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The exploratory research reported in this article was designed to determine the processes
and outcomes of planning thematic literacy instruction in a holistic and contextualized
manner. The work was conducted in an upper-elementary, self-contained setting for stu-
dents identified as learning disabled. Specifically, the instructional activities included

(a) interactive readings from literature on friendship, (b) personal written responses to the
literature, (c) supported retellings of the literature, (d) performance related to the literature,
and (e) journal writing on the topic of friendship. The outcomes are reported in terms of
the use of intertextuality over the course of the 6-week unit, the emergence of theme as a
salient feature in literature, and a change in the children’s conceptions of friendship.

More specific literacy outcomes are captured in case studies of 3 children.

his article describes exploratory

research involving the use of

thematic instruction in an
upper-elementary, self-contained spe-
cial education classroom for students
identified as learning disabled. The lit-
erature and instructional activities
were organized around the theme of
friendship, a theme that emerged as a
response to the students’ concerns
about their own abilities to make and
keep friends. This research had sev-
eral purposes, one of which was to
examine the development of children’s
understandings related to friendship
in the course of reading and respond-
ing to fantasy, realistic fiction, and
nonfiction texts about friendship. A
second purpose was to determine what
an array of activities, broadly concep-
tualized as responding to literature,
would reveal about the students’ lit-
eracy learning. Supporting these pur-
poses are claims that thematic in-
struction enables children to form
more integrated knowledge bases,
leading to richer conceptual under-

standings (Lipson, Valencia, Wixson,
& Peters, 1993; Perkins, 1989).

Theoretical Framework

There are numerous challenges in
providing literacy instruction to stu-
dents identified as learning disabled.
Etiology aside, these students may
demonstrate a host of difficulties
variously characterized as problems
of selective attention, metacognitive
awareness, strategic engagement, and
perspective taking (Englert, Raphael,
& Anderson, 1988; Graham & Harris,
1992; Williams, Brown, Silverstein, &
de Cani, in press). Perhaps in response
to the nature and seriousness of these
difficulties, it is not uncommon for
instruction in these classrooms to focus
on the mechanics of reading and writ-
ing, typically in a decontextualized,
reductionist manner, which, in turn,
constrains the opportunities these
learners have to experience reading
and writing in holistic and meaning-
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ful ways (Allington & McGill-Franzen,
1989; Needels & Knapp, 1994; Poplin,
1988; Rueda, 1990).

Our search for an alterative concep-
tion of literacy instruction with spe-
cial education students has been
informed by the tenets of the socio-
historical school represented princi-
pally in the work of Soviet psychol-
ogists. One of the most important
achievements of Soviet psychology in
the late 1930s was its introduction of
the concept of activity into research
on the genesis and development of
the mind and consciousness. Leont’ev
(cited in EI'’konin, 1972) wrote, “Thus,
in studying the mental development
of the child we must proceed from
the development of his activity as that
activity arises from the given, concrete
conditions of the child’s life”(p. 226).
In other words, mental processes are
dependent upon the motives and tasks
of the activity in which they are in-
volved; they are determined by the
place they occupy in the structure of
the activity (the action or operation).
Two sets of activities are proposed
within activity theory: those that are
related to learning the objectives,
motives, and norms of human rela-
tions, and those that shape the intel-
lectual powers of the individual.

Activity theorists argued for the
need to overcome the dichotomy
between the development of the need-
motivational aspects and the intellec-
tual and cognitive aspects of the per-



504

sonality. Activity theorists further pro-
posed that certain activities are lead-
ing, or dominant, in the development
of the individual. For the young child
of preschool age, the lead activity is
play. For the child entering school,
instruction becomes the dominant ac-
tivity; and the lead activity of adoles-
cence is the activity of social contact:
the building of relationships with
friends on the basis of moral and ethi-
cal norms (Vygotsky, 1978).

One aim of our work was to create
settings in which these two lead-
ing activities, instruction and social
contact, would assume prominence.
Hence, while we were conscientious
about exploring story structure with
students as a tool for aiding text com-
prehension, we were equally attentive
to the possibilities each story provided
for connecting with students’ experi-
ences and emerging notions of friend-
ship. Just as the students were encour-
aged to generate predictions about the
story based on what they knew about
the characters, or based on what they
knew about that particular text genre,
so were they encouraged to make pre-
dictions based upon the feelings of the
characters, or their projected feelings.
In addition to writing about the theme
of each story, students were asked to
indicate how each story enhanced their
own understanding of, and experi-
ences with, friendship. In this manner
we hoped to achieve an interplay
between the two leading activities that
mark this time of development and
learning.

Additional tenets of the socio-
historical perspective (as represented
in the works of Leont’ev, 1932; Luria,
1976; and Vygotsky, 1978) suggest that
literacy learning is best understood
and approached as cultural practice;
the cognitive processes related to lit-
eracy are best acquired in holistic,
contextualized activity; and literacy
processes are constituted in social
interactions with others (Englert &
Palincsar, 1991). Hence, the literacy
activities in the research we report on
here were conceptualized as social and
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collaborative enterprises. For example,
to situate literacy learning in a holis-
tic and contextualized manner, re-
tellings were conducted for the
purpose of planning how one would
tell the story to others who were un-
familiar with it. Preparing a script that
would capture the story (where the
story was retold using puppetry or a
play) required considerable collabo-
ration and negotiation among the
members of the class.

Translating Theory
Into Practice

In this next section, we will describe
the implementation and outcomes of
an instructional intervention that was
informed by the theoretical principles
described above. We begin by describ-
ing the special education classroom
serving students identified as learn-
ing disabled in which this research was
conducted; then proceed to describe
the instructional activities, the ques-
tions that guided our study of how
the children responded to the inter-
vention, and a selection of outcomes.

Context

The school in which this class was
located serves a population of work-
ing poor families, a number of whom
had been employed in an automotive
manufacturing plant that had recently
closed. The 10 children in this class
were between the ages of 8 and 12
and were considered to be third and
fourth graders. Seven of the children
were from racial-minority families; five
of the children were girls. All but one
child spoke English as his or her first
language. Each child had been in a
self-contained classroom for children
identified as learning disabled for
at least 2 years at the time of this
project. Their reading and writing
achievement was considerably below
grade level, with reading achievement
assessed to range from mid-first to
mid-second grade, based on the results
of the Qualitative Reading Inventory

(Leslie & Caldwell, 1990). Their writ-
ing achievement was also significantly
below grade level; 70% of the chil-
dren used preconventional forms of
writing, whereas the remaining chil-
dren wrote in conventional forms. The
literacy program in place in this class-
room included daily guided, oral read-
ing from a children’s anthology and
journal writing. During journal writ-
ing, the students were encouraged to
make entries of their own choosing.

We had the good fortune to have
spent the previous year and a half in
this classroom, observing the students’
responses to literacy instruction, be-
fore launching the friendship unit.
Therefore, we were quite familiar with
the students and the curriculum. As
we studied the journal writing in this
classroom the previous year, we were
struck by the fact that the range of
purposes, and the kinds, of writing in
which the children engaged was some-
what constrained, despite the fact that
the teacher was careful to include jour-
nal feedback sessions and to encour-
age more diverse uses of writing
through the questions she raised in
each student’s journal. Furthermore,
although the teacher used a children’s
anthology, only 2 of the 10 children
were able to identify a favorite story
during interviews that were adminis-
tered prior to beginning the unit of
instruction. Our decision to investi-
gate the use of thematic instruction
was prompted, in part, by the consid-
erable evidence we had gathered that
although there were opportunities that
we associate with a rich literacy envi-
ronment, these children had not em-
braced those opportunities, nor did
they demonstrate anticipated gains in
literacy learning.

Hence, the instruction was designed
with multiple goals in mind, includ-
ing increasing interest, engagement,
and achievement in reading and writ-
ing. We will first describe the broad
strokes of the curriculum and then
detail the enactment of it, referring to
the principles that informed the in-
struction.



Instructional Intervention

The instructional activities included
(a) interactive readings from literature
on friendship, (b) personal written
responses to the literature, (c) sup-
ported retellings of the literature for
the purpose of preparing a perfor-
mance to share the literature with
others, (d) performance related to the
literature, and (e) journal writing on
the topic of friendship.

The selected literature included fan-
tasy, realistic fiction, and nonfiction—
all of which addressed different facets
of friendship (see Note). Our goal was
for the students to acquire increased
understanding of, and shared experi-
ences with, the theme of friendship.
The texts were also selected because
they represented an array- of text struc-
tures; for example, while each story
contained typical story elements (char-
acters and setting), they also were
organized using cause and effect,
problem/solution, and sequences of
events.

The specific instructional activities
included the following: In preparation
for reading each story, the students
generated predictions based upon the
title, the cover illustrations, and their
developing understandings of friend-
ship. This preparation was followed
by an interactive reading of the story
(the teacher read the text aloud as chil-
dren followed along), during which
the students were encouraged to com-
ment on the developments in the text
and to relate the story not only to
their personal experiences as friends,
but also with the other stories they
had read in the friendship series. The
teacher scaffolded these discussions
by initially modeling interactions with
the story, for example, commenting
on how the story reminded her of a
friendship she enjoyed, how the story
suggested a different aspect of friend-
ship, or how the friendship depicted
in one story compared with that in
another. In each case, the teacher was
careful to justify her statement by
drawing upon the literature or per-
sonal experiences. Over time, the
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teacher made fewer of these comments
and instead would pause opportunis-
tically in the reading, to give the stu-
dents the chance to comment or raise
issues.

The interactive reading of the text
was followed by each student gener-
ating a personal response to the piece-
of literature; the children were encour-
aged to write about the ways in which
the story added to or changed their
ideas about friendship. These re-
sponses were for personal use and
were written using whatever forms of
writing the students had in their rep-
ertoires, with the teacher providing
such support as holding ideas in
memory for the child, reminding the
child where the spellings could be
found in environmental print, and
helping the child sound out words that
were phonetically regular.

The day after the interactive read-
ing and personal response to the story,
the group engaged in a teacher-led
retelling of the story. The retelling ac-
tivity was for the purpose of teach-
ing the students to make use of the
story structure to support their recall
and retelling of the story. For example,
the students always began their
retellings by identifying the charac-
ters, setting (where appropriate), and
problem in the story. They then com-
pleted, as a group, a graphic that
best depicted the events in the story.
Through discussion, the students de-
termined the key ideas or events in
the story to be captured in the retell-
ing. Although these retellings were
initially heavily directed and led by
the teacher, over the course of the
6-week unit of study the students
required less and less teacher assis-
tance in generating their retellings.

Following the retelling, the children
prepared a script for a performance
of the story; the performances varied
from a puppet show to a dramatic
reenactment of the story. In some
cases, the class drew a mural depict-
ing the events and narrated the story,
with their narrations assisted by the
mural. The purpose of this activity was
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to provide the students an array of
opportunities for making the story
their own. Converting the retellings
to scripts provided the students with
multiple opportunities to determine
what was most salient about the stories
and how to best communicate those
ideas in their own words. In addition
to writing in response to the litera-
ture, the students also maintained a
“friendship journal,” for the purpose
of reflecting on themselves as friends
and on what they valued in friend-
ships. These writings were more ex-
tensive than the brief responses made
following the stories, and were read
aloud to the class for the purpose of
soliciting feedback from the other
members about their writing and their
ideas. To draw the 6-week, six-story
unit to a close, the class formed a crit-
ics’ circle. In preparation for critics’
circle, the children wrote their opin-
ions of each of the six stories read,
presented their critiques, and then
voted for their favorite story, to which
they awarded the Class Newbery
Award.

Results

In keeping with the exploratory na-
ture of this research, we will address
the outcomes by describing a num-
ber of observations that emerged in
the course of studying the pre- and
postinterviews, the writing that the
children engaged in following the
reading, and transcripts of all the
group interactions (e.g., the reading,
the retellings in preparation for the
performances, the performances them-
selves). Guiding our observations was
the following set of questions:

1. What are the opportunities for stu-
dents with learning disabilities to
learn about reading, writing, and
themselves in the course of read-
ing and responding to a series of
stories related to the theme of
friendship?

2. How do the students make cumu-
lative reference across stories?
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3. Given different kinds of oppor-
tunities to generate responses to lit-
erature, what do these children
reveal about themselves, their re-
sponses to literature, and their lit-
eracy skills?

Guided by these questions, we made
a number of observations. Given the
nature of our work, we will first re-
port observations using the group as
the unit of analysis; this will be fol-
lowed by the cases of 3 children.

Class Responses to the Unit

Use of Intertextuality. Hartman
(1991), among others, has observed
that good readers generate intercon-
nections, or links, between texts, which
result in webs of meaning, providing
the reader with a multidimensional
network of textual resources. Indeed,
as we examined the transcripts of stu-
dent conversation in the course of the
interactive readings, we noticed a
number of occasions when the chil-
dren drew upon one text to help
them bring meaning to a second. For
example, having read (the previous
week) the story of a unicorn that gives
up her horn to a friend (a sheep who
longs to have a horn), Carolyn begins
to anticipate a similar scenario for a
story entitled “A Place for Everyone”—
a story about two elephants, one of
whom has pink ears. “I think the big
elephant with pink ears isn’t happy
because her ears aren’t gray, but they
might be gray at the end of the story.
I think the little one is gonna give him
his ears, and the little one will dis-
appear.” In this instance, Carolyn has
transposed two features from the pre-
vious story onto this story—the shar-
ing of a coveted possession, and the
price of this sacrifice (the unicorn in
the previous story does indeed disap-
pear upon sharing her horn).

We are aware of very little work
attempting to determine how students
with comprehension difficulties re-

spond across multiple texts; yet, the

instances that we observed of chil-
dren making resourceful use of inter-
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textuality suggests that intertextuality
may provide both a tool for enhanc-
ing the achievement of these children
and a richer picture of how children
with comprehension difficulties ap-
proach text.

The Emergence of Theme as a Sa-
lient Feature of Literature. The ques-
tion of how children with learning
difficulties draw generalizations from
literature for the purposes of moving
beyond the plot to identify themes, or
“underlying ideas that tie the plot,
characters, and setting together into
a meaningful whole” (Norton, 1991,
p- 98), was of considerable interest
to us. In part, this interest arose from
the difficulties that researchers have
reported in attempts to teach theme
to children identified as learning dis-
abled (e.g., Dimino, Gersen, Carnine,
& Blake, 1990; Guerney, Gersten,
Dimino, & Carnine, 1990). In addition,
we were mindful of the admonitions
of Williams et al. (in press), who have
speculated that students with learn-
ing disabilities have a lot to lose, rather
than gain, from curriculum reforms
that move us toward holistic, inte-
grated curricula and instruction and
away from highly structured, direct
instruction. We decided in advance of
beginning the unit that we would not
provide direct instruction relative to
the theme of friendship but, rather,
would use the literature in an oppor-
tunistic manner, providing multiple
occasions for the teacher and children
to comment on and compare what they
learned about friendship across stories.

The clearest evidence regarding the
development of individual children’s
notions of the theme across the stories
arises from the writing in which the
children engaged immediately follow-
ing the reading of the story. It is im-
portant to remember that they were
encouraged to write about the ways
in which the story added to or changed
their ideas about friendship. As we
examined the writings across time, we
were interested to note that, with few
exceptions, the initial writings of the

children depicted events in the story.
For example, when responding to the
first story, 7 of the 8 children for whom
we have data (data are missing for 2
children due to absences) recorded
events in the story (e.g., “They play
and run together.” “He wanted to give
the horn back to have his friend
back.”). One child made an entry that
might be viewed as thematic: “Friend-
ship is love.” With the second story,
we see several other children respond-
ing in a thematic fashion (e.g., “Friends
help each other.””Friends are sad
when they are not together.”). Toward
the end of the unit, 7 of the 10 children
were consistently writing about the
story in reference to a theme of friend-
ship (e.g., “Friends stand up for
each other.” “Race doesn’t matter in
friends.”). Furthermore, we were in-
terested to note that in the group-
generated retellings of the stories
(which followed the independent writ-
ing), the children consistently punc-
tuated the retelling with a thematic
statement. This interested us because,
although friendship was central to
these stories, the ideas presented about
friendship were implicit, and, cer-
tainly, thematic statements were not a
device used to conclude any of the
stories themselves.

Clearly, any conclusions about these
children’s ability to identify and build
upon themes in the context of holis-
tic instruction must be tempered by
the acknowledgment that there are
themes in narrative literature that vary
in complexity, and that the theme of
friendship as presented across these
stories may be, in comparison, quite
simple. Nevertheless, given the diffi-
culties that researchers have reported
in attempts to teach theme, we are in-
trigued by the emergence of theme in
these children’s writing, and in their
efforts to capture what they regarded
as important in the stories to share with
others who are unfamiliar with them.

Evidence of Change in Children’s
Conceptions of Friendship. Data to
address this outcome are derived from



the pre- and postinterviews, as well as
from the journal writings and discus-
sions that were held in the context of
the friendship unit. In the pre- and
postinterviews the children were asked
to identify some of their friends, dis-
cuss why they called them their friends,
describe how they showed them that
they were friends, and discuss what
made a friend really special.

There is a fairly comprehensive de-
velopmental literature describing the
transformation of children’s concep-
tual understandings regarding friend-
ship from childhood to adolescence.
Whereas young children (10 years old
and younger) principally describe
friends in external and behavioral
terms (Bigelow & LaGaipa, 1980;
Smollar & Youniss, 1982), older chil-
dren’s descriptions reflect more psy-
chological depth (Furman & Bierman,
1984; Youniss & Volpe, 1978). We were
interested to note that in the context
of this 7-week unit, two outcomes were
suggested by the responses to the in-
terview questions, both of which speak
to the development of a richer sense
of friendship over time. First, across
all of the children, the number of de-
scriptors they used in responding to
the friendship questions during the
preassessment numbered 23. This is
in contrast to the 88 descriptors pro-
vided during the postassessment in-
terview. The number of descriptors in
the preinterview ranged from 1 to 6
and averaged 3 per child; the number
of descriptors in the postinterview
ranged from 4 to 15 and averaged 7.5
per child. In addition, whereas the
majority of responses on both the pre-
and postassessments referred to the
external, or sharing, activities that
young children typically use to char-
acterize friendship (e.g., “They’re
nice.” “I play with them.” “We go to
each other’s house and ride bikes.”),
postassessments showed a 16% in-
crease in responses reflecting concep-
tions of friendship that were psycho-
logical in nature and reflected the
intimacy, support, and reciprocity that
is true of friends (e.g., “They help you
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and you help them.” “Trust each
other.” “Standing up for each other.”).

Additional group outcomes in-
cluded the following: At the conclu-
sion of this unit of study, each child
successfully identified and retold a
favorite story, using all of the story
elements. Although they were not
prompted to do so, they each retold
one of the friendship stories. Recall
that only 2 of the 10 children identi-
fied a favorite story in the preinterview
setting. The sheer amount of writing
in which the children engaged in-
creased significantly; this is illustrated
in the cases that follow. Finally, inter-
est in the stories themselves prompted
the children to independently engage
in repeated independent readings.

Case Studies: Three Children

To further illustrate the children’s
development of understandings about
friendship and their uses of writing
across the unit, we present the cases
of 3 students. Two girls and a boy, all
10 years of age and all African Amer-
ican, were chosen to represent the
class. These children were selected on
the basis of having varying literacy
levels, as well as differing responses
to the activities within this unit. After
introducing each of the children sepa-
rately, we will examine their oral re-
sponses to pre- and postinterview
questions, a sample of their written
responses to a question about friend-
ship, and their selection of themes for
several of the stories read.

Tamika was the highest achieving
student in this class. Her teacher re-
ported that her reading and writing
performances were actually quite close
to her grade level, although on formal
reading measures her reading was
assessed to be equivalent to that of a
child at the end of second grade. She
participated regularly in class discus-
sions and activities.

Jay was a quiet child, somewhat
withdrawn in comparison to the other
students. His reading and writing were
assessed as comparable to those of a
child beginning second grade. Al-
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though he struggled with both his
reading and his writing, he readily
participated when the activity was of
interest to him.

Tamara was a child whose attitude
and attentiveness to the unit fluctu-
ated daily; moody and uncooperative
one day, she could be attentive and
engaged the next. Tamara’s reading
level was assessed to be comparable
to that of a child at the end of first
grade, and her difficulty with writing
resulted in very sparse written re-
sponses.

As described earlier, after each ini-
tial interactive reading of a story, the
children were asked to generate a
personal response in writing that ad-
dressed the ways in which the story
added to or changed their ideas about
friendship. This writing was done on
index cards and was intended to be
focused and brief. We have suggested
that over time, the children’s decisions
regarding what to write became more
focused on the themes of friendship,
and also become more elaborate and
complex. Using our case-study chil-
dren, we shall provide examples of
this development.

The first story, Morgan and Yew, con-
cerned the unicorn who shared its horn
with the sheep. Tamika’s responses to
the friendship issue in this story was
“you can be yourself,” whereas Jay
wrote, “They are friends and they play
games.” Tamara wrote, “They was
running.” Tamika addressed the over-
arching theme of the story, Jay related
his ideas to the overall theme of friend-
ship, and Tamara did neither. Instead,
she concentrated on one of the pri-
mary activities that took place in the
story (the animals did a lot of run-
ning).

The fourth and fifth stories in the
unit featured human characters, as
opposed to animals. One, Jamaica Tag-
Along, depicted the story of a young
girl who pesters her brother by tag-
ging along. One day, as she is play-
ing, she is pestered by a younger child
who wants to join her. Finding herself
sounding much like her brother as she
rebukes the younger child, she relents
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and invites the younger child to join
her. The next story, Teammates, is a
piece of historical nonfiction that
relates the friendship of Jackie Rob-
inson and Pee Wee Reese, whose
friendship persisted in a climate of
racism. ‘
In response to Teammates, Tamika
wrote, “Friendship is when you stand
up for someone especially someone
in that time.” When asked what “that
time” meant, Tamika said she was
referring to a time when White and
Black people did not get along and
often were not friends. She said it took
a special kind of person to do what
Pee Wee had done—someone who was
not afraid to stand up for a friend when
times were like that. She added that
being a friend was not always easy.
Jay was hopeful in his response; he
wrote, “In those days, people did not
like White and Black. Now people like
White and Black.” As he read his re-
sponse to the class, he added that there
were children of all colors in the school
and in his neighborhood, and they
were friends, so things had changed.
With the story of Jamaica Tag-Along,
Tamara, after focusing exclusively on
events and actions in the first three
stories, now wrote about her feelings
as she read the story: “I like when she
be sad cause I be sad too.” She added
to her response a note regarding
friendship: “Age doesn’t matter.”
The last story of the unit was Eliza-
beth and Larry. This is a funny and
poignant story about a woman and
alligator who befriend one another
and experience considerable difficulty
adjusting to one another’s worlds—
culminating in Elizabeth joining Larry
in his world when the ridicule he
experienced in her world simply
becomes too much for him. There was
animated discussion during the ini-
tial reading, and when asked to fill
out their cards, the children did so
eagerly. Tamika wrote, “I thought it
was sad that they threw food at Larry
because he was different. Larry helps
out around the house.” In this re-
sponse, she speaks to the problem

JOURNAL OF LEARNING DISABILITIES

posed by Larry’s differentness and
comments on one attribute of friends,
their helpfulness. Jay wrote, “They
were friends. They cared about each
other. They could not be apart.” With
this response, he summarized the spe-
cial qualities he associated with friend-
ship. Finally, Tamara, continuing to
move beyond simply the action of the
story, wrote, “They was happy because
they was friends.”

The children’s immediate responses
to individual stories provided but one
way to trace their understandings of
the theme of friendship. After read-
ing and discussing the first three
stories, the class began entries to their
“friendship journals,” describing, for
examiple, their special friends. (See
Figure 1 for Tamika’s engaging re-

~ sponse in her first journal entry.)

Jay’s first entry in the friendship
journal resulted in more writing than
he had ever generated on a single

occasion in class. As he read his entry,
the source of his inspiration became
clear (see Figure 2). In the journal-
sharing session that followed, the class
listened nervously as Jay read his
entry. The teacher commented that this
was the first time that Jay had men-
tioned in class the accidental drown-
ing of his father, an event that had
occurred over a year ago.

In the second of Tamara’s friend-
ship journal entries, we read shades
of the message she derived from Team-
mates. Her entry is given in Figure 3.
This entry, which is more than Tamara
had written since the unit began, in-
dicates the connection she drew from
the story to events in her own life:
Friends stick up for each other, as she
had done for her cousin.

At the close of the friendship unit,
before doing our postinterviews, we
asked the children to critique the books
we had read and vote for the one they
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liked best and wished to award the
class Newbery. This activity was called
“Critics’ Circle” and was compared
to the process critics went through
before deciding which children’s books
would win an award, such as the
Caldecott. Although Elizabeth and Larry
won the award hands down because
it was funny, Tamika insisted on ex-
plaining why Teammates was her
choice. She wrote, and then read to
the class, “I like it because someone
like Jackie Robinson, had got a friend.
Jackie was different. He was a differ-
ent color than his other teammates.”
Pointing to the bulletin board with
pictures of Martin Luther King, Jr., and
Rosa Parks, she added that Jackie and
Pee Wee belonged with the historical
figures depicted there.

As a final assessment of what the
children had learned about both the
theme of friendship and their emerg-
ing notions of story, we conducted
the postinterviews described earlier.
Tamika, who in the preinterview in-
dicated that “friends were kind and
friendly, but some were mean,” and
they “lik[ed] to sleep at each other’s
houses,” now provided us with an
elaborate list of what a friend is and
does. She said, “Friends stand up for
each other. They have good times to-
gether. Friends should be able to be
themselves. Friends shouldn’t fight.
Friends spend time together, play and
go places.” In response to the probe
concerning what makes a story a
story, Tamika, in the preinterview,
responded, “Good scenes” and a
“good ending.” During the post-
interview, she elaborated that a story
has “a name, something that hap-
pens, has why the book was written,
someone who wrote it, characters.”

Like Tamara, Jay also indicated
deeper understandings of friendship
as well as stories. During the pre-
interview, Jay described friends as
“people who play games together, and
help each other when they are in
trouble.” In the postinterview he sug-
gested, “Friends care about each
other. Friends stand up for each other.
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Friends can be different from each
other. Friends are funny. Friends share.
Friends spend time with each other.
Friends help each other.” His descrip-
tion of a story changed from “when
you like it and it tells about some-
thing” to “a story is a story when it
has a title, setting, characters, and tells
you something.”

Finally, Tamara, who at the start of
this unit had said friends were friends
because “they play together,” in the
postinterview responded, “Friends are
nice. Friends help each other. Friends
like each other. Friends do things for
each other. Friends do stuff together.”

Conclusion

This research was conducted for the
purpose of exploring the design and
implementation of instruction, guided

by the tenets derived from a sociocul-
tural perspective. In the various ac-
tivity settings that we have described,
the children read and wrote for a broad
range of purposes, including indicat-
ing their understanding of the stories,
expressing their own opinions, cre-
atively representing the stories to
others, and reflecting on their own be-
liefs about friendship. They experi-
enced reading and writing in holistic
and integrated ways. They assisted
each other during activities, sharing
their expertise and knowledge. Finally,
from a developmental standpoint, the
instruction began with the children,
both in terms of their concerns about
friendship and in terms of their cur-
rent literacy levels. These would
appear to be useful guidelines in plan-
ning meaningful instruction for stu-
dents identified as learning disabled—
instruction that is adapted to their
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FIGURE 3. Tamara’s journal entry.

special needs without compromising
the important social and communica-
tive goals of literacy.
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NOTE

The literature used in this unit includes the
following: Morgan and Yew, by Stephen Cos-
grove; A Place for Everyone, by Barbara Resch;
Amos and Boris, by William Steig; Jamaica

Tag-Along, by Juanita Havill; Teammates,
by Peter Golenbock; and Elizabeth and Larry,
by Marilyn Sadler.
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