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This is the latest in a series of The Planning Department articles that suggest 
ways to organize a school-wide literacy event around a single book title. The 
previous articles are available online at www.CanadianTeacherMagazine.
com. Click on “Selected Articles” and then on “Literacy.”

How Do Themes Facilitate Learning? 
For the last five years our elementary school has chosen an integrated approach 

to our September start-up routines. We begin by choosing a book that highlights the 
goals and/or skills that we want to focus on at that time of the year, and build a theme 
around it.  

“The primary purpose of using themes is to promote learning. When we asked our-
selves which themes had worked for us, we realized that successful themes share many 
qualities: they are relevant, connected, fun, purposeful, provide for choice, and inte-
grate different subjects. Themes work best when we consider the total needs of our 
children and use the themes to invite new learning.” (Building Connections: Making 
Themes Work by Anne Davies, Colleen Politano and Caren Cameron)

This year we chose Running Shoes by 
Frederick Lipp. This beautifully illustrated 
book tells the story of a young Cambodian 
girl whose secret wish is to own a pair of 
running shoes so that she can go to the school 
in the next village. During his annual visit, 
the census taker notices Sophy staring at the 
running shoes he is wearing. When he realizes 
her predicament, he has her stand in the mud 
of the riverbank and measures her footprint. The following month a package arrives 
for her—the treasured running shoes. The determined young girl rises early and runs 
the eight kilometres to school every day. Despite all odds (including the fact that she is 
the only girl in the one-room school) she learns to read.

They walked to the side of the river. Sophy held a bamboo stick and scratched words 
into the clay: 
Thank you for the running shoes. 
Now I can read and write.
Everything was so quiet that Sophy could hear the stream bubbling around the stones. 
She looked down and said shyly, “One day I want to help my people build a school 
and...”

“What?” the number man asked.
“I want to be the teacher,” Sophy said, smiling and wiggling her toes in the mud.

Making wishes and setting goals seemed to be a good starting place for the school 
year and led to forming the following inquiry questions:

What was Sophy’s secret wish? What personal skills and talents did she have •	
that helped her to achieve her dream?
What is your special wish? What skills and talents do you have? What are you •	
good at? How will you achieve your dream?

What Resources Were Needed? 
Materials 

multiple copies of •	 Running Shoes by Frederick Lipp (available in paperback from 
Charlesbridge, ISBN 978-1-58089-176-9)
lesson plans and instructional materials developed by the literacy committee•	

People 
Teacher planning teams•	
Guest speakers, Adrianne Dartnall and Rick Lennert (With funds donated by •	
individuals, families and schools, Rick and Adrianne assist children and fami-
lies in Southeast Asia with basic needs such as housing, education and support. 
For more information, see the article “Canadians Bring Help to Asia” in the 
May 2010 issue of CTM available at www.canadianteachermagazine.com or 
visit www.kidsdevelopmentsociety.org).

What Was The Sequence of Events? 
September – First Week
Students were placed in grade groups each day but were not assigned to perma-

nent classes until Friday afternoon (this is a standard policy at our school as the school 
population changes so much over the summer). Each student engaged in Before 
Reading activities with the teacher they were with that day.

September – Second Week
All students were now placed with their classroom teachers. Various During 

Reading and After Reading activities took place, depending on the grade level.
Each grade group had a half hour visit with Adrianne and Rick.
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Running Shoes Brenda has been teaching for over 
30 years.  She uses literature based 
themes in her classroom and is 
actively involved in  her school 
and district literacy committees.  by Brenda Boreham

Before Reading Activity That Works With This Book
The four lessons that we planned for the first week focussed on making pre-
dictions. The students knew nothing about the story at this point and we 
wanted to tap into their prior knowledge and experiences to think about 
what the story might be about. Here is one of the lessons.

Types of Footwear (graphing)
Goals
1.	 To sort and graph the class footwear.
2.	 To make a meaningful prediction based on an artifact.

Materials
•	 student footwear
•	 large class bar graph
•	 small bar graphs for student use
•	 crayons
•	 2 hoola hoops (optional)

Process
Part One: Sorting the class footwear and graphing the results.
1.	 Have the students sit in a circle and remove one shoe.
2. 	 Place all of the shoes in the middle of the circle.
3. 	 Sort the shoes (4 times) into groups following the criteria (hoola hoops 

could be used to contain the shoes or the shoes could be simply 
placed into two piles): 

	 running shoes/not running		  shoes left/right
	 velcro/no velcro			   red/not red
4. 	 Tally the results on the chalkboard.
5. 	 Record the results on a large class graph.
6. 	 Have students return to their seats and guide them to record the 

results on their own bar graphs.

Part Two: Making a meaningful prediction based on an artifact.
1.	  Partner share: based on the graphing activity what do you think the 

story will be about?
2.	  After the students discuss their ideas, have them decide if they need 

to change their original prediction or will it remain the same?
3.	  Group share: Have partners report out to the larger group..


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