Crossing Personal Borders:

Using Thematic Units within Literature Circles for the Secondary Classroom
Thematic Units

Themes focus on a single topic that is of interest to students. It provides a core for group activities by building on the natural interests of learners. Writing, speaking, listening, reading, calculating, and content-related concepts can all be taught within the context of a theme. Themes can provide relevance for students by drawing together concepts under a single umbrella. In addition, themes can attract and maintain student interest over a long period of time and can provide continuity for a series of activities. (Lamb, 2007)

Literature Circles - a.k.a. – Book Clubs, Reading Groups
Small, peer-lead book discussion groups. 
In literature circles, small groups of students gather together to discuss a piece of literature in depth. The discussion is guided by students' response to what they have read. You may hear talk about events and characters in the book, the author's craft, or personal experiences related to the story. Literature circles provide a way for students to engage in critical thinking and reflection as they read, discuss, and respond to books. Collaboration is at the heart of this approach. Students reshape and add onto their understanding as they construct meaning with other readers. Finally, literature circles guide students to deeper understanding of what they read through structured discussion and extended written and artistic response. (Noe & Johnson, 1999)
Character Analysis and Traits
Characters (and real-life people) have unique attributes called traits. We can determine character traits from an analysis of the novel characters as they are described by the author.

Characters do things. They feel things. They hear things. They say things. They think things. They go places. They can walk, run, leap, and jump. They may sit and rock in a rocking chair. They may just lie in bed, sleep, and dream. But the important thing is that characters act. These actions show us what kind of people these characters are.
When we talk about a character, we often describe that character in terms of character traits, descriptive adjectives like happy or sad that tell us the specific qualities of the character. They're the same kinds of words that we might use to describe ourselves or others, but we're using them to describe fictional characters in something we've read or are reading.
The author may tell us these traits directly, but more often the author will show us these traits in action. Our job as readers is to draw a conclusion about the character's traits (to infer them) from what the character says, thinks, and does.

We might infer a character trait from something a character does only once, or we might draw our conclusions from a series of things the character says and does. (Read-Write-Think, 2003)
We need to identify traits the characters display in order to better understand why they are the way they are. This also helps us to better understand the other components of the novel grammar. 
References
Burke, J. (2002). Tools for Thought: Helping All Students Read, Write, Speak, 
and Think. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. Retrieved from   
www.englishcompanion.com/pdfDocs/litcirclepacket.pdf  09/24/07.

Daniels, H. (2002). Literature Circles: Voice and Choice in Books Clubs & 
Reading Groups. Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

Daniels, H. (2002). Literature Circles.com. 
www.literaturecircles.com/article1.htm   retrieved 10/2/2008.
Kuta, K. W. (1997). What a novel idea!: Teacher Ideas Press.
Lamb, A. (2007). Theory to Practice: Thematic Learning Environments. 
Literature Learning Ladders: Encouraging active reading through book-
technology connections. 
www.eduscapes.com/ladders/themes/thematic.htm  retrieved 
10/14/2008.
Noe, K. L. S.  & Johnson, N. J. (1999). Getting Started with Literature Circles. 
Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc.
Pomperaug Regional School District 15. Feelings Description Behavior 
Personality Traits graphic organizers. 
www.region15.org/curriculum/CHARACTERIZATION-Portrait.pdf   
retrieved 09/20/2007.
Posner, R. (1996). Personal Growth Center: New insights into personal growth, 
evolution and transformation. 
www.gurusoftware.com/GuruNet/Personal/Factors.htm  retrieved 
08/09/2008.

Identifying Character Traits. (2003). Read-Write-Think: National Council 
of 
Teachers of English/International Reading Association. 
www.readwritethink.org/lesson_images/lesson175/RWT186-1.pdf   
retrieved 10/23/2008. 
