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~Thematic Units~ 

 
Dear Colleagues: 
 
The purpose of this project was to organize thematic units related to previously 
published MEAP ELA prototypes using best practices in reading and writing. 
 
These were developed by, real teachers, just like you!  We worked to make them 
teacher friendly for easy implementation in your classroom.  Teachers from school 
districts across St. Clair County gathered the material.  The units are a representation of 
what each group of teachers thought was important to your grade level and to the 
themes in the prototypes.   
 
Every packet includes THEME RELATED TEXT SETS.  These are titles that can be 
used in a variety of ways to develop a deeper understanding of themes.  We have noted 
the PAIRED TEXTS (look for the #2) and LISTENING TEXT (#3) that are included in 
the prototypes.  We also noted the title(s) we used for FRAYER’S MODEL (#1).   
 
A PROFUNDITY MATRIX was developed for each set of paired texts in the prototype to 
help in identifying possible themes.  The matrix also helps look across text to make 
cross text connections.  Blank copies of this chart are included and can be used in your 
classroom to help students make connections between other texts. 
  
CROSS TEXT QUESTIONS were written and answered to aid in responding to both the 
multiple choice questions and the provocative question given in the second writing piece 
of the ELA MEAP assessment. 
 
Many packets include one or more WRITING MODELS for the second writing piece.  
We suggest you use these before or after student writing to exhibit a well written 
constructed response.   
 
The TEACHER SUGGESTION PAGE is a personal response by the individuals 
involved in the project.  Some contain anecdotes from the use of the material in their 
classrooms.  Others contain a plethora of ideas to implement.  We hope these help. 
 
OTHER ACTIVITIES (#4) are poems, plays, articles, reader’s theater presentations and 
related suggestions to further develop understanding of the themes.   
 
It is our sincere hope these packets are useful to you and your students.   
 
Happy reading and writing! 
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ELA Prototype Materials 
 

 
• Thematically related texts 
• Frayer’s Model examples 
• Writing from knowledge and experience using narrative 

strategies 
• Profundity examples 
• Cross Text Question examples 
• Writing in Response to Reading example 

 
These materials were designed to provide examples of instructional 
approaches that will help you and your students prepare for the ELA 
assessment.  The examples are all possible answers; they are not to be 
considered the “right” answers.  We wanted to provide examples of other 
teachers’ thinking through Frayer’s, Profundity and cross text questions to 
help guide you through your own thinking. 
 
The sequence of instruction would be to introduce the theme through using 
the Frayer’s Model of concept attainment.  Have students write from 
knowledge and experience.  Think through each reading selection using 
the profundity scale to create a matrix by which cross text questions can be 
posed and answered.  Examples and blank copies are provided to help you 
in planning instruction. 
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Thematically Related Text Sets – Courage 
 

 

CODE TITLE AUTHOR 

1 The Lily Cupboard Shulamith Oppenheim  
 

2 The Legend of the Lady’s Slipper Kathy-jo Wargin  
 

2 Stone Fox John Reynolds Gardiner  
 

3 Brave Irene William Steig  
 

4 Paul Revere’s Ride Henry Wadsworth Longfellow  
 

 The Story of Ruby Bridges Robert Coles  
 

4 Aunt Harriet’s Underground Railroad in the 
Sky Faith Ringgold  

 

 Great American Folklore Compiled by Kemp P. Battle  
 

 Lewis and Clark Candice Ransom  
 

 And The What Happened Paul Revere? Jean Fritz  
 

 Wider Than the Sky Poems to Grow Up 
With Pg. 89, Ballad of Birmingham Dudley Randall  

 

 Kate Shelley and the Midnight Express   
 

 Hatchet Gary Paulsen  
 

 The River Gary Paulsen  
 

 Sasquatch Roland Smith  
 

 Tales from Gold Mountain Paul Yee  
 

 Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH Robert C. O’Brien  
 

  
 
Code Key:   
Suggested Uses 
 
1 – Frayer’s Model 
 
2 – Paired Text 
 
3 – Listening  
 
4 – Articles, Poems, Short Text 
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Courage is… 
 
Being brave even when you are afraid 

Courage is not… 
 
Running away from a problem  
 
Running away from trouble 
 
Not standing up for what you believe 
 
 

 
 

 

COURAGE  
 
 
   
Examples: 
 
Sam had courage when she dove off the 
diving board for the first time. 
 
Tim had courage when he told a bully to 
stop picking on his friend, Bill. 
 
  
 

Non examples: 
 
Tricia did not show courage when she 
wouldn’t be in the class play. 
 
 

 
…from The Lily Cupboard, by Shulamith Oppenheim 

 
 
 
 

Examples: 
 
Lily’s parents were brave to send her 
away. 
 
Lily hid quietly from the soldiers in the 
cupboard. 
 
Nello and his parents risked their lives to 
keep Lily safe. 
 
 
 

Non examples: 
 
Lily said she would not go away. 
 
 

…as you continue through the prototype add examples from each of the reading 
and listening selections 
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Courage is…                  Courage is not… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COURAGE 
 
 
 
 
Examples:             Non examples: 
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Writing From Knowledge and Experience 
 
The English Language Arts MEAP assessment requires students to write 
from knowledge and experience.  Students may choose the style or genre 
of writing that suites them best. However, the majority of students choose 
to write personal narratives. Dr. Elaine Weber, Barbara Nelson and Ray 
Woods, the authors of Profiles in Writing 2002, have granted us permission 
to offer you some information from the book. This information may help you 
as you instruct students in personal narratives. 
 
These resources will provide you with: 
 
¾ Description of the four qualities of writing the MEAP assessment used 

to evaluate student writing; 

¾ A model for creating writing prompts; 

¾ Examples of well written student papers; 

¾ Attributes of writing that commonly appear at this grade level; 

¾ Strategies used by narrative writers; and  

¾ Examples of student papers with the narratives strategies highlighted. 
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Using Profundity in Grades 3-12 
 
 
To get third through twelfth graders to think about books at the theme level we use an activity 
that is systematic, based on the Profundity Scale, and dependent upon group discussion.  The 
activity must be presented using the to, with and by format.  First the teachers model the entire 
activity to their students. Next, teachers will share the responsibility of the activity with their 
students.  Then teachers will guide students working in small groups through the use of the 
activity.  Finally, students will independently work in small discussion groups to complete the 
activity or independently complete the activity.  Following are the directions we give to teachers 
to guide students working in small groups.  From these directions you should be able to model 
and share the activity and to help students move to independent use of this activity.  The 
directions will be followed by some hints to help you do that. Depending upon the age of the 
student, adjust how much direction is needed. 
 
To prepare for the activity you need the following materials for each small group working on the 
activity; sets of eight different color markers, large sheets of unlined chart paper:  two sheets for 
the teacher and one sheet for each small group.  You will also need a great book.  There is a list 
of thematically linked text at the beginning of this unit.  If they are books that you and your 
students have enjoyed over time they are probably good books with good lessons to be learned. 
 
We are going to demonstrate the use of the activity using the book, Elmer, by David McKee.  
Elmer, is the story of a patchwork colored elephant.  He is always the center of attention until 
one day he mistakenly gets the notion that the other elephants are laughing at him, not with him.  
He leaves the herd to find a berry bush that has elephant colored berries.  He covers himself in 
berry juice until he looks like any other elephant.  When he rejoins the herd he is unnoticed by 
the others.  He stands there seriously still until he can’t stand it any longer and yells, “Booo!”  
The other elephants think it is a great joke and make the remark that Elmer should have been 
there to enjoy the joke.  In the next moment a rain cloud showers Elmer back to his normal 
patchwork color.  All the elephants think that what Elmer did was his best joke ever and they 
decide to have a parade each year to celebrate Elmer’s best joke.  So, every year Elmer comes 
to the parade looking like a normal elephant and all the other elephants color themselves 
patchwork.   
 
To begin, hang two sheets of chart paper up where everyone can see them.  Devise a way for 
students to gather the material they need.  We usually have them count the number of buttons 
on their person.  The one with the most buttons gets to come up and get the markers and sheet 
of chart paper.  Once everyone is situated in small groups, four to a group seems to be a 
workable size, and has the materials they need you tell the students to listen for the actions of 
the main character in the story as you read.  Profundity depends on following the actions of one 
character throughout the story. 
 
Tell the students to listen for the actions of Elmer as you read the story.  Remind them that 
actions are the things Elmer does.  Read the story aloud to the class.  As a class cooperatively 
build a list of important actions on the first piece of chart paper.  This list goes along with the 
Physical Plane:  the reader is aware of the physical actions of the character.  Choose the 
three actions the class feels are the most important being sure that one of them is the turning 
point of the story (the turning point is often the clearest example of the theme in stories).  Then 
explain that they will be working in co-operative groups, which means we will listen to each 
person talk and each person will have an opportunity to talk.  The person with the most buttons 
needs to pick up the black marker and draw this shape (a rectangle divided into three equal 
parts) in the middle of their group chart paper.  Then they write one of the three actions chosen 
by the class in each of the boxes.  As they are writing the teacher also draws the boxes and 
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writes one of the three actions in each of the boxes (on the second sheet of chart paper), as a 
model. 
 
We always have the students use the markers as their talking sticks.  That means when you 
have the marker in your hand it is your turn to talk and everyone should listen to what you have 
to say.  It is very important to establish this procedure from the very beginning especially if this 
is the first time the student will be working in cooperative discussion groups.  The first student in 
each group to have a marker is the one with the most buttons on his or her person.  We always 
start there and then have the students exchange the use of the marker by the order they are 
sitting in, moving clock-wise around the group.  So, moving clock-wise around the group the 
next person needs a red marker to draw a red bubble that connects to the first action box.  We 
are going to use the example for Elmer to help explain the next steps.  What the group is going 
to be thinking about is “Why did Elmer think the other elephants were laughing at him?”  This 
question goes along with the Mental Plane:  the reader is aware of the intellectual actions 
of the character.  The person with the red marker tells why first, then passing the marker clock-
wise, everyone gets to share his or her reason why.  When everyone is done sharing, the group 
synthesizes the information and the person with the red marker writes their response in the red 
bubble.  The next person takes a blue marker and draws a blue bubble that connects to the red 
bubble.  What the group is going to be thinking this time is “was it right or wrong for Elmer to 
think the other elephants were laughing at him and tell why?”  This question goes along with 
the Moral Plane:  the reader is aware of the character in light of an ethical code.  Repeat 
the process of sharing and writing shared response in the bubble.  The next person takes a 
green marker and draws a green bubble that connects to the blue bubble.  What the group is 
going to be thinking this time is “What did Elmer get from thinking the other elephants were 
laughing at him?”  This question goes along with the Psychological Plane:  the reader is 
aware of the psychological forces influencing the character.  It is important to remember 
that Profundity begins with the actions of the character and always goes back to the actions.  It 
is also important to remember that for the third bubble you must stay specific to the action, you 
can never go beyond the next action.  Students repeat this process for the next two actions on 
their own.  As they are working you wander from group to group monitoring the group 
discussion, giving advice, modeling discussion behavior, prompting for deeper discussion and 
giving evaluative feedback that students can use to help monitor their own discussion groups. 
 
Next, the teacher explains to the students that they will understand stories and theme better 
when they attempt to identify with the characters of the story.  Every group now turns over their 
large sheet of chart paper and makes a list of how these are like a character in the story.  Think 
about the ways you are the same as Elmer to make your list.  This typically starts out as a list of 
physical characteristics; such as, we are both animals.  Teachers should get students to think 
deeper by posing situations from the story to consider while they are filling out the chart.  One 
such situation is pointing out that when Elmer was standing with the herd still, quiet and serious, 
he yelled, “Booo!”  If you would do that then you are like Elmer.  Teachers want students to see 
how their thinking is the same as Elmer’s.  Do they do the same things as Elmer?  Do they think 
the same things are right or wrong? 
 
An example of the power identifying with characters has in helping students get to the theme 
level came about one day as while presenting this activity in a third grade classroom in 
Memphis, Michigan.  We walked into the classroom and were immediately able to identify at 
least one Elmer, in the room.  You can always identify the Elmers in classrooms very quickly.  
He was a very vivacious, very blond boy seated with a group of about 10 students and he was 
keeping them very entertained as we were preparing for the activity.  He did stop long enough to 
become thoroughly engaged in the activity.  However, when we got to the part where they had 
to think about “Why did Elmer yell, “Booo!” he stood up, threw his arms in the air, in very Elmer 
fashion, and announced, “Nobody needs to think, I know the answer, Elmer was addicted to 
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attention, just like me!”  It was a very easy jump for him to get from that understanding to the 
theme of “Be true to yourself.” 
 
Go back to the person with the most buttons and have them turn the chart paper back over to 
the bubbling side.  He or she needs to draw a large brown bubble.  What the group is going to 
be thinking about here is “What is the theme of this story?”  This question goes along with the 
philosophical plane:  the universal truth the author is trying to expound. 
 
Then you finish up the activity by having everyone draw a square and respond to one of the 
prompts listed on the three ways reading can transform your thinking page.  This illustrates to 
students that universal truths are generative.  This step often takes you beyond the theme level 
to the ideas in action level.  Now that you know this to be true what can or are you going to do 
about it.  This is the social action level that is described well by Terri and Randy Bomer in their 
book, Reading and Writing for Social Action, (1999) and by Paula Rogovin in her book, The 
Research Workshop, Bringing the World into Your Classroom (2001). 
 
Here are some helpful hints to help you manage the activity in the classroom.  This activity 
takes a few hours to do with the children so think of creative ways to break it down and spread 
the instruction over several days.  You could do all the red bubbles one day, the blue bubbles 
the next day and then the green bubbles another day or you could do the first action one day or 
you could do the first action one day the second action the next day and then the third action 
another day.  We recommend that the book be reread each day before resuming the activity.  
Since it takes a great deal of time to complete the activity, be sure to select text carefully.  The 
teachers we have worked with always stress that they would never have students complete this 
activity with a book they themselves had not personally analyzed.  They want to make sure they 
are able to help students through the tough spots and they want to make sure that the theme 
the students infer is reasonable and justifiable given the evidence in the story. 
 
Here are some helpful suggestions to help you present this activity in a to, with, and by format.  
When modeling the activity the teacher will do all the talking and will be demonstrating how to 
draw the boxes and bubbles and how to think about the questions before filling in the bubbles.  
A time or two of modeling should be enough for most classes.  When sharing the activity the 
teacher will share the talking and thinking about the questions with the students.  The teacher 
still draws the boxes and bubbles and fills them in with synthesized answers.  It looks and 
sounds like this when a teacher is sharing, the teacher draws the red bubble and poses the 
question, “Why did Elmer think the other elephants were laughing at him?”  He or she then asks 
for responses from several students.  The teacher then shares their own response and shows 
the children how to synthesize the several responses into a statement that can be written into 
the bubble.  The teacher continues to share the talking and thinking until the activity is 
completed.  Again, a time or two of sharing should be enough for most classes.  When 
independently completing the activity, the students are to work alone.  The teacher’s job 
becomes one of facilitator and evaluator.  As they are working, you wander from group to group, 
monitoring discussion, giving advice, modeling discussion behavior, prompting for deeper 
discussion, and giving evaluative feedback that students can use to help monitor their own 
discussion groups.  The ultimate goal is to have kids either using the Profundity Scale in small 
discussion groups or individually to understand text at a deeper level. 
 
It is very helpful to repeat this process with a second thematically related book.  A book that I 
often pair with Elmer is Stand Tall Molly Lou Mellon, by Patty Lovell.  The theme of both stories 
is “Be true to yourself,” however; both characters accomplish this through entirely different 
means.  By repeating the process with thematically related books students can compare and 
contrast one characters understanding of the theme with the other characters understanding of 
the theme and with their own understanding of the theme.  It also demonstrates to students that 
theme is inferred.  It is the teacher in this case who is inferring the theme of both books, 
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declaring them thematically related and then asking students if they agree or disagree with the 
theme that the teacher has inferred.  To answer that question effectively students will need to 
provide clear examples from the text to support their position.  Looking at two thematically linked 
books will lead students to a deeper understanding of both texts. 
 
As mentioned before, our ultimate goal is to have kids either using the Profundity Scale in small 
discussion groups or individually to understand text at a deeper level.  We hope, by now, that it 
is becoming clear to you how useful the Profundity Scale is in helping students discuss and 
think about text.  Hopefully, students will be able to choose text about which they are curious, 
get with interested others and successfully start and sustain a discussion group around that text.  
Hopefully, individual students will have enough experience with thinking this way that it will 
become internalized and students will think this way about all text.  One teacher during a 
workshop remarked, “Now I have all the questions I need to discuss texts with my students.”  
She was referring to the questions asked at each plane during the bubbling activity. 
 
Another adaptation was to use the Profundity Scale Matrix as shown on the next page.  
Teachers should read two thematically linked texts.  Then on a greatly enlarged version of the 
matrix they would lead children through a group discussion about each box of the matrix.  You 
complete the matrix one book at a time.  When you have completed the matrix for both books 
you can then lead discussions that compare and contrast the two characters’ understanding of 
the theme to your own understanding of the theme.  Students then can agree or disagree if the 
theme of both stories really is the same.  Of course, to effectively answer that question, they will 
need to provide clear examples from the texts to support their position.  Using this matrix truly 
helps students develop a deeper understanding of both texts.     
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CROSS TEXT QUESTIONS FOR “STONE FOX” AND “THE 
LEGEND OF THE LADY’S SLIPPER” 

 
 
Q.  Did Running Flower and Willy do the same kinds of things?  How were their 

actions similar or different? 
 
A.  The characters both did the same kinds of things.  They both tried to save people 

they loved.  Running Flower went out in a storm to get medicine to save her 
people and Willy won a dogsled race to save grandfather’s farm. 

 
 
Q.   How are their reasons for acting the way they did similar or different? 
 
A.   They have similar reasons for acting they way they did.  They both wanted to 

help people who were important to them.  
 
 
Q.  Did you agree more with the way that Running Flower acted or the way that 

Willy acted?  Why?  
 
A.  We think they both did the same thing.  They took risks to help others. 
 
 
Q. Did Running Flower and Willy get the same thing for their actions?  Why or 

why not?  
 
A.  They both saved the people they loved, but Running Flower lost her life and Willy 

lost his dog. 
 
 
Q. If both of the characters learned the same lesson what was the lesson? 
 
A. Helping others sometimes takes courage.  Sometimes courage requires taking a 

risk that may cause hardships. 
 
 
Q. If each of the characters learned a different lesson what were the lessons 

learned? 
 
A.  They both learned the same lesson. 
 
 
Q. Do you agree or disagree that the theme of these two stories is “ courage?” 
 
A. We agree. 
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Simple Graphic Organizer 
to Help Students 

Organize Writing Ideas 
for Writing in Response 

to Reading 
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Related 
Language Arts 

Activities: 
 

Before, During and After 
Prototypes 
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Sketch to Understand 
 
 
Because many students learn through visualization, this structure is a wonderful tool to 
understanding what has been read.  It is also useful in organizing thoughts and concepts of the 
text. 
 
Step by Step 
 
Soon after reading a story or selection, allow the children to explore what they’ve read by 
drawing the information the way that they have understood it.  You could ask them questions 
about the story that they may want to include in their drawing.  “What is the setting? Who are 
the characters? Where does the story take place?”  Students may want to label the actions in 
the drawing.  After drawing their pictures they should write a short summary paragraph.  The 
short paragraph allows you to see if the student really understands the reading. 
 

 
Language Arts 
 
After reading a short story encourage the students to think about the settings, the characters 
and events.  Request that the students draw these pieces about the story (stick figures are fine).  
Label the actions and write a paragraph that summarizes the drawing. 
 

 
Social Studies / Science 
 
After reading a short selection to the class invite them to picture it in their head.  Ask them to 
draw a picture and label the action, then write a summary paragraph. 
 
Science students can depict the three states of matter:  liquid, gas, and solid each of these have 
a unique set of qualities and properties. 
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Read, Hide, Remember, and Retell 
 
 
In order to stop a reader and help them to think about what they’ve read it is a useful 
process to introduce the Read, Hide, Remember, and Retell method.  This process is 
especially helpful during standardized tests. 
 
 
Read only as much as your hand can hide. 
 
Hide the words with your hand. 
 
Remember what you have just read (look back if you need to). 
 
Retell what you just read inside your head or to a partner. 
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What is Reader’s Theater? 
 
 

Reader’s Theater is minimal theater in support of literature and reading.  There are 
many styles of Reader’s Theater, but nearly all share these traits: 
 
No full memorization.  Scripts are held during performance. 
 
No full costume.  If used at all, costumes are partial and suggestive, or neutral and 
uniform. 
 
No full stage sets.  If used at all, sets are simple and suggestive.  Narration provides the 
framework for dramatic action.  Reader’s Theater was developed as a convenient and 
effective means to present literary works in dramatic form.  This is still its primary use, 
though many scripts now published are original dramatic works rather than literary 
adaptations.   
 
Originally popular on college campuses, Reader’s Theater has now moved to the lower 
grades, where it is seen as a key tool for creating interest in reading.  Kids love to do it, 
and they give it their all – more so because it’s a team effort, and they don’t want to let 
down their friends!  And if the script is based on an available book, they of course want 
to read it.  What’s more, Reader’s Theater is a simple activity for the teacher, since it 
requires no setup apart from the reproduction of scripts. 
 
Reader’s Theater has been found effective not only for language arts, but for social 
studies as well.  Performing multicultural literature is one of the best ways for students 
to become interested in and familiar with other cultures. 
 
 
Internet Resources: 
 
www.lisablau.com 
 
www.aaronshep.com  
 
 
 
 
 
For an excellent representation of Reader’s Theater, please refer to the play entitled 
“Sybil Ludington’s Heroic Ride”.  This play is a story about bravery and courage.  Much 
like Paul Revere, Sybil was a hero. 
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Belling the Cat 
 

A Fable by Aesop 
 

A Reader’s Theater Script by Lisa Blau 
 
Mouse Leader Gray Mouse Brown Mouse 

Wise Old Mouse Narrator #1  Narrator #2 
 
 
Narrator #2 Once upon a time many little mice 

lived in a cozy house. 
 
Narrator #1 One day a big cat came to live in the 

house. 
 
Narrator #2 The cat chased the mice.  The mice 

were very, very scared. 
 
Mouse Leader We have a problem. 
 
Narrator #2 The mouse leader told all the mice. 
 
Mouse Leader I am tired of being chased by that big 

cat day and night. 
 
Gray Mouse But what can we do? 
 
Narrator #1 Asked the gray mouse. 
 
Brown Mouse We must come up with a plan. 
 
Gray Mouse What a great idea.  What will we do? 
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Brown Mouse We can wait until the cat falls asleep.  
Then we can tie a bell around the 
cat’s neck.  When the cat tries to 
chase us, the bell will ring and we 
can run away. 

 
Brown Mouse This is a fabulous plan!  Let’s tie the 

bell around the cat’s neck. 
 
Wise Old Mouse And who will tie the bell around the 

cat’s neck? 
 
Narrator #1 Asked the wise old mouse. 
 
Narrator #2 No one wanted to be the one to try. 
 
Narrator #1 The mice were much too scared. 
 
Wise Old Mouse And that is why mice are still chased 

and caught by cats to this very day. 
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