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THE THEME APPROACH FOR READING LITBRATUBB CITICALLY
Session 16A - The Role of Literature

Introduction

In the Winter 1ssue of the Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin,
Frances Ross tilcks and Jean V. Haranl expressed two widely
separated ideas which might gerve to introduce the importance
of using a theme approach around which the literature progran
right be organized, thus providing teachers with opportunities
to encourage critical reading=-thinking skills.

The first of these ideas was expressed by Jean V. Marani {(1).
"Sweeping iuto every corner of America are the forcea of change.
Kothing i3 immune; n& one can hide in ‘e comforting folds of

fanmillar ways. 4s Gabriel noted from his heavenly perch in

(1) 1Marani, Jean V. “Seecheds of Change,” The Delta Kappa
Gamza Bulletin, XXXIV (Wiater 1968), 29.
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¥are Connely's play, Green Pastures: ‘'Everything nalled down
is coming loogze.'"

From the same magnzline comes the second ldea by Irances
Bess Hicks (2) when she defined the task of the educator “...to
inuvolve =students in the business of thirking, of reasoning, of
making ethical Judgmesnts; of usling fore-thought, of discriminating
between ‘old sayings' =2nd those. traditions which represent the
distilled wisdom of the ages, with the furiker fask of helping
students internallze these tested values and nake them tzelr own.”

To place our topic in proper perspective we need to consider
an additional idea, that of the problem of education as it is caught
between 1ta alm, as expressed by Dr. Hicks, and the era of changs
which Dr. Karanl defined. Ferhape Kargaret Mead (3) has done this
best by saylng: "We are novw at the point where we must educate

people in what nobody knew yesterday, and prepare in our schools

for what no one knows yet, but what some .)jeople must know tomorrow."

We have, then, the element o0f change and the momentous task
of Geveloplng critical thinkers for a world we know not of. iWith
these three quotations serving as a backdrop for considering the
1iterature progran for the elementary children of Amerloa, what
is @ satisfaotory organizational plan and what types of guldance
in eritionl thlnking is desiradle?

(2) Hicks, Frances Ross. "What Are We Doing to Improve
Personal Values?" The Delta Kappa Gamma Bulletin, XXXIV
(Winter 1963), 11. '

. (3) Marani, Jean V. "Seedbeds of Change", The Dalts Kappa
Gamma Bulletln, XXXIV (Winter 1968), 35.
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Crzeniring the Literature Frogran

Rasic to a scquential plan for literary experiences of
eleméntary sch100l childres ere books of excellence. 31ddle Joe
Johnson (%), in the initlal article in the Literature Section of
ihe_gfeadinz Teacher two years ago, wrote: ".e.all we have to do,
13 to renember the poct Walter de la :are's words, as though they
were graven on our hearts as well as on the Regina Zetal of the
Catholic Library Assoclation, that ‘only the rarest kind of best
ia anything can be good enough for the young.'"

A great deal of guldance ig given to teachers and curriculum
specialist in ways of findinz books of excellence. Frofessional
Journals, 1like Ihe Readlpz .eacher and Lenentary Fnzllsh,
regularly offer sections on literature. ¥any newspapers feature

book reviews of children's books. Departuents of education

offer courses on Children's Literature and Adoleccence Literature.

(Jean 3etzner uged to Bay every teacher should have a refrecher

couree in children'’s literature every five years!) Ihe Horp Zgok
18 8 magnzine devoted exclusively to news and reviews of

children'’s books, There is, therefore, help in abundance in

‘making wise choloes of children's books at all age levels.

In a recent study Paul Anderson polled 296 teachers in
widely separated schools, which rebresented 24 states, asking

(4) Johnson, Siddie Joe. “Excellence For a Beglnning,"
adlng Teacher, 20 (Nov. 1966), 179.
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them to 1list the books read aloud to their classes. The
following ten books were mentlonred most frequently:

Iitle Author Publicher
Caarlotte's Webd £. B. ihite | Harper

Call It Courage Arastrong 3perry Macmillan .
The iHundred DJresses Eleanor Estes Harcourt, Brace

The "Little House" Rooks Laura I. Wilder Harper Brothers

Island of the BDlue Dolphins 3cott O'pell Houghton
Twenty~One Palloons Willism Du Bois Viking
And sow Miguel Joscph Krumgoeld Crowell

. ¥ra., Figgle-wigzle Betty McDonald Lippincott
The Shadow of a Bull Wojoiechowska Atheneun

Brighty of the Grand Canyen Margaret Henry Rand

We know, of course, that in many schools children are
hearing good books. It does not always follow, however, that
curriculums are organized for or teachers give guidance in
development and improvemeat of reading-thinking skills when
the children themselves read.

Should the books from the children's literature field
be organized? If so, how? (Can books of 1iterary value bde orgenized
in the total school curriculum? By types? By relation to
subject matter? By themes? 1Is not the latter one of the
most attrastive ways? If we organize asccording to types, the
basls of organization is more or less mechanical. If we organisze

according to subject matter, we may encourage oply literal
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Comprehension. If ve organizé according to thems, ie provide
the teacher with orportunities for guilding her pupils toward
.signltlcant ideas and the evaluation of them.
¥hat themes might be considered? One teacher chose to
srganize her curriculum around the following themes: Under-
standing Ourselves and Others, Accepting Challenge, The Therapy
of lLaughter and Beanty, and Security of Xnowledge. Understanding
of Zelf was consldered from three polnts of view: "growing
up," "being courageous,” and "achleving." During the time that

”achiqving" was in focus, the teacher encouriged the readiang

of such books as liobody Listens to Andrew, Lei's be Znemies,

Halt for ¥Willism, Zoo Little Rosa, Little Pear, Island of the

Blue Qg;ghiﬁ » 8nd King of the Wind. One part of the "understanding
others"” theme dealt with "understanding people in different

countries.” When this themwas dominant, consideration was

glven to: hat Time is 1% Jeaune Marie?, Grow Roy, Gilberto
and the iind, The Story about Pingz, ¥adeline's Rescue,
dhe Apple ard the Arrow, Burma Boy, and Secret of the Apdes.

In usins'thc theme of children's books for organizatiopal
purposes, as in any other plan, books 0f many reading levels
are needed in order for the teacher to meet reading needs of
varlous members of the class. H. Alan Robinson (5) has said,

"It 48 possible for students to learn something of the art of

(5) Robinmson, H. Alan., “"Developing Lifetime Readers,"
Jo 1 of Rea » 11 (April 1968), 549.
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literature without requiring all of them to read the same book.
Students have varlous needs at different stages of development
and the literature progrsa should be refleciive of such needs.”
In the lists enumerated above, the theme ties together
the reading experiences of the pupils, while the reading levdls
offered by the various books, takes care of individual differences
in reading achlievement. Although one child may read Hhat Time

1s 4t Jearne ¥arie? another in the same class may read Seeret

of the Andes. Yet, in organizing by and focusing attention on

a theme, all puplls in the olass may ' share ideas, think critically
about them, read drally to share or to prove a point (in real
audience situations) one of thé most desirable uses of oral
reading, and discuss ways of applying ideas gained from thely
reading.
Stimlating Critical Thinking

Although you .nd I as teachers recognize the comprehen=-
slveness of the resding process as one which includes recognition,
comprehension, interpretation, evaluation, and application of
ideas, we often become precccupied with the problems of mere
word recognition and literal comprehension. Fallure in raising
the level of comprehension, encouraging interpretation, and
proceeding to the heart of the reading process, that is evaluating
and applying ideas, 1s to begin the task of teaching pupils to
read, but not to complete it.
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%hile it is necessary to deal with detalled ¥ays and means
of improving instruction in the areas of vword recogrnition and
certaln types of couprehension from the point of view Of many
tyres of learners, instruction which fosters Interpretirg ideas,
evaluating them and applying them i3 the ultinmate goal.
Ioherent in that goal is the basic aim of all instruction--that
of developing character tralits which stinulate desirable
thinkliog and action for citizens in a changingz soclety.

Virginia Reld has said, "Thical values develop through
books when the reader identifies with another child faced with
like sltuations and evaluates his solutions."

In discussing the toplo, “Books That Reveal Ethical Values,"
Jean Bishop{%nildren's Livrerisn of the Public Library at
Richmond, mentions "Lloyd Alexander who has writtea a chronicle
in three books, The Book of Three, The Black Cauldron (Holt,
1965), and The Castle of Llyr, which have romauce, humor,
adventure, magic spells. Mighty conflicts between forces of good
and evil 1n these books foroe the reader to evaluate the causes
of each cast of characters. He beging to love the good and hate
the evil. He identifies with the slde of good. As an adult
citizen, part of his responsibility will be to evaluate igsues
and aligh himself on the side which: seems nearest right."

During the last decade, oritiocal reading has been the sudbject
of numerous articles and speeches. Willliam Durr in Riading

(6) Bishop, Jean. "Books That Reveal Ethical Values,"

Ihe Ingtruotor, Nov. 1966.

e e i SEE o n Vo w




DORCTHY Kendall Bracken
Page 8

Instruction: Dimensions and Issues (Z) reprints an article from

Ihe Reading Teacher, May 1964, by Robert H. Ennis in which ha
delineates nine major aspects of critical thinkingze 1In the

same volume, Helen ¥. Painter vrites, "Children of primary
grades will be able to think ceritically about those situations
¥hich are a part of their own experiences or can be related to
them." Later she adds, "lany children will not do critical
readlcy or thinkins unless the teacher directs or challenges
them. Surely ceritical reading by children calls for teachers
Who are critical thinkers themselves." Leo Fay (8) has said,
"Actually children at ages well before those at which they
enter school are able to make valid Judgments in relation to
thelr experiences and their maturity levels." For the past
several years Sara Lundsteen and Charlotte Huok have been
involved in reading research studies deternining eritioal
abllity and ways of improving eritlocal thinking in elementary
school pupils. Russell Stauffer, former editor of The Reading
Tesacher, frequently writes and Speaks on the cognitive processes
in relation to oritical reading. The article by Helen Huus,

*Oritical and Creative Reading”™ in Reading and Inquiry is

often quoted.

(Z) Durr, Willism. Reading ;ggtgggggon; Dimensions ang
Issues, Boaton: Houghton Mifflinm, 1567.

(8) Fay, Leo. Developing th Ability to Read Criticall-
Reading Prometion Bulletin. Chiocagos Lyons and Carnahan,
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A highly significant research study, covering a period of
three years and irvolving scme 600 students in the elementary
grades, was completed at Ohlo State Unlversity. The aim of the
research vas to test the thesis: Can eleumentary school children

be trained to read and thimk coritically? The ansvwer was en

unequivoesl, "Yes."

-

Critlcal reading skills are defined differently by varitous
readicg experts. iila L. Salth () likes to think of critical
reading as including literal comprehension and interpretation.
She defines interpretive gkills as ".ece8Upplying or anticipating
meanings not stated directly in. the text, such as drawing
inferences; making genmeralizations; reasoning cause and effect;
speculatiing on what happened botween events; anticipating what
¥ill happeu next; detecting the significance of a statenment,
Passage,or selectipn; making comparisons; lidentifying the pur-
pose df the writer and the motives of the charactersi assoclating
perso nal experiences with reading content; forming sensory images;
experiencing emotional reactions." However, Dr. Smith says
eritical readinaz goes tgrther "seoin that the reader evaluates,

~ that 18, passes Jjudgment on the quality, the value, the acouracy,

and the truthfulness of what is read.”

The need, then is to gather together books of excellence,

(9) smith, ¥ila Banton. Reading Instruction for Toga%'g
Shildren, Englewood Cliffs, Hew Jerseys ~Premtice Hall, 1963,

b, A R st £
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cluster thez about worthwhile thomee, and so ggide pupil-reanders
that they will develop into mature, critical thlnkers. The
guliance must go further. For pupils nmust be lead to apdly
the results of thelr evaluation of 1ldeag to thelr own lives.
¥From a8 practical polnt o; view, one way to encourage pupils
to think critically about a theme, while reading froa various
books related to that theme, 13 for the teacher to follow a
procedure such as the followinz: (1) First Step~-Readineas
Introduotion: setting the stage for the thenmeo, its universality,
1ts meaning to readers (of this particular age group)s; (2) second
Step--Browsing Period: Iin which the readers s;an chapter headings,
reads & little here and there, and "read"” pictures, (a pre-resding
activity); (3) Third Step--Pre-Discussion Period: #wiho 4o you
supposs your book 1s about? Is it resl or fanciful? ihere do
the cparaéte:s live? tihen did they live? Vwhat 40 you thiank 1is
going to happen in your bouvk? Why do you think so? Have any of
thege things ever happened to you? How do you thick your story
ends? #hy? (4) A Fourth Step--The Reading Period: guided by
questions such ag: #ho are the people in the story? what
heppens first? hat else happens? How 40 the charaoters feel?
Act? Would ypu.have felt that way? Or acted the same way?
Could the characters have reacted differentlyz Should they?
If o, why? (5) & Pifth Step--Post-Discussion Period: Were
you right adout what you_thought was going to happen? Did your
charaoters act the way you thought they would? uhy did they

b

' By S e D1t ot b




Dorothy Kendall rracken
Page 11’

act that way? flow did they fcel? ilave you ever felt that way?
What idea froz your story is worth remeabering? wﬁy? Can you
think of a time you might use this i1dea or need to reneaber it?
Do you feel differently about some People and sowe places as a
result of reading your story? How? ¥hy? hy do you think the
anthor wrote the dook? Did he succeed in his purpose? iHow
dié he tell you about the characters? Hhat'type of literature
1s 1t? Are tiac 1llustrations appropriate? hy? Do you kunow
anything about the author? The 1llustrator?

By using questions, teachers can encourage critical thinkin-.
For example, recentl& in demonstrating how to read a picture
book to a yofing group of children, Charlotte Huck, using ¥here
the Wild Thincs Are, asked these among other questions: Yhere
were the wild things? What kind of story is 1t? Could it really
happen? W¥Why? what kind of boy was Max? What did Max do to the
wild beast? Was ﬁaz Happy? Was he the same boy after his dream?
¥hat did you notice about the colors in the book? Khy did the
artist use these colors? Do Jou know any other make-believe
stories?

_ Suanary .

The theme approach provides the teacher with an excellent
meaus of organizing literature into units each of which serves
to focus.attentlon;on concepts related to pupil’s lives. Usling
theaes as an organizatlonal pattern also offers the teacher an
opportunity for guiding eritieal thlﬂklng through questions

and discussions. Thus, he is able to lead pupils mot only in

.\)
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interpretation, but also in evaluation and application of ideas
gained from reading.
Boys and girls may internallze and personalize to the point
where they nsctually become different neople, ag a result of
having had contaét with great themes in ¢ -°. ..nt children's

books and bdecause of exclting reading experiences.



