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KELLY

M.

YOUNG

Book Club
for Early Primary Students
Kelly M. Young is currently teaching a multi-age
first- and second-grade classroom. She is exploring
ways to adapt the Book Club exp(!rience for younger
students.

ten. I thought Book Club could stimulate
During the past three years, I have taught 4student interest in books and in reading by
and 5-year-olds at a small independent day
giving students an active role in literature
school near a large metropolitan area in the
experiences. I believed that Book Club would
Midwest. During my third year of teaching, I
provide a context in which I could teach
decided I wanted to include more literacy expeappropriate early reading and writing strateriences in my classroom. In fall 2000, I took a
gies. I liked the central role of discussion
graduate course about Book Club (Raphael,
since I believe that young children are caPardo, Highfield, & McMahon, 1997) as part of
pable of talking about text in meaningful
my master's degree program at Oakland Univerways. Along with teaching a unit on friendsity. I was curious to learn more about how
ship, I engaged in a formal teacher inquiry
Book Club works in elementary grade classproject where I closely examined my own
rooms, and I was particularly interested in
teaching through Book Club and the impact it
learning ways to modify and adapt it into somehad on my students.
thing that would be meaningful to my young
students. I had read a great deal of information
Setting the Context
about Book Club in the upper elementary classParticipants
room setting. However, I found very little
research about this method of reading instrucMy classroom was made up of 17 children ( 10
girls and 7 boys) who had varying levels of
tion being used in pre-kindergarten and
literacy experience. Some students had
kindergarten classrooms. I
little exposure to literature and were still
was motivated to find a
learning letter recognition. Other students
way to adapt Book Club to
I believed that
were
able to identify letter sounds and
meet the needs of young
Book Club would
could read and write some words. The
children. I realized some
provide a context in
parents
of my students understood and
components would be
which
I
could
teach
recognized the importance of education.
rather simple to adapt,
appropriate
early
Many parents volunteered to help with
while others were going to
language activities in the classroom. I also
reading and writing
be much more challengfound, through several conversations with
mg.
strategies.
parents,
that all of the children were being
In October of 2000, I
read to at home on a daily basis. I believe
introduced what I hoped
the exposure my students had to books at home
would be an exciting and rewarding experihelped motivate their interest in both books and
ence for my class of 17 eager and curious 4Book Club.
and 5-year-olds: Book Club for pre-kindergarVOLUME
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Curricular adaptations
Procedures
Book Club typically consists of five essential
Theme
components: (1) opening community share, (2)
I felt that books focusing on the meaning and
reading, (3) writing in reading logs/journals, (4)
importance of friendship would be meaningful
discussion groups, and ( 5) closing community
to my students because some of the most imporshare. I made no adaptations to opening or
tant things young children learn during their
closing community share, but I did change the
early school experiences is how to be kind, to
other components for my class. The first adaptashare, and to work together with others. I had
tion was to include the reading component as
used The Rainbow Fish series by Marcus Pfister
part of my read-aloud program. Second, drawing
in previous years as a tool for teaching the value
on what I had learned about emergent and early
of friendship and to describe what happens to
literacy, I adapted the journal writing by having
those who are selfish and do not share.
students draw pictures about the text. This
Figure 1 (facing page) summarizes how I
would be an appropriate way for them to "write
decided to use these books in a Book Club
about the text"; and some students who were
format.
interested used other emergent forms of writing
Teaching early literacy skills
(e.g., letters, scribble-writing). They "read" to
Another key element in developing Book
me what they had written, and I recorded it in
conventional print on the bottom of their reading
Club for young children was determining which
skills to teach. For this unit I decided to focus
journal page.
on vocabulary, point of view, comparing and
My third adaptation was to use fishbowls,
small groups of students,
contrasting text, writing in
typically four to six (deresponse to a prompt, recalling
Just as it is important to
scribed in Grattan, 1997;
information from text, and
Scherer, 1997), for studentinterpreting picture and text
carefully select texts for
led discussions. I balanced
meanmg.
their thematic focus, it is
the groups so that they were
Vocabulary. Just as it is
important to choose books
diverse in language and
important to carefully select
that promote vocabulary
reading abilities, gender, and
texts for their thematic focus, it
development.
even personality types (e.g.,
is important to choose books
students who were class
that promote vocabulary develleaders, shy students, impulopment. Marcus Pfister, author
sive students, reflective students). The members
of The Rainbow Fish series, uses many words
of the fishbowl sit at a table or on the floor
such as "ordinary," "emerged," "peculiar," and
surrounded by the other students in the classso forth that help expand young readers' vocaburoom. The fishbowl students engage in their
laries.
book discussion while those on the outside (the
Point of view. The children were also able to
teacher and other students) observe. If needed,
learn about point of view during discussion
the teacher can provide support to a fishbowl
about the text. Some of the questions I posed for
that is struggling. When the discussion is over (a
students included:
few minutes), the fishbowl members (in my
• What would you have done if you were the
classroom, students spontaneously called themRainbow Fish?
selves the "fishies") talked about what went well
• What did the wise octopus think of the
and what they thought was hard. Observers
Rainbow Fish?
shared what they thought were good ideas that
• What did the other fish think of the Rainbow
had come out in the discussion as well as behavFish?
iors they thought were valuable (e.g., asking
• How do you think the big blue whale felt
good questions, building on each other's ideas).
when the fish were mean to him?
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Figure 1. Daily Lesson Plans for Book Club
Week #1
Monday
Text: The Rainbow Fish. Skills: Comparing and contrasting traits of friendship and greed. Strategies: Read text aloud; model how to chart traits of a good friend and a greedy friend. Activity: The
children draw al). entry in their journal. The topic is, "If I were the Rainbow Fish."
Tuesday
Text: A Pocket for Corduroy. Skills: Compare and contrast traits of the Rainbow Fish and Lisa.
Activity: The children describe one way he/she can be a good friend.
Wednesday
Text: The Rainbow Fish to the Rescue. Skills: Model throughout the story the ability to predict
what may happen next in the story. Discuss differences and similarities between the Rainbow Fish
and The Rainbow Fish to the Rescue. Activity: The children divide their journal entry into two
columns in order to illustrate one way the two books are the same or different.
Thursday
Text: The Selfish Crocodile. Skills: Discuss how to use the illustrations to understand the
crocodile's feelings and thoughts. Activity: At the language center, the children make a collage of
traits of a good friend.
Friday
Text: DEAR time. The children have some time to look at the related reading books from our
classroom library. Activity: The children are divided into three small groups to make a class book
about friendship. Each child creates one page for the book in which they illustrate one way to be a
good friend. The children are asked to bring in their favorite book from home that talks about friendship. Home-school connection.
Week #2
Monday
Text: A book about friendship that the "Child of the Day" brings in to share with the class. Skills:
We review the events we read about in The Rainbow Fish and The Rainbow Fish to the Rescue. This
helps prepare for the text The Rainbow Fish and the Big Blue Whale, to be read the following day.
Tuesday
Text: The Rainbow Fish and the Big Blue Whale. Skills: The children compare and contrast the
behavior of the Rainbow Fish throughout the three stories. Activity: The children make a Rainbow
Fish and a Big Blue Whale in order to retell the story. The children retell the story using these props.
Wednesday
Text: A quick picture walk through of the three books, The Rainbow Fish, The Rainbow Fish to
the Rescue, and The Rainbow Fish and the Big Blue Whale. Skills: During whole group instruction,
create a Venn Diagram to illustrate the similarities and differences between the three stories. Activity: The children create a Venn diagram in their journals.
Thursday
Text: Proud to Be Me, Peewee Platypus. Skills: Discuss the reasons why it is important that everyone is different and special. Activity: The children illustrate in their journals one way they are
special.
Friday
Text: The Berenstain Bears and the Bully. Skills: Review traits of someone who is greedy. Brainstorm other ways one could be a bully, especially in the classroom. Activity: A friendship picnic.
Each child brings in one small treat to share with friends during this picnic. Celebrate the way we
are good friends in the classroom, just like the Rainbow Fish was to others.
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Comparison/Contrast. Comparing and contrasting skills were taught as we discussed the
elements of the three books in the series. Together, we created a Venn diagram, depicted in
Figure 2, that allowed the children to compare
the books.
Writing in response to prompt. After I
read a book to them, I asked students to draw
a picture about their favorite part of the book
or to illustrate what they would have done if
they had been the Rainbow Fish. I encouraged
them to label their drawings with any words
they could write. I then asked them to tell me

about their picture, and I transcribed their
exact words on their drawings at the bottom of
the page.
Recalling the story. The children were given
the opportunity to share their drawings with their
peers during closing community share. Some of
them even pointed to the words I had written as
they "read" about their picture. It was interesting
to see how accurately they were able to "retell"
their drawings.
Interpreting pictures and text. The journal
entries and the sharing played an important role
in teaching picture and text meaning. By point-

Figure 2 Comparisons Made by the Class
The Rainbow Fish

1. Is a beautiful fish with lots of
shiny scales.
2. Didn't want to shares his scales
because he wanted to be the most
beautiful fish.
3. Didn't have any friends because
he was selfish and didn't share his
scales.
4. Talked to the wise octopus for
advice.
5. Shared his scales.

The Rainbow Fish to the Rescue

Fish wasn't a
good friend at
the beginning of
the story.
2. Fish played
fish games and
left someone out
of the game.

1. A little striped fish with no
glittery scales is left out of the
games.
2. The Rainbow Fish played
games with his friends.
3. The little striped fish is in
danger.
4. The Rainbow Fish knows he
should help the little fish .
5. All the fish helped save the
striped fsh from the shark.
6. The little striped fish became
friends with all the fish .
7. The striped fish still doesn ' t
have shiny scales.

whales admired the
Rainbow Fish scales.

1. The fish hurt the whale's feelings .
2. The whale chased and scared the fish.
3. This fish tried to hide in a cave.
4 . The Rainbow Fish talked to the whale.

The Rainbow Fish and the Big Blue Whale
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ing to the words as they "read," students were
modeling for their peers that words have meanmg.
I taught about text and picture meaning when
I read aloud to the students. I pointed to the
words as I read, thus illustrating some concepts
of print - text has meaning, and words are read
from left to right and from top to bottom. We
talked about how the pictures helped to tell the
story. Also, before reading each book, we did a
"walk-through" of the book. During this activity,
the students discussed what they thought was
happening on each page based on the illustrations and made predictions about what might
happen next. After the walk-through, I read the
text aloud, and then we discussed whether our
predictions were true and whether what we
thought was happening in the pictures had occurred in the story.
Emphasizing ownership. By creating their
own book about Rainbow Fish, the students
were able to claim ownership of their work.
(Each child contributed one page to a class
book.) This also helped me teach the children
about the role of the authors and illustrators. A
student commented, "It's a lot of work to do
the author's job and the illustrator's job. I
worked very hard this morning!" I could not
resist a smile about the student's reaction to
writing. I found it rewarding to see how much
more the children appreciated all the work of
authors and illustrators once they had a better
understanding of how much work was involved in creating a book. The class book
activity also supported children's story recall.
Although many students drew and wrote about
what they would have done if they had been
the Rainbow Fish ( demonstrating an ability to
use point of view), some students did a retelling
of the stories we had read. In short, students
appeared to be using what they had learned to
serve their own purposes in literacy activities.

Written and oral assessments. I found the
journal writing, the class books that students
created, and the fishbowl discussions allowed me
to assess students' understanding of the text. By
asking them to make predictions or describe how
the Rainbow Fish felt, I was able to determine
whether they had mastered comprehension of the
text. In addition, I asked students to complete an
individual assessment of the Book Club experience using a form that I created. It consisted of
the following items:

Assessing students' learning
An important part of Book Club is assessment
of student growth throughout a unit. Finding a
way to assess pre-kindergarteners and
kindergarteners challenging, I decided to use a
variety of assessment tools.

Findings

VoLUME

34,

1. I like doing book club.
Yes Maybe No
2. I was a polite listener to others.
Yes Maybe No
3. I participated (helped) during fishbowls.
Yes Maybe No
4. I can share my ideas about the book.
Yes Maybe No
5. I can give examples from the book about
my thoughts.
Yes Maybe No
6. I can explain how the book is like my own
life.
Yes Maybe No
7. I want to do Book Club again.
Yes Maybe No
Each child was given a form and a pencil, and
as I read the statement aloud, the children circled
the appropriate response.
DEAR time. Another assessment tool I used
was the field notes that I took during DEAR
(Drop Everything and Read) time. I was interested in determining if Book Club had stimulated
students to spend more time engaging with
literature during DEAR time. I wondered if the
students would become more interested in decoding the text and studying the illustrations after
being involved in Book Club.

Independent reading
I found that Book Club had a powerful and
positive impact on my students. Their interest in
"reading" books during DEAR time increased.
No.
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Seventeen students are sitting quietly with
books. Some students are working with a
partner and retelling stories we have read
previously. Students are taking more time to
reflect about the pictures, where they used to
choose a new book every one or two minutes.
( excerpt from field notes 10/30/00)
I believe that as a result of what they had
learned about interacting with books during
Book Club, students were taking more time with
the books they chose during DEAR, reflecting
their greater involvement with a book.
Motivation
Using the data from my observations of
DEAR, I made several inferences about the
aspects of Book Club that appeared to motivate students to read and write more often.
First, they were very interested in books
specifically related to Book Club. For example, the books that were chosen most often
during DEAR were the class books that the
students created that related to their Book
Club books. This, in turn, motivated my students to create many other class books.
Second, I learned that it is essential to choose
books that lend themselves to meaningful
discussion. Selecting books like The Rainbow
Fish (Pfister, 1992) and others such as A
Pocket for Corduroy (Freeman, 1980) and The
Selfish Crocodile (Faustin, 1999), which
offered students opportunities to consider
issues like friendship, sharing, or kindness,
prepared students to make connections between their own lives and the books. These
connections to literature served to motivate
them to interact with additional books on the
same theme or by the same author.
Students also greatly enjoyed opportunities to
have "their" own discussions about the text. As
Mark commented,
Its like we get to be the teachers and its
really fun! (field notes, 10/26/00)
Another time Emily asked,
When do we get to do another circle thing
again when we talk about the book and we get
to be the teachers? (field notes, 10/30/00)
Further results from the individual assessment
tool clearly indicated that the students liked
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Book Club and wanted to do it again. Their
enthusiasm was evident in their behavior, their
talk, and their self-report.
Morals learned from theme
Since literature can be a mirror (Galda, 1998)
reflecting our own lives, students could use the
stories of the Rainbow Fish to reflect on their
own views of friendship. Then, by building
discussions around an important theme in their
lives - such as what makes a good friend and
how one can be a good friend - students had
ample opportunity to engage in meaningful
discussions about the books. They were able to
make connections between their personal lives
and the text.
For example, Adam commented:
The Rainbow Fish is just like me because
today when we had M&Ms for snack, Meagan
was sad that she didn't have any green
M&Ms, and I had lots of green ones. First, I
wanted to keep all my green ones because they
are my favorite. Then I decided to share them
with Meagan because I felt happier when I
share and act like a good friend. (field notes,
10/24/00)
This comment illustrates the value of a 5year-old's experiences in Book Club. With
modeling and developmentally appropriate
activities, these young children were able to
make meaningful connections with the text. In
this case, Adam was able to take a principle he
had heard discussed in the Rainbow Fish
fishbowls and community share, apply it to an
instance in his own life, and identify the value
he placed on behaving in a way that had been
illustrated through the texts he had heard,
written about, and discussed.
Skills taught and learned
My students' emergent reading and writing
skills progressed during the Book Club experience. For example, the children used the
vocabulary words they learned from the text in
conversations with their peers. I heard one
student comment, "This is a peculiar looking
flower" (field notes, 10/27 /00) during outdoor
play. (Peculiar was a word used in the stories
about Rainbow Fish and brought out in subsequent discussion.)
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The children also made comparisons among
the books we read, as shown in the Venn diagram
(see Figure 2). Notice that students were able to
articulate features found in individual books
( e.g., the fish hurt the whale's feelings, the fish
tried to hide in a cave) as well as features that
were common aGross books ( see those listed in
the center of the diagram). I was impressed with
their ability to recall specific story details and to
distinguish between what it meant to compare
elements that are alike and to contrast elements
that are unique to a single story.
Students successfully responded to prompts by
creating illustrations about the text in their
reading journals (see Figure 3).
Emily illustrated the Rainbow Fish playing
with all of his new friends after he had shared

his shiny scales. Emily explained her picture
during closing community share when she
said,
This is the Rainbow Fish making good
choices. He decided to be a good friend and
share his scales. He used to have zero friends,
but now he has lots offriends because he
shared his beautiful scales. (field notes, 10/30/
00)
The class books that the children created about
the Rainbow Fish illustrated their ability to recall
information, retell stories, and understand text
read to them. Many students drew illustrations
on how the Rainbow Fish was sad and lonely
until he decided to share his scales. The students
depicted the Rainbow Fish as much happier after
sharing his scales. One student drew a picture of

Figure 3.
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herself with a sad face and another with a happy
face. I asked her to tell me about her pictures.
She replied:
This is me and I was sad like the Rainbow Fish
because I didn't share my Beanie Babies with
Libby, so she went home. Then I'm happy
because the next time she came over, I shared
my Beanie Babies and Libby said I was her
best friend. Its good to share. (field notes, 10/
23/00)
It was evident that the children were able to
make meaningful connections with the text and
relate the stories to their own lives and their
friendships.

Concluding Comments
The purpose of this study was to determine if a
modified Book Club program could be successful with pre-kindergarten and kindergarten
students. It clearly was. During all the components of the Book Club, students were engaged
in literature in a positive way. The children made
meaningful connections with the text and participated in student-led discussions in fishbowls.
My goal was to incorporate Book Club into
my classroom as a means of teaching essential
literacy skills such as vocabulary development,
compare or contrast, point of view, moral or life
lessons, writing to a prompt, picture and text
meaning, and recall of information. I found that
the key starting point for having successful Book
Club for young children is the same as it is for
any grade: choosing text that lends itself to
meaningful discussion. I wanted to bring my
students' voices into the reading and the discussion. I know that for most children,
pre-kindergarten or kindergarten is when they
begin to read, write, and think critically about
text for the first time. I wanted this to be a
positive and enjoyable experience for my students. I wanted them to be excited about books. I
worked to instill a love of literature and an
anticipation for learning to read. Due to the Book
Club experience, this happened for my students.
One student announced excitedly,
I can 't wait until I can read these books for
myself! (field notes, 10/30/00)
We continued Book Club throughout the
school year, and many children told me they
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hoped that they would get to do Book Club in
their class next year. I am pleased to say Book
Clubs not only can work in primary grade classrooms, they do work! It is my hope that my
students will be stronger readers due to their
experience with Book Club.
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