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String of Interpretation Minilessons


The following lessons are for fourth graders who can generate big idea statements about fiction texts by considering the “lessons” embedded in the main character’s growth.  Most students in this classroom are even able to generate more than one big idea for each story by considering multiple possibilities for what the story might be trying to teach readers through the main character.  We haven’t yet moved to consider how big ideas  can be bigger than “the lessons the main character learns”, and—because of this—students aren’t yet complicating these big ideas in any way; they are only generating clichéd statements available in our mostly didactic children’s literature.  While I believe that finding these clichés is critical, I am interested in teaching students how to problematize these ideas, so they are pushing themselves to imagine other perspectives and actively respond to and critique texts.  
	Minilesson Plan 1 of 3: Readers can put ourselves in a struggling character’s shoes and imagine what this character might think and feel about a big idea from the story.  In this way, we can explore a big idea from a different angle and develop stronger ideas.

	Connection

	You’ve been doing some great work thinking about big ideas in books you’ve been reading. You’ve worked to figure out some of the lessons the main characters learn in the books, and you’ve even reorganized a lot of the library with these big idea bumper stickers.  I think you’re ready now to take this to another level, so here’s the secret: Big ideas—like the ones we’ve been finding and writing on our bumper stickers—are not always true.  Sometimes, they’re not even good ideas.  

Our job as thinkers is to consider big ideas from all different angles, to wonder when a big idea is true and when it might not be true.  One way to do this is to find a character in the book who doesn’t do so well at the end of the story—a struggling character.  We can step in this character’s shoes and imagine what he or she is thinking and feeling about one of the big ideas.  We can ask ourselves, “Would this character agree with the big idea or not agree?  Why?”  

	Teach

	Last week, we read “Dancing in the Wings” by Debbie Allen, and we came up with a whole list of big ideas that the story might be trying to teach readers through Sassy (referring to chart):
· Hard work leads to success

· Don’t listen to people who make fun of you

· Accept yourself for who you are

· Your family is always there for you 

· Dreams come true

These were the lessons that Sassy learned by the end of the story.  I’m going to pick any one of these—Hard work leads to success— and think of a character in the story who things didn’t turn out so great for.  

Umm… I’m remembering that there other girls in the dance class who were kind of foolish all the way through the book.  Molly—she’s the one who makes fun of Sassy and who doesn’t make it to Washington D.C.—she is the ringleader of those girls.  
I’m now imagining that I am in Molly’s shoes.  I’m Molly, and I’m in every dance class every day, working really hard to make the tryouts.  This girl Sassy is telling me I have short, chicken-wing legs...which is pretty mean.  And I’m still dancing and trying to make it to Washington.  But I don’t make it.  The teacher tells me I’m not good enough.  Hard work doesn’t lead to success for me.  
Why?  What does this mean?    I guess this lesson (pointing to the chart) isn’t always true for everyone in the story because it’s not true for Molly.

	Active Participation

	Now you try.  I’ve asked everyone to bring the notebooks with their work from the last book you’ve finished.  You probably did some work on big ideas from that book and maybe even have a list or a couple of paragraphs hashing those out.  If you don’t, you probably remember the big ideas of this book, right?
I want you to now remember a character in the book who things didn’t work out for, and put yourself in his or her shoes.  Imagine that you are thinking and feeling what this character thinks and feels.
And then think about one of the big ideas for that book that you’ve either written in your notebook or you have in your mind.  How do you—as this character—feel about this big idea? Is it true for you or not true?  Did you learn this in the story or not?  Why?

Stop and talk to your partner about what this character is thinking and feeling and if they did or didn’t learn the big idea you picked out.  Talk about why.

(Teacher rotates and calls them back together.)

I heard some of you say that the character you stepped into would agree with the big idea you picked out.  (Give example).  Some of you put yourselves in characters and found that they would disagree with some of the big ideas.  (Give example).  

What was really smart about your work was that you picked a big idea and tried to look at it from a different angle by putting yourselves in the shoes of a struggling character.  You imagined how this character would feel about this lesson.  Just by doing this, you’re turning the big idea upside down to see if you can find out more about it. This is really smart work.  

	Link

	As you finish a story, you might take some time to reflect on big ideas.  And now you know that you can look at those big ideas from a different angle by putting yourself in another character’s shoes.  I’ll be looking forward to talking with y’all about this over the coming weeks. 


	Minilesson Plan 2 of 3: Readers can recall a time when a big idea in a story hasn’t been true in our lives. When we think about why, we can start to push past this big idea to develop a stronger one.

	Connection

	Yesterday, we imagined characters in our books who might not agree with a big idea we found in the story.  Today, we’re going to continue to explore these bumper sticker big ideas and find times when they might not be true, or times when they might not be good lessons.  We’ll do this by thinking about times in our own lives when a big idea lesson wasn’t a good one for us, and we’ll ask ourselves why.  Then we’ll put our story next to the main character’s story and figure out if there is a way we can push past the main character’s big idea to make it sound more true for both times.  This thinking work can help us push past one big idea to develop a stronger one.  This kind of work helps us grow as thinkers.

	Teach

	Yesterday, we looked back at our big ideas from “Dancing in the Wings” by Debbie Allen:

· Hard work leads to success
· Don’t listen to people who make fun of you

· Accept yourself for who you are

· Your family is always there for you 

· Dreams come true

These were the lessons that Sassy learned by the end of the story.  Today, I’m going through this list to try to think of a time when this lesson wasn’t a good one for me… or maybe a time when I haven’t agreed with one of these lessons, and I’m going to explore why in my notebook.

I’m going to pick Accept yourself for who you are because I’m remembering a time when that wasn’t true for me.  That’s what I’ll write about:

Sassy learns that she should accept herself for who she is because her big feet and height help her stand out with the dance teacher.  But I’m thinking about a time in high school math class when I was getting really bad math grades, and my mom was getting upset with me.  “I’m just not a good math student, and I never have been” I would tell her.  “That’s just who I am.”  I accepted myself as a bad math student, and I wanted Mom to accept me too.
I’ve written about this time in my life, and now I want to bring it back to the original big idea.  I can even use the book to remember how Sassy learned the lesson.  I’m asking myself why my lesson is different than Sassy’s and why it’s the same:

I kind of am a bad math student, but I also think I could have worked harder.  Sassy, though, had big feet and too-long legs.  She couldn’t change that, so she had to learn to accept herself.  I could have changed myself to be a better math student, at least a little bit, but I used it as an excuse to not try. Maybe this big idea is that you should accept yourself for who you are if you can’t change it—like if it’s something outside of you.  But if it’s something you could change, maybe this isn’t a good lesson.

Ok, so notice how I started with Sassy’s lesson, moved to my lesson, and then tried to go back to the big idea to figure out how these two situations compare.  I even found a better way to rewrite the lesson, the big idea, so that it fits both mine and Sassy’s situations.

	Active Participation

	Now you try.  Pick one of the big ideas from “Dancing in the Wings” that stands out to you as not being a good lesson for you once.  
Think about how Sassy learned that big idea—that lesson.  

Now think about the time when that lesson wasn’t a good one for you.

Now see if you can put your story next to Sassy’s and figure out why the lesson—the big idea—is sometimes true and sometimes not true.

When you’re ready, share your thinking with your partner.
(Teacher rotates and calls them back together.)

I heard some really brilliant work.  (Give example and reiterate how student followed the steps and considered when this lesson might and might not be a good one.)


	Link

	Now we know two ways to push past these big ideas we’ve become so good at discovering in books we read.  When you finish a book and are thinking about some big ideas that the main character learns, you might use one of these strategies to develop even stronger ideas (referring to the chart of teaching points from yesterday and today.)  You might decide to put yourself in another character’s shoes and think about how this character feels about a big idea in the story.  Or, you might remember a time in your own life when this big idea hasn’t been a good one for you.  

Raise your hand if you’re planning to finish your book today and want to try some of this work.  Great, I’m looking forward to talking with you.  


*I’m not convinced that I would move right into the next lesson.  I might spend more days hashing out ways of problematizing the big ideas (see prompts on chart in the following lesson for more strategies) before starting to work with them to synthesize in the coming lesson.  But, for the sake of this assignment, I wanted to push myself to bring it together.  

	Minilesson Plan 3 of 3: Big ideas are created by the text and the reader.  Readers think about ways the main character’s lesson is and isn’t a good one to create big ideas that are true in the story and in our own lives.

	Connection

	We’ve been talking for the past weeks about big ideas, and we’ve said that big ideas are the lessons that a main character learns in the story.  But the last couple of days we’ve talked about some times when those main character’s lessons aren’t true or aren’t good lessons (pointing to chart of teaching points).  

Today I want to teach you that a big idea in a story isn’t just the lesson that the main character learns.  A big idea might be the lesson that the main character learns, but it is also all of your thinking behind that lesson.  
As readers, we get to help create big ideas.  We do this by thinking about ways the character’s lesson is and isn’t a good one.  This helps us create new ideas that are true in the story and in our own lives.

	Teach

	From now on, when we think about a big idea in a story, it’s no longer enough to say just a lesson that the main character learns.  We have to really think about when this lesson.  To do this we can think about characters from the story who might find this lesson not true.  Or we can think about times from our lives when this lesson might be untrue, or just a bad lesson.  Or we can just imagine when this lesson would be hard or impossible to follow.  Through this thinking, we’re trying to rewrite the lesson in a way that makes more sense and holds all of our thinking.





All of this thinking about the lesson is what we’re going to call a big idea from here on out, ok?



	Active Participation

	Let’s try finding a big idea together:
Is there a lesson you want to take from “Dancing With the Wings”?  Ok, we’ll take Dreams can come true.  

Sassy learns that dreams can come true.  Now we need to see if we can find push through this idea to find a bigger one.  We can use any of these first prompts to help us get started.  Take a second to do that.  When you’re ready, share something you are thinking to your partner.  
(Teacher records when students are ready to share with the group.)

Now, we’re ready to put these ideas together to see if we can make a really big one.  Is there a way we can rewrite and change Sassy’s lesson so it fits all of our thinking?
(Teacher records students’ ideas.)

The thing I really liked about the work we’ve done is that we started with the main character’s lesson and we tried to look at this lesson in different ways.  Finally, we tried to say a new idea  in a way that held the main character’s lesson and all of our own thinking.  All of this work is a big idea, and it’s messy work.  Good thinking is usually messy.


	Link

	So we’re going to start pushing ourselves to think past the main character’s lesson to come up with big ideas about our books.  Tomorrow, you’ll get a chance in the minilesson to do this again.  But you might decide before then, in your own reading that you’re at the end of your book and you want to try some of this thinking to grow a big idea.  I’m looking forward to talking with you about these big ideas over the next couple of weeks.   


BIG IDEA














First, it might help to think:


Is there a character who learns a different lesson?  Why?


Have I ever disagreed with this lesson in my life?  Why?


This lesson would be tricky/impossible when…


This lesson might be impossible when…


Then, it might help to think:


How can I add to or change the lesson so it fits all of my thinking?





























main character’s lesson





my thinking








