following groups:
The books were combined into one large set again and students were asked to sort the books using
different categories in order to push them to consider other connections across the books:
We repeated the process a third time, this time focusing on the types of journeys in each story:
To bring closure to this sorting and categorizing activity, students were asked to create list of
concepts that were present throughout the text set:
The following week in Learning Lab, students were asked to engage in an activity to showcase their
connections across our text set. The students worked in small groups to create a comparison chart.
Comparison charts are a response strategy where students take three books and three concepts and
relate the books to each other. The template for the chart was:
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Like finding a point on a map using a coordinate grid, the conceptual connections across three
separate texts can be located on a comparison chart. It was during this activity that I found
evidence of my students’ intertextual thinking.
Many of the small groups approached their comparison chart by looking for different types of
journeys. Mason, Aden, Shesh, and Conner, for example, chose Baseball Saved Us, Wilfrid Gordon
MacDonald Partridge, and The Pink Refrigerator and connected them with Learning Journeys,
Physical Journeys, and Working Together Journeys. I was pleased with the deeper understanding
the students showed on their charts. They were able to examine the event of building a baseball
field in Baseball Saved Us and recognize that there was a process in creating a field. They also
understood that many people worked together with a common goal to complete the field.
My “Ah ha! Moment” came while I was working with a group that chose to take a different
approach. Instead of using types of journeys they focused on one journey. They chose emotional
journeys and found three concepts of this type of journey to connect their books. I sat with Reanna,
Scott, Michelle, and Nick, while they worked through connecting the three stories. My initial
reaction was that the three books they chose, Anansi, Baseball Saved Us, and Stevie, were going to
be difficult to connect. They seemed like vastly different stories to me. The group methodically
started discussing the similarities across the books and their discussion resulted in the three
concepts of Working Together, Loneliness, and Being Trapped. The next step was to find evidence
in each story for each concept and to represent the connections on the chart. I was impressed to see
the way that the group was able to identify the concept of being trapped, which I saw as a difficult
connection for them. Not only did the group identify loneliness, but they found evidence from each
story for this connection.

120

As I begin preparations for the next school year, I am anxious to continue to explore ways of
encouraging intertextuality. By analyzing the work of my third-grade students, I saw the
significance of this thinking for their own understandings and identified the teaching strategies
that supported them. Witnessing and identifying the shift in thinking of my students helped me
grow as an educator. I now know the value of developing critical thinking through encouraging
deeper meanings about the ideas we are exploring. I no longer think of my instructional time in
segments that are devoted to separate curriculum. I understand that, with thoughtful planning and
implementing effective instructional strategies, a common theme can unite our entire school day.
These connections across subjects, texts, and situations encourage students to develop more
complex conceptual understandings and to be more effective as learners. They expect and search
for connection as essential to learning.
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Re-Visioning the World through Multiple Perspectives
by Amy Edwards, Fifth Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
The ability to consider multiple perspectives is at the heart of a democratic classroom for students
to share their voices and to reflect on ways of thinking about the world beyond their own.
Rosenblatt (1938) states that democracy is based in the tension of honoring individual voices while
at the same time remaining open to diverse points of view. Literature circles are an instructional
engagement that supports democracy by providing a context where students share their responses
as well as listen to and consider other perspectives, creating a balance between individual voice and
group responsibility.
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Literature circles that are based in critical literacy are particularly conducive contexts for
encouraging students to go beyond their own ways of looking at the world. Lewison, Flint, and Van
Sluys (2002) argue that critical literacy is a multifaceted practice characterized by four dimensions:
1) disrupting the commonplace, 2) interrogating multiple viewpoints, 3) focusing on sociopolitical
issues, and 4) taking action and promoting social justice. Through critical literacy, students seek to
understand experiences and texts from their own perspectives and that of others and to
concurrently question these various perspectives. This focus on multiple perspectives encourages
students to critically examine the social problems in our world and to consider new possibilities by
asking questions about “what is” and considering “what if.” Considering multiple perspectives
encourages students to think conceptually about global issues in their complexity.
Students in our school visit a classroom called the Learning Lab once a week to experience focused
lessons around a big idea that can be carried over into the classroom curriculum. Teachers involved
in the lab are also a part of a study group after school to examine themes, big ideas, and the
wonderings of our students. Lisa Thomas, our Instructional Coach, facilitates the lab where much
of our work is guided by the inquiry of the students. We also have a researcher working with us, Dr.
Kathy Short from the University of Arizona, who is an expert in the field of international children’s
literature. Our team is rounded out by an Arts Integration Specialist, Jenny Cain, who is a part of
the OMA (Opening Minds through the Arts) program. Jenny integrates issues being explored by
students in the lab with explorations around these issues through the arts. Engaging in these three
settings allows students to look at the same concept or issue from different perspectives and to
experience instructional strategies that involve the use of art, drama, music, and literature.
This inquiry-based program encourages students to think critically, conceptually, and
collaboratively about our global culture and the world in which we live through multiple
perspectives. Of course, the reality is that students often struggle with these ways of thinking.
Encouraging fifth graders to consider perspectives beyond their own can be challenging, since
many are developmentally at a point of trying out their own voices as distinct from the adults in
their worlds. I realized that I needed to examine my field notes and student artifacts to reflect on
the instructional interactions that seemed effective in engaging students to think beyond their own
points of view across these three settings.
Exploring Perspective in the Learning Lab
Several instructional strategies were used within the lab to incorporate multiple perspectives. One
strategy that Lisa used was to always read aloud books written by authors from a range of
backgrounds within our various inquiries and to point out the author’s background before sharing
a book. Students quickly realized that they needed to know if an author was a cultural insider, had
visited the country, or had some kind of experience related to the content of the book. They saw a
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need for that context to consider an author’s perspective and how and why authors write about a
particular topic as well as to position themselves in critically discussing a book. The significance of
this positioning was evident when the librarian commented that she started to read a book with my
students in the library one day and they immediately stopped her and asked her to first tell them
about the author.
Another strategy was the use of a simulation along with text sets to explore many sides of the same
issue. We had engaged in a semester-long exploration of journeys that led to an exploration of
Forced Journeys due to students’ interests in issues of war and refugees. To encourage students to
take on a different perspective on these issues, we invited them to participate in a simulation that
required them to pretend they had to leave the U.S. to flee because war and fighting were at their
doorsteps and they were no longer safe. We wanted to challenge students to consider these issues
through engaging in a role that was outside their own world views. Through acting in role and
taking on a different way of thinking from within that role, we hope that students would try out a
different frame for thinking about these issues.
A series of picture books were read aloud in the lab to engage students in our exploration of Forced
Journey. Lisa was careful to explain each book’s author and perspective before reading to the
students. When Lisa read Ziba Came on a Boat, (Lofthouse, 2007), students discovered that the
author was an Australian teacher who had volunteered to help refugees from Afghanistan. She was
inspired to write after hearing stories of refugees from the Hazara community who now live in
Perth. Eve Bunting’s Gleam and Glow (2001) tells of a refugee family from Bosnia-Herzogovina
who had to leave behind several goldfish in their fishpond. The fish survive and multiply as a
symbol of hope for the family when they return to the ruins of their burned-out home. Bunting, an
American author, has written many books highlighting human rights both in and out of the U.S.
and while she did not have experiences in that country, she includes an author’s note about the real
incident upon which the book was based. Being aware of the author’s stance became increasingly
important to my students as we continued our study.
As part of the simulation, students were given a list of seven countries that would accept a limited
number of refugees and had to learn about the culture after selecting from what was available.
They were told they would have to leave their homes within the next two weeks and needed to learn
as much as possible about where they were moving and what life might be like in that country. The
text sets included fiction and nonfiction books as well as maps and books in the language of that
country. They talked about what was most important to them in their lives in Tucson. Based on
what was significant to them as well as what they thought they would most need in their new
country, they packed one small suitcase and indicated why they selected each item. They were told
that it could take months to get to their new homes and that their families could be separated in the
meantime. The informal conversations among students as they read their text sets and packed their
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suitcases indicated they were stepping into role as refugees and considering issues that had never
occurred to them before. They were intrigued and concerned about the simulation, even talking
with their parents about the issues. One boy even began learning Russian with his father. Using
forced journey as a frame, students thought about immigration through a new lens. Because we live
so close to the border with Mexico, our news in Tucson is filled with stories about people crossing
without documentation, but rarely told from their perspective.

After our study of forced journeys, we shifted our focus to other journeys and looked at human
rights. One of the instructional strategies used within that study to expose students to multiple
perspectives involved considering different characters’ points of views. After reading aloud The
Lady in the Box (McGovern, 1997), we discussed homelessness. Students expressed concerns for
the homeless woman in the story and several shared how lucky they felt when they saw someone
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who was homeless and related stories about volunteering in soup kitchens. Then the conversation
turned to personal connections with homelessness, and one student who was very skeptical asked,
“How do we know they are really homeless?” Others added their doubts about the motives of some
people who beg for money on the sides of the road. They shared their thoughts about drug and
alcohol abuse among the homeless and wondered whether or not the people on those corners were
really homeless and in need of help. Several thought that some homeless people like being
homeless. They told stories about a time when they or someone in their family had tried to help a
homeless person and were disappointed with the results. They were convinced it was a lifestyle. A
couple of kids chimed in saying that it wasn’t their fault and that people make mistakes and don’t
deserve to be homeless, but overall the students seemed to have moved to a perspective of blaming
the homeless for their situation.
To provide another perspective on homelessness, Lisa read Way Home (Hathorn, 1994) and
engaged students in a drama using role-playing to highlight different points of view. The story is
told in first-person by Shane, a young boy who protects a stray homeless cat as he makes his way
through the dangerous streets on his way home. He speaks to the cat affectionately and reassures it
that everything will be fine once they get home, where he has milk and a nice bed for her. On the
way home, the boy passes street bullies, a lavish home with a pampered cat in the window, people
driving through the rain in their warm cars, and customers eating in a diner. Only on the last page,
when the boy arrives home, does the reader realize that his “home” is a cardboard box in an
abandoned building.
Before reading the story, Lisa gave students three minutes to do a “quick write” on their thoughts,
feelings, and attitudes about homelessness. She read the story and then engaged them in a drama
that involved taking on different perspectives. Half of the class chose to become one of the
characters in the book and the other half became reporters interviewing that character about their
perspective on homelessness. After the interview, students were to report back to Lisa as the
newspaper editor on what they had learned through their interviews. The experience ended with
students completing another “quick write” about their opinions on homelessness.
The discussion following this activity revealed that the acting in roles supported students in
considering how others might view the issue of homelessness. When Andres interviewed the cat
owner in the fancy home, he found out that they never even thought about using the money they
spent on the expensive cat collar to help a homeless person. Ryan interviewed Shane and found
that he liked him and thought he should be helped. He said Shane was afraid to live on the street
and that the gang members had guns. Alex interviewed a person in the restaurant and found out
that they felt sorry for the homeless and once in a while helped them out by donating food and
money to shelters. Susana interviewed the person with the fancy cat and found that they believed
the homeless to be lazy. She reported the person thought they deserved to be homeless.
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In looking at the two quick writes, written before and after the book and drama experience, I saw
clear evidence that students had changed their attitudes and perceptions of the homeless with
many concerned about finding ways to help people in that situation. The drama allowed them to
try on different perspectives and their sharing from the interviews challenged them to consider a
greater complexity of issues. I also think that before we read the book, the attitudes of a few
dominant students influenced the other students’ opinions. After the drama, they were more
willing to express their opinions because of this common experience.
Exploring Perspectives in the Classroom
We used various strategies to highlight multiple perspectives in the classroom. We considered
information about the authors in the books we read, read a range of books on particular issues and
used art to think about and share our views with each other. We also had discussions in literature
circles on books with themes that expanded on thinking from our lab interactions.
One book that I read aloud to the class, The Green Book (Walsh, 1986), provided a way for us to
transport our thinking about forced journeys into the classroom. This short chapter book opens
with a catastrophic event on the Earth that has forced people to leave the planet. They are allowed
to take one personal belonging to Shine, their new home. As the events unfold, the significance of
each item becomes known as we see how the refugees from Earth use the items. This view of
emigration was not the typical point of view shown on the 5 o’clock news. Instead of looking at the
issue of being a refugee on a global scale, students were able to see it on a larger, intergalactic scale.
In literature circles students read novels set during the Revolutionary War in the U.S. as part of the
fifth-grade social studies curriculum. I felt it was important to choose books that gave at least a
glimpse of both sides of the opposing forces in that war, especially since most of the history taught
in American classrooms is ethnocentric and does not take any other point of view into
consideration. The history books portray the majority of the colonists as Patriots, when most
actually had no opinion as to whether or not to fight for independence. Many wanted to leave well
enough alone. The points of view of Loyalists or those not taking sides are not heard.
Any country tends to portray a war as one in which “we” are always the good guys. The novels we
read provided students with the views of British soldiers, Loyalists, the German Hessian
mercenaries, and Patriots about the war and their lives. We read George Washington’s Socks
(Woodruff, 1991), Sarah Bishop (O’Dell, 1980), My Brother Sam is Dead (Collier & Collier, 1974),
and The Fighting Ground (Avi, 1984). We looked critically at these books by examining the
attitudes and behaviors of the various groups and peoples in each book, allowing students to see a
different perspective than what is normally presented in history books.
Another significant read aloud was a Sudanese immigrant novel, Home of the Brave (Applegate,
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2007), where we discovered that the author was an American who wrote from an outsider’s
perspective concerned about immigrants in the U.S. She included a note in the book stating that an
expert in the Sudanese culture from the local Refugee Employment agency, Lutheran Social
Services of Minnesota had checked the book for accuracy. My students loved this read aloud as
they imagined the ways in which Kek, a young boy from the Sudan, has to acclimate to Minnesota.
The first-person voice of the book helped students put themselves in Kek’s place and explore his
perspectives on their country and ways of life. Michael noticed that sometimes when you go from
country to country, the feelings are similar to our’s in going from school to school. He noted that
friends are different and that schedules can be different too. Students commented, however, that to
fit in was much harder for Kek because of the language and cultural differences.
To provide yet another point of view and further their thinking in the classroom, I read aloud Ask
Me No Questions (Budhos, 2006), the story of a family who emigrated without documentation
from Bangladesh and were living in New York City at the time of 9/11. Suddenly, their world shifts
and they find that being Muslim has become synonymous with being a terrorist. A Homeland
Security law requiring Muslim men over the age of 18 to register leads them to flee the U.S., but
their father is detained and jailed at the Canadian border because his visa has expired. The story
highlights the tensions between two teen-age sisters, their struggle with prejudice, and their quest
to become citizens as they try to get their father released. Teachers at their school ask no questions
even when Aisha’s college plans fall apart due to their immigration status. In class we talked about
what it would be like to be Nadira and Aisha as outsiders living in another country and being
viewed with suspicion while trying to fit in. Through their discussions, students explored many
ideas about the meaning of the story including not judging someone by how they look, taking risks,
not giving up hope, fear, and fitting in. The simulation in the lab had forced kids to take the
perspective of an outsider. This novel forced them to look at the same situation but from the
perspective of someone living in their country, giving them greater insights into the issues of
immigration. These perspectives are evident in the web of the big ideas they identified from the
book and their sketch to stretches of the meaning of that book. In these sketches, they used visual
images to symbolize the meanings that were significant to them from the book and our discussions.
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Maya stated that her sketch illustrates the big ideas she found in the book as symbolized by a “box
of trust” and a “garden of hope.” The box is artfully represented by two outstretched arms with the
palms pressed together in prayer. The rainbow symbolizes believing, while the flower depicts
courage. The dice reflects the risks taken by the family as they try to blend in while living in the
U.S. without documentation. The bright colors show her strong emotions for this family.

Angel believed that the big idea of the story is risk. His sketch shows large dice that are being rolled
to represent the risks the family took daily in living and working in the U.S. without
documentation. One of the girls, Aisha, loses hope for a scholarship even though she is ranked at
the top of her class. She knows she will not qualify because of her legal status and will probably be
deported if the family’s situation is found out. Bravely she discloses in her valedictorian speech at
graduation that she and her family are illegally in the country, taking a huge risk.
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In the lab, Lisa had read aloud The Carpet Boy’s Story (Shea, 2003), a picture book on child labor
in our world today. The book was written by an author from Connecticut who has other books on
human rights issues. The book is narrated by Nadeem who yearns for schooling for himself and the
other children who labor in a carpet factory in Pakistan to repay loans from the factory owner to
their parents. Nadeem is inspired by Iqbal to lead his fellow factory workers to freedom. Although
the story is fictional, the character of Iqbal was a real person whose dedication and work in the
fight against child labor received international recognition. He was given a scholarship and spoke
at anti-child labor conferences. Upon return to Pakistan he was shot and killed while he was riding
his bike in his village when he was 13 years old.
In their discussion of this book, many students assumed that the story took place long ago in a
similar time period as slavery in the U.S. and were surprised to learn that the story is in present
times. Some thought Iqbal was shot because his country was having a war or conflict, while others
thought the carpet factory owner shot him because he escaped. They did not understand activism
and the danger of going against powerful people.
To get a different perspective on Iqbal’s life and work against child labor, I read aloud a short
chapter book, Iqbal (D’Adamo, 2001). I wanted to see what influence reading a different book
about the same events and issues would have on student thinking. Both of these books are written
by authors who are outsiders to the Pakistani culture but who often write about human rights.
Iqbal is classified as a docu-novel, originally published in Italy, which focuses on Iqbal Masih, the
young activist who brought global attention to contemporary child labor in Pakistan and around
the world. His story is told from the point of view of a fictional character, Fatima, who works beside
him in a dirty, dusty carpet factory to work off the debts of their families. Iqbal showed his peers
and the world the necessity of rebellion and ran away to join with activists working to free children
from this horrible fate. After reading Iqbal, my students had a much better understanding of the
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work of activists and the risks they take to change the world for the better. They realized that
children can be involved in taking risks to make changes for social justice in our world.
Throughout the rest of year as we engaged in various studies, students wanted to look for different
points of view on issues. In introducing new books, I was careful to include information about the
author’s perspective or background and soon the kids regularly asked questions about where a
story took place or where the author was from on their own. I overheard a conversation between
Queta and Marshall that reflected their ability to consider multiple perspectives. Queta commented
that she thought something was weird about a particular culture in Zangbu’s Story (Sherpa, 1997).
Marshall replied, “That’s not weird to them. We’re the weird ones if you look at it from their point
of view.” This ability to view life from multiple perspectives will be a valuable tool for students in
the future, especially in looking closely at difficult issues.
Exploring Perspectives in the OMA Classroom
Within the OMA setting, multiple perspectives were highlighted by the use of music, drama, and
visual text, as well as written text. In looking at ways to integrate the work in OMA with the fifth
grade curriculum and our broad focus on journeys, Jenny and I thought it would be important to
look at the journey of Africans as they were brought to the Americas through slavery. This provided
a connection to their previous work on forced journeys. The context that most students had for
slavery was that of their lives on the plantation systems of the Old South. Jenny started her focus
on the forced journey of the Africans from the perspective of their lives in Africa. She felt it was
important for students to recognize that native people in Africa had rich lives steeped in cultures
that had survived for centuries. She focused particularly on the cultures of Africans from the
western coast who had their own tribes, languages, customs, and systems of farming. She was
careful to use the word African, and not slave, when referring to this population during the time
they lived in Africa.
Using the soundtrack from motion picture "Amistad" and the illustrations from the wordless book,
The Middle Passage: White Ships/Black Cargo (Feelings, 1995), Jenny told the story of the slave
forts in Ghana and other Atlantic countries of Western Africa. Students learned about the “Door of
No Return” through which slaves left their homelands. The visual images brought alive the Middle
Passage and the horrible conditions of the slave ships. The expressive music and devastating
images brought students into the experience of slavery in a way that standard history books could
never do.
In addition to the illustrations and music, Jenny used a drama technique called tableau to allow
students to kinesthetically represent their learning through multiple perspectives. A theatre
convention, tableau is a still, silent performance that involves three-dimensional representations. I
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tell students it is a frozen picture using your whole body. Wilson (2003) argues that this drama
strategy is significant because, “Tableau helps promote comprehension and perspective, but also
offers children a non-language- dependent medium through which to think about ideas embedded
in literature and to grow as thinkers” (p. 375).
There are several variations when using tableau and Jenny used a method called “tapping in” with
my students. Tapping in allows the participants to speak in character about what they see
happening in their particular scene when the mediator taps them on the shoulder. In groups of 4 or
5, students were asked to arrange themselves in frozen positions to portray scenes from the middle
passage. One group was asked to demonstrate an African village as the slave traders are invading
and the tribe’s ruler is trying to save them. Sarena, an extremely shy and quiet African American
student who often has trouble speaking up, needed a little help with this activity but later admitted
feeling empowered by her role as the ruler. Christian’s group portrayed a scene on a slave ship
crossing the Atlantic. This tableau involved the captain of the ship and the first mate whipping
slaves to keep order and control of their cargo. When Jenny tapped in to Christian’s character, the
ship’s captain, his perspective brought me to tears. He held a frozen stance of himself whipping a
young slave and declared that this would be his last voyage and that he regretted getting into this
business. It just wasn’t worth what he said was blood money. You could hear a pin drop throughout
this activity as this method evoked so much emotion from everyone in the room. It was a very
powerful tool and one that gave the children a whole new perspective through literature, music,
and performing art.
Next the students learned about the old Negro spirituals to understand the ways in which enslaved
people relied on music to help them cope and as maps to help them escape to the north, providing
another connection to our big idea of journey. Our OMA lab uses instruments and music theory
designed by Karl Orff. Students learned to play the songs in six parts using ostinato, or repeating
patterns in the music, with instruments, such as the alto and soprano glockenspiel, xylophones,
and the soprano, alto, and base metalophones. Students had to keep all parts going at once, as they
were cued by certain words in the song. They had to sing, keep a steady beat, and keep track of the
part they were responsible for, all while listening to others. It was magical. Not only did they get a
feel for the music by being taught to play, they understood the reason behind the music as so much
more than entertainment.
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Final Reflections
As students came to realize that every issue has multiple perspectives, they took on a much more
critical view about their world and lives. Having students participate in open conversation has
often proven that the unexpected happens in classrooms that are democratic. Democratic teaching
fosters multifaceted readings and discussions that are built on complex layers of agreement and
disagreement. Education that promotes transformation always entails some significant change in
perspective (Pradl, 1996). Continuously offering opportunities for students to look at the world
through others’ eyes has become very important to me as an educator. Knowing that everything
they read is written with some type of bias gives my students an understanding and critical edge
they will need to negotiate the world. It gives them the power to question and to seek answers to
complex issues, instead of agreeing to simple solutions.
Providing opportunities for frank and open discussion about real world problems and encouraging
students to consider those problems from various perspectives through listening to others has
become the heart of my teaching. Some classrooms seem to be driven by data and facts. I want
more for students. I want them to be able to critically examine issues and voice their opinions,
while also listening to each other and allowing their thinking to be reshaped in the process. My
work as a teacher is not to define the issues for them, but to engage them in learning experiences
and literature that support and challenge them to define these issues for themselves. Watching
their critical engagement with each other around tough issues has become my definition of
effective teaching. Along with my students, I have a new vision of what is possible for my life and
for how I think about and interact with others in the world.
References
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Taking Action with Young Children
by Jaquetta Alexander, Second Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
Adults often think that taking action is beyond kids. This assumption has been challenged by
Vivian Vasquez (2004) whose research shows that young children can use their intelligence and
voices to create change in their world on issues that are significant in their lives. My own
experiences with young students indicates that they are capable of understanding broad concepts,
such as human rights, and taking action in ways that make sense to them. The teachers in our
school decided to focus our work in the Learning Lab on human rights during the spring semester.
Because I teach second grade, we decided to begin with exploring fair and unfair because this
concept was already familiar to children and something they frequently commented on. We
introduced the concept of human rights at a global level after students had the opportunity to map
and label events they considered fair or unfair at school. Our goal was to encourage students to
identify an issue on which they wanted to take action with authentic intentions. We wanted the
action to grow out of their concerns and problem-posing, not manipulate them to act on our
intentions as adults (Hart, 1992).
I worked collaboratively with Jennifer Griffith, a first grade teacher, to structure time outside of the
Learning Lab in our classrooms to enhance the thinking that was evolving from our work in the
lab. Our work in the Learning Lab and in the classroom combined to create a foundation of
understanding that was quite evident when my students were asked to reflect on their
understandings about what it means to take action at the end of the school year. Their explorations
of human rights and taking action were supported by our use of the same structure of read aloud,
literature discussion, and response strategy in the lab and the classroom. This routine allowed
students to become comfortable in knowing what was occurring next and in taking risks to explore
their thinking and ideas. Our focus as teachers was on thinking with students but also on
challenging them to push their thinking. After each reading, students participated in a literature
discussion that not only allowed them to hear and respond to other students’ thinking but also gave
them the opportunity to consider new ideas.
As I read through my field notes and looked at student work, I realized that there were a number of
key interactions that supported these young children in building their understandings of human
rights and being able to move toward taking action. Some of these events occurred within the lab
and others in the classroom, but they all revolved around children exploring multiple perspectives
and considering “big ideas.”
We began our human rights inquiry by reading A Fine, Fine School by Sharon Creech (2001).
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Following our literature discussion, students created a map of the school and identified places
where unfair things had occurred, either to them or another student. As the inquiry continued,
students were offered many opportunities to engage in the wide reading of books on human rights,
both in schools and in the world more broadly. These readings helped students make connections
to their own lives and to conceptualize and think about the big picture. Short and Harste (1996)
argue that inquiry should always begin with connections to the concept based on children’s life
experiences as a base from which to broaden their understandings. Deana’s map, for example,
shows times where she or someone else was treated unfairly--someone cut her in line or drew an
arrow on another person’s paper, etc. Deana did not use names on her map, because we had
carefully discussed that the maps were not about tattling.

Early in our inquiry, students had a difficult time understanding the concept of rights. For
example, a student would respond to the question, “What is your right?” by stating, “To treat
people fairly” instead of “To be treated fairly.” Near the end of the semester we saw a shift in
student thinking, and they were able to verbalize more clearly their thoughts on human rights. We
revisited the students’ maps of the school because these maps had introduced them to the concept
of human rights and they were able to look at the unfair events and think about the rights these
represented.
A key interaction occurred when students considered different perspectives on human rights. We
were exploring the power that we have to make choices to create a better world. After reading The
Lady in the Box by Ann McGovern (1997), my students used drama to view the world through
someone else’s perspective. The text was about a homeless woman, Dorrie, who lives in a box in
front of a local deli. The warm air that comes through the grate from the basement of the deli keeps
her warm in the harsh winter weather. Two young children, Lizzie and Ben, live nearby and leave
her food and warm clothes. When the deli owner forces Dorrie to move her box away to a much
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colder location, the children ask their mother for help. She confronts the deli owner and convinces
him to let the Dorrie stay.
We engaged students in a drama where they worked in pairs--within each pair one student played
the role of the deli owner while the other took the role of one of the children. Edmiston (1993)
argues that, “Drama enables students to respond thoughtfully and insightfully to literature” (p.
250). This thoughtfulness was evident in my students’ responses. Students playing the role of the
deli owner took on different perspectives:
Students who played the role of either Lizzie or Ben also expressed a range of perspectives:
We did not use drama to act out the plot of the story, but to extend the students’ thinking about the
plot, the relationships between the characters, and the issues of homelessness and taking action.
Their responses indicate they were thinking conceptually about human rights.
Another key interaction occurred around The Golden Rule by Ilene Cooper (2007), in which a boy
and his grandfather discuss different cultural variations of the rule that we should treat others as
we ourselves want to be treated. The ending of the book was especially critical because the boy and
his grandfather use their imaginations to think about how the boy can act on the Golden Rule in his
life. The students easily made connections because these examples were about new students and
bullying, both of which they had experienced. The big idea statements in the book about the
cultural variations of the Golden Rule pushed students’ understandings because these statements
articulated the issues they had been exploring, but at a much higher conceptual level. Students also
began considering choices and how they affect other people.
Because the text integrated the perspectives of many cultures and highlighted the power of choice,
this read-aloud was a pivotal moment in connecting our previous experiences with our focus on
moving toward action. Comments in the literature discussion included:
This book influenced student thinking by supporting them in synthesizing their previous
discussions and experiences through exploring the broad thematic statements in the book about
the Golden Rule. This book pushed students to begin thinking about making choices to make the
world a better place, which provided a link to our classroom inquiries.
Jennifer Griffith, a first grade teacher, and I extended the lab work into our classrooms through
two experiences that were significant in continuing to build our students’ conceptual
understandings of human rights. The first, our read aloud of Moxy Maxwell Does Not Love Stuart
Little (2007) and Moxy Maxwell Does Not Love to Write Thank You Notes (2008) by Peggy
Gifford helped the students see the value of making choices and to consider how those choices
affect others and sometimes the world.
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By charting the big ideas of these chapter books after each read aloud, we were able to see the shift
in student thinking and understanding, especially from the first book to the second. During the
first book students recognized several big ideas, such as Moxy keeping herself busy so she wouldn’t
have to read the book, Moxy as a troublemaker who was bossy, Moxy not caring about the book,
and Moxy looking closely at the cover to develop a true interest in the book. During the second
book the students not only recognized that Moxy was making choices, but their responses reflected
more complex thinking about the influence of her choices on herself and others. They talked about
Moxy still being a daydreamer, the consequences of her actions, Moxy having a choice to write the
thank-you letters, the influence of teamwork and helping others, Moxy not having a choice to write
the notes, Moxy as someone who tries to get attention, Moxy having bad ideas that led to poor
choices, Moxy telling the truth, and choices for the greater good of others. The two books were
crucial in helping the students comprehend the power and consequences of choice.
The second key interaction was our study of the environment. We connected the study to Earth
Day and focused on the choices that characters were making in picture books we read aloud about
the environment. Four books were especially significant for student understanding: Aani and the
Tree Huggers by Jeannine Atkins (1995), Someday a Tree by Eve Bunting (1993), Just A Dream by
Chris Van Allsburg (1990), and The Tree by Dana Lyons (2002). Ultimately, our goal was to have
students explore how our choices affect others. Jennifer and I brainstormed different strategies
that we hoped would enable our young students to see this connection. The following chart played
a key role in organizing students’ thinking. On the chart, we recorded student thinking about each
book for a particular set of categories. The students identified the choices made by characters
within the book, whether they were viewed as positive or negative choices, the right that each
choice influenced, and the action that was taken in connection to those choices and rights.
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These two inquiries around the Moxy Maxwell books and environmental picture books created a
context through which the students could conceptualize human rights and consider ways of taking
action to create a better world. Roger Hart (1992) argues that, “Children need to be involved in
meaningful projects with adults. It is unrealistic to expect them suddenly to become responsible,
participating adult citizens at the age of 16, 18, or 21 without prior exposure to the skills and
responsibilities involved” (p. 5). Hart argues that children’s participation in taking action needs to
move from tokenism to active involvement so that students’ voices are integral to the actions that
are being discussed.
We began and ended our inquiry on human rights by asking students about problems that they
recognized at our school. We charted their ideas and revisited them often. As adults, our role was
to create a framework that students could use to think about taking action in the context of human
rights, and to help them understand that a right is not the same as a wish. Within this framework,
the problems and solutions that were generated grew out of student thinking. We did not impose
our thinking onto students but thought with them and provided structures that would challenge
them to think more deeply about their understandings of rights and taking action and to consider
perspectives beyond their own.
Midway through the inquiry students were asked, “What are the rights of students at Van Horne?”
Their responses were varied:
These responses indicate that some students were still struggling with understanding human rights
and with distinguishing between a right and a wish. Later in the study the students added the
following comments about their rights at school and their justification for this right:
Eventually we asked students to narrow down the possible rights to make a decision of one that
they wanted to immediately take action on. After much deliberation and brainstorming the
students decided that they wanted to make our school a cleaner place. They were particularly
concerned because they believed that most of the trash was blowing onto the playground from a
nearby landfill and thought that a letter of complaint should be written to the “dump people.” We
talked about the need to get other perspectives on this issue and brainstormed a list of who they
thought would have important perspectives:
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To see the problem from a perspective other than their own, the students decided to interview Mrs.
Alicia, one of our custodians. They developed the following five questions:
After hearing Mrs. Alicia’s responses the students decided that the dump was not the primary
problem of the trash on our school grounds—they were. They realized that students were
producing the trash that was most problematic but also decided that the biggest problem was the
lack of containers for trash available on the playground. After much discussion, they took action by
writing a letter to our principal that shows how they decided they wanted to resolve the problem.

The most rewarding part of the process for me was watching the students’ thinking evolve from a
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primary level of understanding to a complex, conceptual understanding of human rights. The most
powerful evidence of their shift in thinking was apparent when students were asked, “What can you
tell us about taking action?” on the last week of school. We wanted to see how they defined taking
action. Their responses included:
Students also did a sketch to stretch (Short & Harste, 1996) to show their thinking about the
meaning of taking action. They had to use visual images to symbolize their understandings.

The students’ visual and verbal responses indicate the growth in their ability to think critically
about broad concepts such as human rights and taking action. Early in our inquiry, I was frustrated
by their willingness to passively allow adults to make decisions for them. They didn’t believe that
taking action was an option for them as young children and didn’t view themselves as being able to
make decisions—that was what the adults in their lives did. Our literature discussions and charts
supported them in recognizing that they are continuously making choices on a daily basis that
affect their lives. The drama and interview challenged them to realize that those decisions should
involve considering a range of perspectives, not just acting on their own views. These
understandings provided the basis for students to start developing a strong sense of their own
agency and empowerment in making decisions, not just to benefit themselves, but to benefit the
world. This process also supported my own sense of agency as a teacher in making decisions in the
classroom to both support and challenge the conceptual thinking of young children. The power to
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make choices to create a better world describes our work within classrooms as teachers and
students as well as our life work as human beings.
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Exploring Action and Responsibility through Literature
by Jennifer Griffith, First Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
My goal as a teacher is for my students to become independent thinkers and learners. Often in
early childhood education this can be seen as impossible or unnecessary because the children are
“too young.” It is my job as an educator to ensure that first graders leave my classroom with control
of their thinking and without being dependent on me as their teacher. I want students to be able to
stop and think, to reflect on their learning, and consider the consequences of their actions before
they act. I also want them to understand that they are part of a community and that they have a
responsibility for their actions to their classmates and to the broader world.
When our study group decided to tackle the global issues around human rights as a school-wide
inquiry, I knew that it would be challenge to engage six year olds in thinking reflectively about their
actions and choices related to human rights. At the same time I knew that if my students could
develop conceptual understandings of human rights, this experience would help them in their
journey of becoming independent, self-reflective learners.
Our experiences in the classroom are connected to our work in the Learning Lab, a room we visit
weekly for instructional engagements facilitated by our instructional coach, Lisa Thomas. We
began exploring the concept of human rights with first graders in the lab through having the kids
create maps of fair and unfair occurrences at our school. We explored "rights" as what you deserve
and how you deserve to be treated, not just what you want. The kids worked in small groups to list
what they felt were their rights at school. Some of their ideas included:
As our work continued we attempted to shift our thinking and language from fair and unfair to the
concept of human rights and it was immediately clear that the kids were struggling with
understanding rights as something you are entitled to. For example, the kids said, “She has the
right to not be bullied” about a character in a book, but they were not able to say what she had the
right to do. As teachers we also noticed the first and second graders were okay with adults telling
them what to do and did not understand taking action related to their rights. They didn’t realize
that they had choices that led to actions and consequences. They felt that if an adult told them to
do something, then that determined their right-- their right was to do what adults demanded of
them. We found it intriguing that this belief was in conflict with the ways in which young children
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negotiate with and manipulate the adults in their lives when they want something. Their lack of
agency and empowerment as young children to make decisions and consider their actions
concerned us.
Jaquetta Alexander, the second grade teacher, and I decided to bring the thinking and language of
human rights into our classrooms to extend students’ thinking about these issues. We chose to read
aloud a chapter book to the class to convey the idea of rights. We hoped that if students
experienced rights through a character in a book, they might be able to bring the thinking back to
their own lives. We wanted to use a novel so that students could really get to know that character in
greater depth. We decided to read Moxy Maxwell Does Not Love Stuart Little (Gifford, 2007)
because I had recently read the book and fallen in love with the spunkiness of the main character
Moxy.
Moxy Maxwell is a procrastinator. She was assigned Stuart Little over the summer and still has not
read the book on the last day before school is to start. Moxy’s mother has given her an ultimatum-if the book isn’t read by the time her mom gets home from running errands she won’t be
participating in her water ballet performance as the eighth daisy petal. Moxy’s intentions are good
but events keep getting in the way—her room needs to be cleaned and the dog has to be trained.
Her imagination gets the best of her and she comes up with new inventions, including planting a
peach orchard in the backyard (with bad results of course).
Jacquetta and I had both been using literature circles, response logs, webs, and charts in our
classrooms and so we knew our kids had the background to make connections to their own lives,
between books, and to the work in the Learning Lab. We decided to put our classes together to read
aloud and discuss Moxy. Our goal was to encourage the kids to think about and discuss the rights
or unfair and fair events they noticed in the book and to give them the opportunity for reflection
about the story in their response logs. As a combined class we would chart the "Big Ideas" that kids
saw as important in the book. Ultimately we were hoping to encourage kids to think about their
actions and the consequences of those actions.
Our first read-aloud was met with excitement, laughter, and engagement as the kids were
introduced to Moxy Maxwell. On our first day we wanted the kids to get into a routine of listening,
discussing, recording, and responding in their response logs. We began with a discussion of their
first impressions of Moxy. Many of the kids thought she was funny and they couldn’t believe her
new teacher had assigned homework over the summer. We spent a lot of time talking about Moxy’s
in-between’s, a word she used to describe the time she had between activities and how she filled
those in-betweens with other things such as having to clean her room, or train the dog, leaving her
without time for reading Stuart Little. We then moved to our "Big Ideas" chart and recorded their
observations and questions.
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We were excited with their conversation and eager to start thinking about Moxy’s rights.
In the following days we noticed a shift in their discussions and the big ideas they were identifying
for the chart. The kids started talking about things they saw as unfair in the book. They felt that it
was unfair that she was not going to be able to go to the pool and perform with her friends if she
didn’t get the book read in time, and they were still hung up on Moxy not using her in-between
time to read Stuart Little.
When the kids responded in their logs, we encouraged them to use the language about rights that
we had been exploring in the Learning Lab. I was pleasantly surprised with their responses. Bailey
wrote, “She has the right to have in-betweens and go and tell the truth and to be helpful to others.”
Jacob believed that, “When Moxy has spare time she should read Stuart Little.” Matt had a
different perspective, stating, “Moxy’s right is to go to the pool because she needs to be with her
friends.” Ayden also took Moxy’s side, stating, “I think Moxy should have another chance to read
Stuart Little.”
Our time with Moxy continued over the next several weeks and we pushed our kids to think about
Moxy’s rights. We used an engagement that we had done in the Learning Lab with our thinking
about our rights at school and asked the kids to make a list Moxy’s rights.
• The right to tell the truth.
• She had the right to go to her daisy recital, but not to have cake.
• To not get in trouble.
• It was her right to read Stuart Little.
• To not get blamed on.
• The right to have another chance.
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Jaquetta and I typed up these rights and put the kids in groups of four to discuss and narrow the
list down to what they saw as the one most important right of Moxy. Astonishingly enough the
majority of the groups chose the most important right as “It’s her right to read Stuart Little.” I saw
this as an indication that the kids were still struggling with rights and with taking responsibility for
their own actions. They were satisfied and believed that because Moxy’s mom and teacher told her
she had to read Stuart Little that it was her right to do so. In their minds a right was a rule or
mandate given to them by an adult; they weren’t seeing Moxy’s rights as choices she could actually
define for herself. Choice was a child deciding to do what an adult has mandated, not a child
determining the options from which that choice is made. We decided to finish the book and see if
there would be any change in their thinking.
Their final thoughts that we charted on our "Big Ideas" included comments, such as “Moxy didn’t
think she would like the book, but in the end she did” and “She had to look closely at the cover to
see the true interest of the book.” Jaquetta and I decided to push their discussion by getting them
to think about rights as choices and it was when we used this language that students began to think
more critically about their rights as young children. They questioned themselves by talking about
Moxy having a choice to read Stuart Little but having consequences if she chose not to do so, a
word that many had heard from their parents. Kids stopped and thought about Moxy’s rights and
reflected on the story, our discussions, and their work in the lab about rights. They were
questioning their original thinking that it was her right to read the book and now were thinking
that maybe she did have a choice about whether or not to read.
Dewey (1938) uses the phrase “stop and think” to emphasize the significance of reflection on the
development of self-control. “Thinking is stoppage of the immediate manifestation of impulse until
that impulse has been brought into connection with other possible tendencies, that may include
what has happened in the past” (p.64). In other words, reflection allows a learner to stop and think
about possible consequences before taking action.
It was exciting to see this shift finally occurring and so we decided to continue our thinking by
reading aloud the second Moxy book, Moxy Maxwell Does Not Love Writing Thank-you Notes
(Gifford, 2008). In this book Moxy has promised to write twelve thank-you notes by the day after
Christmas so she and her brother can go to Hollywood to visit their father. But in usual Moxy
fashion, her attempts to find ways to more efficiently complete this task cause chaos in the house.
We continued to think about rights as choices about actions and consequences that may arise from
those choices. Jaquetta and I pushed the kids to use the language and the thinking that they were
exploring as we completed our first Moxy book. We kept our routines with our read aloud the same
and began a new "Big Ideas" chart with this book. The kids jumped right into their observations
and connections between the two stories.
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We were particularly excited about the comment that she had a choice to write the letters because
it indicated that they weren’t looking at writing letters as a right but instead a choice for her to
make.
Time was a constraint as the school year was coming to a close so we focused on whole group
discussion and our "Big Ideas" chart with the second Moxy book. Their thinking continued to
develop and the kids looked much more closely at choice and how choices affect others in this
book. In one chapter, Moxy tries to blame her mother for why Moxy made the choice to use her
step dad’s new copier. The kids’ discussion was eye-opening as they were able to recognize that she
was making a bad choice. Matthew blamed her mother, saying “Her mom is helping her get into
trouble by leaving her alone.” Bailey argued, “I don’t think it was her mom’s fault because her mom
was being nice by leaving her to get a dress for her.” Jacob agreed saying, “I would blame it on
myself and take responsibility,” and Aly chimed in with, “She should tell the truth and not blame
her mom.”
We were excited to see our first and second graders talk about taking responsibility for their
actions and recognizing that choices have actions and consequences. They were coming to this
realization through Moxy, recognizing how her action of using the copier created a chain of
consequences. The kids saw that Moxy needed to take responsibility for her actions and that,
although she had the right to make a choice just as they do in their lives, those choices might have
consequences.
As a final reflection we asked the kids to look at the choices Moxy made in both books. Their
responses were encouraging.
• Moxy made the choice to read Stuart Little.
• Moxy made a choice to not write thank-you letters.
• Moxy made a choice to use Ajax’s copier.
• Moxy made a choice to not follow her mom’s rules.
• Moxy made a choice to write the thank-you letters.
• Moxy made a choice to blame her mom.
• Moxy made a choice to write a thank you note to her mom.
They met in small groups to discuss the actions and consequences those choices had as a way for
them to pull together their thinking.
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As I reflect on these engagements with the Moxy Maxwell books, their changes in thinking from the
first book to the second book are evident. The kids began with little understanding of human
rights, viewing rights as what adults tell them to do rather than a choice they make that has
consequences. They came to understand the concepts of taking responsibility and action along with
Moxy as her thinking and sense of responsibility changed across the books. Developing conceptual
understanding through a character in a book was eye-opening for me. Students were able to
connect with Moxy and bring her actions back to their own lives to consider human rights and
taking action—thinking normally seen as too advanced for first and second graders. Our
explorations of taking action to create a better world in the Learning Lab initially made no sense to
my students because they didn’t believe that they had choices and that those choices led to
particular consequences. They cared about others in the world, but saw themselves as powerless,
leaving the responsibility for adults to do something about problems in the world.
The kids went from looking at Moxy’s actions as something she had to do to something she had a
choice to do and they understood that there are consequences with choices. These shifts in thinking
indicate that these first and second graders are moving toward becoming self-reflective and
developing self-control in their thinking and learning. John Dewey (1938) argues that “the ideal
aim of education is creation of power of self-control” (p. 64). In other words, our goal as educators
is for students to develop a sense of agency and empowerment that they can take action to make a
difference for themselves and for others. Often times our young students are not given credit for
being able to think in these ways about themselves and others. Moxy was a catalyst for our kids in
gaining awareness of themselves as learners and as people who have a responsibility to themselves
and to others. They are coming to understand that who they are and what they do matters for their
own learning and for the world.
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Young Children’s Explorations of Multiple Perspectives
by Jaquetta Alexander, Second Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School
Young children are often viewed as egocentric, unable to consider perspectives outside of their
own. My own experiences have convinced me that young children can consider multiple
perspectives when they are engaged in contexts and inquiries that build from their life experiences.
Therefore, when we began a semester-long inquiry into human rights I wanted to further explore
the contexts that support young children in this type of thinking. I worked closely with Jennifer
Griffith, a colleague who teaches first grade, to incorporate our focus on human rights into our
classrooms. To give students many opportunities for exploring human rights, Jennifer and I used
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text sets that included picture books offering multiple perspectives on these issues. We also utilized
literature discussions after each read aloud so that the students were exposed to the multiple
perspectives of their peers. Finally, we developed a chart to document student thinking so that they
could more easily identify their different perspectives across the books.
Several key interactions helped foster a better understanding of the broad concept of human rights
and provided evidence that students were considering multiple perspectives. One in particular was
our environmental study. We used a text set which included four key books that were significant
for students--Just a Dream by Chris Van Allsburg (1990), The Tree by Dana Lyons (2002), Aani
and the Tree Huggers by Jeannine Atkins (1995), and Someday a Tree by Eve Bunting (1993).
Prior to beginning the environmental study, we had regularly invited students to engage in
thinking through read-alouds, literature discussions, and various response strategies, so they were
familiar with these ways of thinking. We began our study of human rights by investigating fair and
unfair experiences. When the students identified experiences in their own lives that were unfair we
were able to link that understanding to human rights by explaining that those times represented
their rights. For example, when Timmy shared that he had been bullied, we helped the students
identify that it was Timmy’s right to not be bullied. Finally, we pushed students to think about
taking action--making choices for the common good. We carefully selected books that would be
both meaningful and engaging for young children to support connections to their own life
experiences.
When Jennifer and I began collaborating on the environmental study we knew it would be
important to keep a record of the students’ understandings. Our goal was to create connections
that would support young children in constructing their own understandings of complex concepts.
By creating these charts we hoped the students would recognize that people’s choices, others’
rights, and taking action were all interconnected. What we discovered is not only did they make
those connections; they also showed evidence of understanding perspective. We believe that young
children can understand difficult concepts as long as they are able to connect those concepts to
their own lives.
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The charts are a clear representation of student thinking and ability to see connectedness across
texts. After reading each book the students listed both positive and negative choices made by
characters. When we read Just a Dream, students stated that a choice of one of the characters was
to litter, that choice affected others’ right to live in a clean environment, and the action piece was
that the character eventually decided to pick up trash.
When Jennifer and I examined the charts, we realized the strong support that recording their
thinking provided for students’ understanding of perspective, especially when analyzing students’
thinking about The Tree. Under the category of “My Choices,” children noted the different choices
made by each character. The codes next to the choice on the chart represent specific characters (t is
for tree, p is for person, and b is for bear), indicating the students’ awareness that these characters
had different views. The chart doesn’t reflect the complexity of their discussion about differing
perspectives. When one child said that the tree had the right to keep growing, the room buzzed
with discussion. Students immediately turned to their neighbor to confer about the validity of the
statement. Bailey disagreed with this perspective because, “The tree isn’t alive, it doesn’t have legs
or arms.” Manny argued that the tree has choices because it has roots and they move to find water.
Destini stated that the tree had the choice to do nothing because it grew underground. When the
students were asked to think about how those choices affect others, Bailey responded by saying
that it affects our rights because if the tree grows too big we can’t climb it. Matthew then
mentioned that others have the right to not cut down the tree, and that trees have the right to grow
because they give us oxygen. “And wood products,” added Tanner.
After completing the text set, students were asked about the big ideas across all four books. Their
responses included:
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A few days later, as a culmination of our focus on the environment, Jennifer and I put the students
into groups of nine. We rotated the four key environmental books between groups and asked
students to discuss the big ideas from each book and the choices made by the characters in each
book to make the world a better place. Originally we planned on each group spending 20 minutes
in this discussion, but we had to extend it over two days with each group utilizing about 45 minutes
of time because their discussions were so on engaged and in depth in their analysis. Their
comments included:
We asked the children to show what they understood about choices and human rights using
various mediums, from markers to charcoal, to create a visual response gallery. Their sketches
indicated that students understood that choices affect our planet, good choices result in a better
world, and sometimes we make difficult decisions that require us to question.

Jennifer and I were excited about the students’ visual and verbal responses, because they provided
clear evidence that young children can consider and understand differing perspectives. The ability
to consider multiple perspectives was especially significant for us because our school focus has
been on developing children’s intercultural and multicultural thinking about their lives and world.
If we accept that young children are egocentric and so can not recognize that others have differing
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perspectives, then we also accept that they can not develop intercultural understandings of the
diverse ways that people think and live in the world. Our students understood that they have a
perspective, that perspectives change over time, and that multiple perspectives exist on an issue or
event, an indication that they are building the conceptual understandings necessary for an
intercultural orientation to life (Crawford, Ferguson, Kauffman, Laird, Schroeder, & Short, 1998).
We recognize that young children have fewer experiences in the world and so this type of thinking
may be more difficult, but we believe that it is our responsibility as teachers to create learning
contexts that support them in using their experiences to build conceptual understandings about
perspective and culture. The environmental study provided opportunities for students to build on
their knowledge and concern about nature in order to synthesize new information and consider
multiple perspectives. These experiences gave them the time they needed to bring together their
thinking to form new understandings and to develop their ability to see the world and global issues
from multiple perspectives.
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Taking Action through Emotional Connections
by Kathryn Tompkins, Fourth Grade, Van Horne Elementary School
Classroom studies of global issues often focus on immersing students in a wealth of information to
persuade them of the dire state of overpopulation, hunger, violence, homelessness, or the abuse of
human rights in different parts of the world. Students may intellectually come to recognize the
immense needs that exist in the world, but they do not always develop a sense of caring or emotion
towards those issues. They understand the issues with their minds, not their hearts, and so the
passion that drives taking action for social change is missing.
My experiences with literature have persuaded me that when students make an emotional
connection to particular characters in a book, the connection of heart and mind combine to create a
strong sense of connection and desire for action. This need for human connection also carries into
their belief that characters who are in difficult situations have a greater chance of hope for the
future if they have supportive relationships. Students attach themselves to characters who are
going through difficult times and worry about them, but feel that everything will work out as long
as the character has a caring relationship with someone. They explore these relationships within
the story and, in turn, develop relationships with the characters that lead them to want to take
action in similar real-life situations in the world.
As a teacher, I search for literature that contains characters who have the potential to come alive
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for students and with whom they can develop a caring relationship. Rosenblatt (1995) argues that,
“The student’s personal response to literary works will be primarily colored by his attitudes toward
the characters and situations they present. To ignore these student reactions destroys the very
basis on which any greater literary sensitivity can be built” (p. 225). This focus on character is
especially important in international books where the setting and issues may be far removed from
students’ own life experiences. I know that if the character is someone with whom they can develop
a relationship, then I can encourage the connection that makes a book compelling for kids.
Our school focus this year was on the concept of journeys as a frame for many different
explorations in our Learning Lab and classrooms. We began by trying to determine our own
definition of journey. We talked about journeys in a physical sense (taking a different path, trying
new things) and journeys in an emotional sense (births, deaths, experiences that change us). We
used their thinking about journeys from a brainstormed web to develop picture book texts sets on
different aspects of journeys so that they could explore these issues in greater depth. One text set
that was especially powerful for students was the text set on emotional and spiritual journeys.
This text set included several books that became pivotal to our year. The first story that affected
students on an emotional level was Brothers in Hope (Williams, 2005), a picture book about the
lost boys of the Sudan. The students were especially taken with the bond between the older
children who had to care for younger children as they fled the violence. Many of the boys started
their day peacefully tending livestock, only to witness their families being killed and their villages
burned as they fled from the fighting. The older boys took care of the younger ones and had to find
food and safe places to rest as they walked and walked and walked, trying to get to somewhere safe.
Alex worried about how one boy could possibly take care of another without adults to help. Victoria
was mortified that they had to survive by eating bark from trees. The students felt an emotional
connection to the characters because they were children who were in a situation where they had to
take care of other children. They tried to put themselves in that situation and imagined suddenly
having to go from being a child to being a caretaker because of war. They worried about the boys
and wanted to know what had happened to them since this book had been written. Because the
characters actually existed as real people, students were especially perplexed about the horrible
situation that these boys faced. They couldn’t stop trying to imagine how they would handle this
situation, but seemed to gain comfort in the realization that the boys had each other. They gave
credit for the boys’ survival to their bonds with each other.
This book gave the students information about current events in several African countries, and also
encouraged a caring attitude that influenced their desire to help. Our first reading of Brothers in
Hope indicated that this was a book that would continue to be significant for us as a class. Our
discussion started students on a journey of emotional connections to the events taking place in our
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world.
Students’ focus on the relationships between characters was evident in their responses to Ziba
Came on a Boat (Lofthouse, 2007), which highlights the relationship between a refugee mother
and child. A young girl is forced to flee the fighting in her homeland of Afghanistan on a crowded
fishing boat. As she drifts off to sleep she has peaceful dreams about her family and the comforts of
home. When she wakes up in her mother’s arms she doesn’t know where she is going but she hopes
for safety and freedom. The students recognized that she had a good life until the gunfire came and
she was forced to leave her home. They were upset because they felt that the book didn’t have an
ending. They wanted to know that Ziba and her mother had arrived safely somewhere and started a
new life. They didn’t like that the book left her still traveling on the ocean. The only comfort they
seemed to gain from the book was that she was with her mother. The relationship was important to
them because they believed that there was a better chance of survival if she was with someone close
to her. As long as Ziba had her mother to take care of her, she would be okay.
Friends are important in the life of fourth-graders so the story of a friendship during a time of war
really got them thinking about the significance of relationships. In Four Feet, Two Sandals
(Williams & Mohammed, 2007), relief workers drop off clothing at a refugee camp in Pakistan.
When two young girls each end up with one sandal from a matching pair, they decide that having
four feet and two sandals is not a problem when you can share with a friend. One morning a list of
refugees who have been cleared to go to America is posted, and only one girl’s name is included.
Both girls want the other to keep the two sandals, but in the end each takes one sandal as a way to
remember the other person. I was intrigued that students focused almost exclusively on the
strength of the friendship and did not discuss the issue of the girls living in a refugee camp. They
were sure the friendship would last and that the girls would reunite in America. Danielle said,
“Even though she had no shoes, she had friendship.” The students didn’t seem to worry that the
girls had been forced to flee their homes due to fighting because they felt reassured by the
relationship between the girls. The girls reflected the need to have someone to care for and to be
cared for by something as small as sharing a pair of sandals.
As we continued to discuss journeys, students kept returning to their desire to take action to help
people who are dealing with situations like those in the books we were reading. Their talk came
back to Brothers in Hope and students researched and shared additional information on the
problems facing the people of Sudan. They had been moved by the stories of children escaping war
to go to refugee camps and felt such emotional connections to the characters in the books that they
knew they had to do something to help real refugees in the world.
We talked about refugee camps and did some research in the computer lab. This research provided
students with an understanding of the reasons for the violence that led people to flee their homes
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and of the situations they faced in the refugee camps. I found an organization that was geared
towards children making a difference in the lives of refugees from Darfur and contacted the
organization. The students were excited about this organization and came up with ways they
thought they could help that organization’s efforts. They decided that we needed to raise money to
buy needed items for the refugee camps. We learned that many children received their protein
from drinking goat milk. We found pictures on-line of children herding their flocks of goats and
playing with them. The students loved that the goats were pets as well as a way to stay alive.
The students decided that one way we could raise money was to go to each classroom and explain
the situation in Darfur, in particular that people had been forced from their homes. They seriously
discussed the differences between what they might tell a Kindergarten class as opposed to a fifthgrade class and thought they shouldn’t discuss too much violence with young kids. Their idea was
to explain the situation in Darfur and ask students to each bring in $1. Each student who
contributed $1 would get a little paper goat on which they could write their name to post in a huge
“goat pen” in the main hallway of the school. The words “I Made a Difference,” were printed in
large letters over this pen. As the students shared with different classes, our goat pen quickly had to
be enlarged.
Another way that they decided to raise money was a bake sale. They talked to their parents about
baking goodies and announced their plans to the school, selling out quickly the day of the bake
sale. Another class had a second bake sale to help the cause. They also decided to make money by
having a walk-a-thon. They asked their parents and friends to sponsor them and we made punchcards to keep track of how many laps they walked around the field. At the end of our efforts, we
were able to purchase 12 goats and 1 donkey for refugee families in Darfur. The students beamed
with pride because they had been the ones to organize and raise the money to help people in dire
situations. I think it was significant that the money the students raised was used to purchase
animals that allowed children in Darfur to take responsibility for their own survival. We were not
just engaged in charity work of giving to “the less fortunate,” but saw ourselves as taking action
with the children in Darfur.
Kaye (2004) argues that engaging students in these kinds of experiences is essential to creating an
understanding of democracy. “When young people recognize their vital role in improving society,
working for social justice, and caring for the environment, then they truly understand the concept
of democracy. Students recognize how participation and the ability to respond to authentic needs
improve the quality of life in the community, which may lead to a lifelong ethic of service and civic
participation” (p. 13). Students were taking action for the greater good and through that
experienced the importance of participating with others to improve a difficult situation. One way in
which they demonstrated this understanding was to create sketch-to-stretch images to visually
symbolize what taking action meant to them.
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In reflecting over the events that led to their action, I realized the significance of the books in which
they were able to make emotional connections with characters. Students became engaged in
directions that I never expected because they cared about the characters and what was happening
to them. This emotional connection encouraged them to gain knowledge about refugees and what
happens when someone is forced to flee their home. They were amazed by the capacity of some
refugees to care for others even when their own lives are falling apart. They learned about people in
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unimaginable situations who put their own needs aside to care for each other, and it made them
want to take action. Through our exploration of emotional connections to characters in literature,
students gained the knowledge and motivation to work for social justice and to connect with
refugees halfway across the world.
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Exploring Voice and Responsibility through Literature
by Kathryn Tompkins, Fourth Grade, Van Horne Elementary School
As a classroom teacher, I occasionally encounter students who genuinely want to save the world,
care deeply about others, and know the injustices that occur around the world. I say occasionally
because most children know only what goes on in their immediate lives and community. The adults
in their lives, including teachers, have frequently shielded them from knowledge about the difficult
problems that people face in many parts of the world and the multiple views that exist on these
issues. At our school, we believe that children need to gain perspectives on these issues instead of
protection from the realities of their world. As part of our ongoing inquiries into global issues
through literature, we want to engage students in thoughtfully considering difficult political and
social issues. We know they need knowledge and understanding about these issues in order to
develop their own opinions and ideas, but they also need to go beyond themselves to recognize and
consider other perspectives and possibilities.
I want my classroom to reflect Rosenblatt’s (1938) concept of a democracy as a social context in
which personal voice and group responsibility are balanced, so that students have conviction and
enthusiasm about their own ideas along with an open mind to others’ points of views and needs.
Rosenblatt argues that dialogue about literature can encourage children to open their minds to
alternative perspectives and ways of thinking about the world. I want to engage my students in
dialogue around literature that helps them look beyond themselves and encourages them to
recognize the needs of others.
The teachers in our school decided to focus on human rights issues as part of a school-wide inquiry
on global perspectives. We knew we needed to first look at rights in ways that made sense to
students in their lives before moving to a broader view of rights as global issues. Since “it’s not fair”
is a complaint that many children voice, we decided to begin the spring semester by asking
students to name issues that they face in school and feel are unfair. Most of my students talked
about not being able to choose who they sat by in the classroom or at lunch, not being able to play
on all of the areas on the playground, and having to pay the consequences for the actions of a few.
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They had difficulty thinking beyond themselves. Their discussions about unfairness and rights
were focused on themselves and they didn’t seem to see a bigger picture. I knew that we had to find
a way to challenge them to think more unselfishly about the greater good, not just what would
personally benefit each of them.
In our discussions about what determines if something is unfair, students argued that unfair events
keep you from getting what you want and include discrimination based on age, gender, and
whether someone likes you or labels you as different. They said that unfair occurrences can keep
you from getting what you need, and sometimes others are allowed to do what you are being
prevented from doing. The students believed that anything they saw as unfair was an indication
that their rights were being violated.
Students webbed their thinking about human rights, which included the right to play, civil rights
(the kids defined this as equal rights), adults and children not having the same rights (adults can
drive), no one having the right to make fun of anyone else, and the right to be different and to make
choices. As the students discussed their rights within the school, they often seemed to confuse
rights with privileges. One piece of literature which challenged this view was For Every Child
(2001), a book based on the UNICEF document on the rights of children. My students realized that
they had not considered basic needs, such as food, water, clothes and somewhere to live, or the
need to feel safe and cared for as human rights.
As we continued our human rights inquiry, the teachers at our school carefully chose literature that
would challenge students to think beyond themselves. We believed that these books needed to offer
more than information about particular global issues--they had to present characters that the
students could care about to engage them in working towards actions to benefit others, not just
themselves. Wade (2007) argues that “Caring for others leads naturally to working for others’
rights and well-being” (p. 7), and we saw literature as a strategy for taking students beyond
information to empathy.
One book that was particularly effective in engaging students was a picture book about child labor
in which the characters were their age. The Carpet Boy’s Gift (Shea, 2003) tells the story of a young
boy who is forced to work from sun up to sun down making carpets to pay off his family’s debt.
This story mentions Iqbal Masih, a real boy who was sold into child labor in Pakistan, but who
escaped and worked with an organization to free child laborers until he was shot and killed at just
twelve years old. The first reactions from students were shock at the way child workers were
punished for making mistakes. If they fell asleep while working or if they made a mistake on a line
from a carpet they were fined and had to work longer to pay off their debts. My students really
wanted to know more about this issue. They couldn’t believe that such situations existed for
children in the world today.
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Their talk turned to dismay and condemnation that any parent would sell a child into slavery. They
couldn’t comprehend that life would ever be so bad that a parent would consider selling a child to
pay off debts. Danielle questioned, “If they need money to help their kids live, then why would they
sell them?” Victoria thought that the parents in the story were just selfish and wanted to help
themselves. The kids were quick to judge the families and didn’t consider how dire a situation
would have to be to force a parent to sell a child. They were thinking beyond themselves, but they
weren’t thinking about others in the bigger sense--they didn’t see the larger context of child labor
and the issues that would lead to this desperate situation.
Students were confused by child slavery and wanted to know more so we decided to read the story
of Iqbal (D’Adamo, 2005). This short novel is a fictional account of Iqbal’s life and the lives that he
touched until his death at the age of twelve. The carpet factory where Iqbal and other children
worked gave the students a sense of the life of child workers, how they are fined and punished for
minor infractions so that it became impossible to ever pay off their family’s debts. Iqbal escaping
and risking punishment again and again inspired the students because they saw how such a young
child really did change the lives of many.
Students were particularly surprised that this story didn’t happen “a long time ago” but in the last
15 years. They didn’t want to believe that child labor still exists. Once we finished the novel, they
responded through pictures and phrases. Many of the students chose to include a picture of a kite,
because Iqbal saw flying a kite as a symbol of freedom. Others included the tally marks that the
masters used to keep track of the children’s debts because they never seemed to get erased. Jose
had his grandmother order the book so that he could read it again and share it with his family. The
class seemed to genuinely connect with Iqbal and gained additional understandings that supported
them in moving beyond blaming the families who had to sell their children towards condemning
those who supported child labor financially and those who owned child slaves. They saw how Iqbal
had worked tirelessly to inform children of the existence of a law against child labor, even though
those in authority did nothing to enforce the law. He risked so much and inspired so many that he
was invited to give speeches all over the world. This one child took on the huge responsibility to
change the world of child labor. If he could do so much and take such huge risks, surely the
students in a country like the United States could work to make a difference.
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Child labor wasn’t an issue that the students had observed in their community, and we wanted to
read aloud a book that would reflect an issue they had encountered first hand. We didn’t want to
fall into the trap of viewing problems as existing elsewhere but not in our own community. We
knew that stories about the homeless appeared regularly on the local news and that some children
had seen homeless people in the city parks or in homeless shelters and food kitchens. We hoped
that the character of Dorrie in The Lady in the Box (McGovern, 1997) would touch them on an
intimate level. The story begins as a young boy and his sister notice that a woman sleeps in a box
outside the local deli. They want to help her but know that they aren’t supposed to talk to strangers
and so place food and clothes to help her keep warm next to her box. One day the owner of the deli
forces Dorrie to move her box to another location where she can’t catch a warm draft. The children
immediately notice how much colder she looks and take the responsibility of helping her because
they fear that she will freeze to death. When their mother asks them about the missing food, they
explain what they have been doing and take her to meet Dorrie. Dorrie tells the story of how she
lost her job and couldn’t afford her apartment and so eventually ended up on the street. Their
mother immediately goes to the deli owner and convinces him to let Dorrie move her box back by
the warm draft. The children can’t stop thinking about doing more to help Dorrie so their mother
takes them to a homeless shelter to work at a soup kitchen. When they see Dorrie there, the boy
gives her his lucky key ring as a symbol of hope that she will soon have her own key.
This book immediately engaged the students because homelessness was “real” to them. The
students blamed the deli owner and were frustrated with the way he treated Dorrie. Kai said, “He
was greedy and didn’t care about her health.” They thought he should have given her a job and
allowed her to live in the shop. The students seemed to take the idea of responsibility to different
level, believing that the characters in the story should have taken on the responsibility of helping
Dorrie. They saw Dorrie as innocent and thought that everyone else should be taking care of her.
Robbie dared to challenge this idea by stating that he would feed her and help but he wouldn’t let
her in the store. His statement that she might steal something because “you don’t really know how
she lost all of her money” angered many students. They wanted to take action to help someone who
is homeless in a similar way to the children in the story. I was concerned that they were still casting
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blame on others instead of coming up with ways they might personally take action to help the
homelessness. They weren’t discussing plans on how to help people like Dorrie who are homeless
but rather assigning blame on others.
The students completed art responses to the book using sketch to stretch to show the meaning that
they took away from the book. Some students felt happy that Dorrie had people who cared about
her and felt satisfied that others were taking action to help her situation. Others seemed less
optimistic about Dorrie’s future and the entire issue of homelessness. They weren’t sure how to
resolve either situation.

Another familiar issue for students in Tucson is immigration because our city is just one hour away
from the border with Mexico and a major corridor for undocumented people who are trying to
enter the United States. Many of our students have family in Mexico or travel there frequently.
They hear about the problems of undocumented people through the news and family discussions
and so we chose a bilingual book, Friends from the Other Side (Anzaldua, 1993) as a read aloud.
Prietita is a young girl living on the U.S. side of the border who becomes friends with a little boy
who is hiding from authorities with his mom. Prietita notices how the neighborhood kids tease
Joaquin and decides to stand up to them. Joaquin takes Prietita home to meet his mother who tells
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her that they had to cross the border because she couldn’t find work to support herself and
Joaquin. When the border patrol comes to the neighborhood, Prietitia hides Joaquin and his
mother at the herb woman’s house. The border patrol agents question the people in the streets
about “illegals” but everyone says that they haven’t seen any so the patrol moves on.
After the read aloud the students conducted mock interviews in pairs, with one being a reporter
and another a character from the story. Some of the students took the perspective of Joaquin and
were angry that anyone would ever be taken out of the U.S. if they didn’t want to leave, while others
took the perspective of the border patrol and said that they had dangerous jobs. Students like Kai
thought that “a couple of people couldn’t hurt a town.” Robbie thought that everyone should have
“papers to get good jobs” and Zach worried about the city “getting overpopulated.” Alyssa felt that
“the border patrol keeps us safe.” The discussion turned when Tessa said that we live in a “free
country.” Her statement implied that anyone and everyone who wants to should be able to live in
the U.S. and not be discriminated against. This was the first time that distinct individual voices
were expressed in our discussion without moving to a group voice; students strongly expressed
their different opinions on the issue of immigrants entering the U.S. without documentation. More
students were voicing their thoughts and offering solutions to the problem than in our previous
class discussions. Some students felt that it was okay for undocumented people to live and work in
the U.S. and offered ideas of jobs and how much they should be paid. Other students wanted
everyone to have documentation to live in the U.S., and several felt that the border patrol has a
dangerous job to keep Americans safe. They had differing views on what rights all people have
versus what rights they felt that Americans have. This discussion was the first time that students
explored the tensions of individual rights and group responsibility in a thoughtful dialogue with
each other. We ended the discussion by taking time for a quick write about their perspectives on
this issue.

We returned to our focus on children’s rights in our school to see if students would consider those
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issues from both individual and group perspectives. The most significant issue for my students
seemed to be that not all students have the same rules on the playground. They were finally
thinking beyond themselves and wanted to work to help the entire school with what they saw as
unjust issues. They thought that the rules should be the same for every student on the playground,
regardless of grade level. They wanted everyone to benefit by having the same rights--all students
should be able to play in all areas on the playground and everyone should be able to check out
equipment to play with. I was pleased that they were thinking about how to take action but realized
that they were confusing fair with equal and didn’t realize that fairness and equality do not always
involve everyone being treated exactly the same.
What was most significant, however, was their sense of empowerment that their voices did matter.
Wade (2007) states that, “Taking action allows students to move from a position of powerlessness
to one of possibility” (p. 14), and this focus on possibility was a shift for my students. Their first
step in coming up with a plan to fix the injustices occurring on the playground was to interview a
playground monitor to find out the reasons behind the rules and her feelings about the rules. The
monitor was very nervous and the students were careful to let her know that they were not angry
with her but were trying to understand the situation from her perspective. At the end of the
interview the students’ understanding seemed to be that someone (we still didn’t know who)
created the rules on the playground to keep students safe. The older students at the school had
more freedom because there were fewer children to watch when they were outside. Some students
seemed resigned to the idea that adults make the rules to keep children safe and so we should just
accept the rules, but others still wanted to have a say in those rules. They were not giving up
because they felt that their actions could make a difference.
The students decided that their group action would be to take responsibility for communicating
how they felt about the rules to adults in the school. They wanted class representatives from each of
the intermediate grades to have meetings with the principal on a regular basis to discuss the
playground rules and any changes that needed to be considered. They knew this kind of change
could not occur until the fall, but they also wanted to immediately have an assembly to ask other
students in the school to write down what they thought about the current school rules. This request
was a significant step for them because they no longer assumed that everyone else shared their
perspectives on the rules. They emailed the school principal with their proposal but there was only
a week left of school and so the assembly was delayed until August. One major shift that occurred
in this experience was that students did not ask adults to make the change for them or simply place
blame on adults for problems. They took responsibility for challenging and working to change
injustices around them.
All too often we underestimate children’s desire and ability to be involved in the decisions that
affect their lives and the lives of others. The literature that we chose to share with students
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demonstrated that one voice, no matter how small, can make a difference in the world. Through
literature, they gained new understandings about social issues and the ways in which they can take
action to benefit children and adults who are in difficult situations. Their emotional connections to
the characters in these stories supported them in considering perspectives beyond their own
knowledge and views. The books invited them to live within the “story world” of that character for a
period of time and to consider their experiences and views of particular issues. They were able to
try on a new perspective and to gain a different understanding of the complexity of particular
issues. Their focus on taking action within their own world of the school shifted through these
experiences from a focus on individual needs and benefits to a consideration of both their
individual voices and their responsibility to the greater good of others at the school. They also
moved beyond either simply blaming adults or standing aside to let adults take care of problems.
By questioning “what is” and imagining “What if?,” the students took a significant first step toward
standing up and taking action to injustices on the world.
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An Inquiry on Taking Action: Exploring Human Rights
by Jennifer Griffith, First Grade Teacher, Van Horne Elementary School and Derek R. Griffith,
Filmmaker, Director's Seat Productions
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Exploring Culture and Connection through the Fine Arts
by Jenny Cain, Arts Integration Specialist, Van Horne Elementary School
Van Horne Elementary in Tucson Unified School District participates in OMA, Opening the Minds
through the Arts, an award-winning program that integrates arts throughout the curriculum. I
work with students of all grade levels, immersing them in art, music, drama, and opera related to
their classroom inquiries and we also have guest artists who come to the school (visit
http://www.omaprogramaz.org/ for more information about OMA).
This short video has examples from the two arts units that I developed as part of the school-wide
focus on Journeys. The younger children engaged in a journey around the world through lullabies.
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We gathered books and musical recordings of lullabies and enjoyed singing different variations of
Hush, Little Baby and Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star. We made extensive use of Moodrops: A First
Book of Lullabies from around the World, by Jane Yolen, that contained a wonderful selection of
lullabies from every part of the world. The children then composed their own lullabies. The older
students engaged in a study of the forced journey of enslaved Africans. We started with the music
of Africa and talking drum rhymes using Off to the Sweet Shores of Africa and Other Talking
Drum Rhymes by Uzo Unobagha. We followed the Africans on the slave ships through The Middle
Passage by Tom Feelings, a stark and moving wordless book that we viewed while listening to the
music soundtrack from the movie Amistad. Students engaged in tableaus as a drama technique to
communicate the tensions and emotions they were feeling about this forced journey. We then
studied spirituals as an expression of the history, culture, and emotions of slaves and went from
there into jazz and the blues. On My Journey Now by Nikki Giovanni, was especially useful in
providing the stories and messages behind the various spriituals. The inquiry integrated music,
drama, and literature into a powerful experience fro students.
The video contains short excerpts of various engagements from the two units as well as provides
an overview of our OMA program.
Watch at https://youtu.be/b0Kb53QsHlA
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