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Background and Reason for Project Focus 

 Literacy is an important component in education and the world around us. We 

use literacy skills in all that we do each and every day from communicating to finding 

our way around. Literacy is not only just reading and writing, but can be found in all 

content areas. For example, in math, literacy can be described as finding meaning and 

reading the symbols in an equation. Many students struggle with literacy at all levels 

and this can have detrimental effects on all areas of their life due to the fact that literacy 

is found everywhere. Motivation plays a huge part in students’ literacy skills. As stated 

by Gambrell, Malloy, and Mazzoni (2011), “motivation often makes the difference 

between superficial and shallow learning and learning that is deep and 

internalized…Students need both the skill and the will to become competent and 

motivated readers” (p. 22). In many cases if students are not motivated and engaged, 

they will struggle and in some cases fall behind in their literacy skills.  

Home and Family 

 Will is 13, in 7th grade and reads at a grade 7.3 reading level assessed using 

aimsweb and STAR testing. He is a white, male from a small town in mid-Michigan. His 

parents are very well educated; his mother is the district’s Librarian and Instructional 

Technologist and has 3 masters’ degrees. His father is a small business owner and has 

a bachelor’s degree from Michigan State University. He has one older sister who is 

going to be a junior in high school next fall. Even though Will’s mother has a high level 

of education, she does not enjoy reading for pleasure. Will’s sister does not read very 

often either unless it is for school. Will does not enjoy reading and therefore does not 

read very often at home and is also struggling with comprehension.  
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Emotional Climate and Literacy History 

 Will does pretty well with his literacy skills. He does not read quickly, but does 

well when he reads. When asked, Will said he did not like to read out loud. He does not 

enjoy writing and wrote on his writing survey that he was an “average writer for [his] 

age.” He is a good writer but sometimes struggles with longer writing assignments and   

prefers short writing assignments. Will reads slowly and does not read much outside of 

class. Will understands the importance of being a good writer as a necessity as an 

adult. Although Will does well with his literacy skills, he does not enjoy reading or 

writing.  

 When Will was younger and learning to read, his parents would read to him at 

home but they do not do this anymore now that he knows how to read.  Will attended 

Catholic school until he was in the 6th grade and said that he “learned how to write in 

elementary school in English class.” Both parents have college degrees but do not 

enjoy reading when they do not have to. Will’s mother does not enjoy reading unless it 

is required for her job or classes. Through reading and writing inventories Will shared 

that he liked to read and write only when it was something that sparked his interest. I 

used Will’s interests to help develop each lesson – in this case I was considering the 

interests of the student, one of the best practices for motivating students to read 

(Guthrie, 2011, p. 177-178).  

Tests and Summary of Results 

 I used reading (Appendix C and D) and writing (Appendix E and F) inventories to 

find out what Will’s thoughts were about reading and writing and where his areas of 

interest are. I kept his interests in mind as I constructed the lesson plans I would use. 
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Will was assessed with aimsweb and STAR testing before the lessons were given to 

find his reading and comprehension levels and these levels were used as a guideline in 

developing each lesson.  

Will was given a pre-test on both stories; The Secret and The Drummer Boy of 

Shiloh by having him write a journal entry that described his feelings on living in space 

that connected to The Secret and what it would be like to be a soldier during the Civil 

War that connected to The Drummer Boy of Shiloh. I wanted him to experience a basic 

introduction to the background and themes that are connected to each time period – the 

future and the Civil War. These pre-tests assessed previous knowledge relevant to the 

story as “Prior knowledge is the foundation upon which new meaning (or learning) is 

built” (Gambrell, Malloy, and Mazzoni, 2011, p. 25) This allowed me to evaluate where 

Will was at when it came to certain themes and adapt lessons in order to help Will make 

the connections to the story – even when they may not be very easy to identify. 

For the post-test, I had Will complete a series of multiple choice questions 

for The Drummer Boy of Shiloh and a series of short answer questions for The Secret.  I 

felt that these assessment instruments were necessary due to the fact that the first 

lesson dealt with multiple choice questions that would demonstrate reading 

comprehension at a basic level and the short answer questions used for the second 

lesson would demonstrate a more sophisticated level of comprehension that 

demonstrated different levels of understanding that would give me a much closer 

understanding of where he would stand regarding his comprehension.  This assessment 

could only be completed by having the student express their thoughts about the story 

through short answer and personal ideas.  
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The Drummer Boy of Shiloh pre-test journal entry asked the student to describe 

what it would be like to be a soldier during the Civil War.  The aim of this assignment 

was to have the student associate the event with the fear experienced by the young 

soldiers like Joby in the story.  Will’s journal entry is as follows: 

Question: What would life be like for a soldier during the Civil War? How do you think 
they felt before they went into battle? Why would they feel that way? 

  

Will’s Response: 
“It would be scary going into violent battle.  A soldier knows that he could die and he 

wants to get back to his family.  The soldier might also be disappointed that he was 
fighting soldiers from his own country.” 

 

The Drummer Boy of Shiloh post-test assignment included multiple-choice 

questions.  After Will read the story he was then expected to answer a series of multiple 

choice questions to display his comprehension for the key themes symbolized and 

demonstrated throughout the text.  I wanted to start him with a simple multiple choice 

style to get an idea of how the author identified themes and important ideas from the 

story before moving on to a more difficult selection with short answer questions.  Will 

was able to answer all of the multiple-choice questions correctly.  Most importantly, he 

identified the central themes of fear, personal courage, and “the heart of the army” 

symbolism correctly. 

The Secret pre-test journal entry asked Will to describe what it would be like to 

live in space.  The goal of this section was for him to see that we take a lot of natural 

resources for granted compared to the scarcity of resources while living on the moon – 

an idea that Arthur C. Clarke would explain during the story.  The journal also helped 
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me to identify if he thought it would be a great experience to live on the moon, or if he 

did not think it would be special.  Will’s journal entry is as follows: 

  
Question:  What would life be like on the moon? How would it differ from living on 

Earth? 
  

Will’s Response: 
“Life would be very different on the moon.  Everyone would always have to wear a 

space suit.  This would make everyday things eating, showering, and getting dressed 
very hard.  Unlike life on Earth you could not go to the park and see all of the different 
animals.  Every were on the moon is the same.  On Earth, you can go places and see 

different landscapes.  You would also have to get used to the lower gravity.  Life on the 
moon would not be fun.” 

 
The Secret post-test short answer questions were designed to see how Will 

would handle a much more complicated message compared to The Drummer Boy of 

Shiloh.  The questions were designed so he could see a number of themes and ethical 

dilemmas experienced by the main character that worked as a journalist.  Among a 

number of things the short answer questions were meant to explore scarcity, 

overpopulation, and the problems that a society experiences when humans have 

exhausted the natural resources of the Earth and begin competing for a better life on 

another world where simple existence is a miracle.  Above all, he needed to explore an 

ethical dilemma and explain what choice he would make if he were the journalist in the 

story.  Will did a good job with this assignment.  He understood the basic themes and 

dilemmas presented during the story, but he could have gone a little farther when it 

came to explaining his reasoning for writing about the secret on the moon and the 

characters’ emotions. 
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Lesson Plans  

(Full Lesson Plans – Appendix A and B) 

 
 

Comprehension/

Vocabulary 

June 10, 2013 

Objectives: 
Students will read 
and analyze The 

Drummer Boy of 
Shiloh by Ray 

Bradbury.  The 

lesson’s focus will be 
on comprehension 
and new vocabulary 

and the identification 
of key plot points and 
the overall themes of 

the short story. 
 

 Common Core  

 
 RL 8.2  
 RL 8.3  

 RL 8.4  

Instructional materials 
 
1. I-pad or other 

research materials 
about the Civil War 

2. Copy of the story 
The Drummer Boy 
of Shiloh 

3. Comprehension 

questions  
4. Short answer 

essays. 

5. I-pad/dictionary for 
looking up words 

 

On-going assessment 

The student must 
successfully answer the 
list of comprehension 

question and be able to 
identify the necessary 
themes while also 

making personal 
connections to their 
own life. 

 

Comprehension/

Vocabulary 

June 17, 2013 

Objectives: 

Students will read 
and analyze The 
Secret by Arthur C. 

Clarke.  The lesson’s 
focus will be on 
comprehension and 

new vocabulary and 
the identification of 
key plot points and 

the overall themes of 
the short story. 
 

 Common Core  
 

 RL 8.2  

 RL 8.3  
 RL 8.4  

Instructional materials 

1. Copy of the story 
The Drummer Boy 
of Shiloh 

2. Comprehension 
questions  

3. Short answer 

essays. 
4. I-pad/dictionary for 

looking up words 

 
 

On-going assessment 

The student must 

successfully answer the 

list of comprehension 

question and be able to 

identify the necessary 

themes while also 

making personal 

connections to their 

own life. 
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Reflections 

The assignments and assessments allowed me to make a professional 

evaluation of the student’s comprehension because he is going into the eighth grade 

and the district he attends requires him to read and analyze the two selected stories at 

the beginning of his academic year.  The assessments are those used by the current 

curriculum plan for his language arts course and would indicate a satisfactory 

performance when they are answered correctly.  

The reading instruction made a meaningful contribution by identifying how to 

select assignments based on the student’s personal preferences.  For instance, Will 

was exposed to “historical” and “classic” short stories that were connected to time 

periods that aim at a young man’s imagination, but require him to go a little further and 

analyze how the characters feel and what kind of decisions they should make.  I feel 

that it was a smart move to select these stories based on his conversations with me that 

are documented in this paper.  For instance, Will has a great love of adventure and the 

future and the idea of reading a complicated story based in space and in the future 

allowed him to read about something he found fascinating through previous science 

courses and extra activities at home such as building with Lego blocks that dealt with 

adventures in outer space.  When a student struggles with reading and making 

attachments to literacy they need to be challenged to see the connections to their own 

lives and their imaginations to see that reading and writing can actually be fun when it 

deals with something they love.  This is a direct connection to Guthrie’s (2011) idea that 

relevance is a best practice in motivating students (p. 183-184). I feel that Will did much 

better with The Secret because of the space background, but the history associated 
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with The Drummer Boy of Shiloh was not as exciting to him.  In short, I did not see his 

eyes light up when I mentioned the Civil War as they did when I mentioned living on the 

moon.  The instruction I offered allowed him to take an adventurous background and 

dive into the themes and ethical dilemmas that he may not have experienced if he found 

the basic setting of the story as boring. 

 In order to allow him to be successful during the lesson he was sitting next to me 

in order to help him with any ideas or words he may have struggled with.  I think it 

helped him through my constant reassurance because he was exposed to literature with 

settings that stirred his imagination, but due to the fact that they were “older” styles of 

writing he may have been intimated and easily distracted if I wasn’t there to guide him 

through difficult parts. I also focused on vocabulary by having Will identify words that he 

did not know as he read through each story. We would discuss the meaning in the text 

and look up words if he needed more of an explanation of the meaning of the word. 

“Vocabulary impacts comprehension” meaning that comprehension will be greater if the 

student understands the meaning of the words they are reading (Duke, Pearson, 

Strachan, & Billman, 2011, p. 74). These teaching methods are extremely well received 

by students due to the fact that the students are able to “take on” a challenging style of 

literature and find something enjoyable that they did not think would be at f irst 

impression.  

The critical moments and choices involved in the two lessons rested with the 

styles of questions asked while also having Will reach beyond his current comfort zone 

of writing and reading.  For example, he had to answer multiple-choice questions for the 

first story, The Drummer Boy of Shiloh that introduced him to the ideas of themes, 
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symbolism, and ideas that forced him to think beyond the surface of the story and think 

about topics while thinking about those ideas.  The multiple-choice questions and 

discussion prepared him for the complicated short answers in The Secret.  The other 

important part of the lesson was produced by the journal writing exercise that allowed 

him to be introduced to the theme of the story while placing him in the situation and 

allowing him a connection to the characters during the story. 

I believe that the instructional goals were reached for both stories.  The evidence 

rests in the short answer questions of The Secret, especially when Will understood why 

the scientists behaved the way they did and were afraid of spreading the news of the 

longer lifespan on the moon.  In addition, Will’s understanding of the human need to 

explore, the way scientific fact is incorporated into science fiction, and the ethical 

dilemma faced by the journalist demonstrate a satisfactory comprehension.  In The 

Drummer Boy of Shiloh, he was able to understand Joby’s fear, but also identified 

Joby’s role as “the heart of the army.”  Ultimately, Will was able to imagine the emotions 

felt by all of the characters and make the personal connections in order to answer the 

questions. 

In order to improve these lessons I would introduce more materials at the 

beginning of the lesson.  For instance, at the beginning of The Drummer Boy of Shiloh, I 

would have Will watch the first DVD of Ken Burns’ The Civil War documentary in order 

to understand the background of the Civil War and the role that young citizens played in 

the war and have them write a journal entry on the same question. The additional 

background information would be beneficial for him to understand how Joby felt during 

the story.  The documentary might also grab his attention more than just discussing the 
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Civil War prior to reading the story. Before Will read The Secret, I would have him 

understand what an ethical dilemma was and a journalist’s role in society and why the 

decision left with the reporter was so important and not as easy to answer as once 

thought.  Overall, these additional resources would allow a closer personal connection 

to the reading that is needed to improve beyond the surface level of 

comprehension.  Overall, Will demonstrated satisfactory comprehension, but there is 

still room for improvement with additional introductory sources. 

The reading instruction could have been more developmentally appropriate by 

employing more technology as stated above with the documentary. This would have 

allowed Will the ability to activate his imagination even more and form a closer 

relationship with the characters and the problems they were trying to solve. I felt it was 

necessary for him to begin with the simple story and themes found in The Drummer Boy 

of Shiloh and move on to The Secret.  One story simply dealt with fear and the 

importance of symbolism during uncertain times while the other story dealt with 

sophisticated ethical dilemmas and scientific ideas that may have been difficult to 

understand without first-hand knowledge. 

I have discovered that a student must understand the mechanics of a story in 

order to comprehend what they are reading and writing.  The mechanics include 

vocabulary, theme, setting, background information, and symbolism.  For example, Will 

needed to understand the role that symbolism and the story’s themes played in each 

short story in order to comprehend everything held within the text.  Reading is so much 

more than singular words – students must learn to understand how the combination of 

words and phrases allows an author to paint a picture and communicate ideas beyond 
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the surface of the story enabling students to search even further to appreciate the 

author’s message.  I believe I was able to do this with Will during his two 

lessons.  Overall, Will learned how to appreciate the hidden meaning of a story, and 

with additional exposure to similar types of stories his abilities will improve over time.  

Recommendations 

If I were to compose a “Letter of Recommendation” to the parents it would 

include the following: 

  

Dear Parents: 

  
It was a joy to work with Will as we explored two short stories in our literature 

class.  Overall, Will is doing an excellent job in class, but I would recommend additional 
action in a few areas to improve his comprehension as the texts and stories he will read 
in the future will require additional analytical thought and comprehension.  The first 

strategy must include a daily routine where he reads for fun on topics that he finds 
interesting and gets him excited about the world around him.  For example, Will really 
enjoyed reading Arthur C. Clarke’s The Secret because it was set on the moon and 

described a futuristic world where space travel and moon colonies became a 
reality.  Due to this interest, I would recommend that Will spend time with both fiction 
and nonfiction dealing with exploration and the future.  As he grows older he must begin 

to challenge himself with stories that are little higher than his current reading level so he 
can push himself.  Another thing that will help Will is to discuss the themes and 
symbolism found in books that the family is reading together at night.  Talk about the 

character’s feelings and emotions while also looking for important lessons found 
throughout the reading.  These exercises will form an understanding that he will employ 
during his independent reading.  Finally, as Will is reading, get in the habit of working on 

vocabulary and making sure that he understands the words’ meanings and 
definitions.  This practice should be practiced in all of his classes including math and 
science so he works on mastering the “language” of those subjects and works the 

words into his daily vocabulary. 
  

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate in calling or emailing me for 
help.  Again, thank you for the opportunity of working with your son! 

 

 

 

 

 



Atkinson: Literacy Learner Analysis  13 
 

Appendix 

Appendix A: Lesson Plan #1 for the story The Drummer Boy of Shiloh by Ray Bradbury 

 Lesson Plan #1 
Date: June 10, 2013 
 

Objective(s) for today’s lesson: Students will read and analyze The Drummer Boy of 
Shiloh by Ray Bradbury.  The lesson’s focus will be on comprehension and the 

identification of key plot points and the overall themes of the short story as well as 

identifying and learning new vocabulary. 
 

 Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy 

 
 RL 8.2 Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the 
course of the text, including its relationship to the characters, setting, and plot; provide an 

objective summary of the text. 
 

 RL 8.3 Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the 

action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision. 
 
 RL 8.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on 
meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts. 
 

Rationale The 8th Grade Curriculum at Owosso Middle School starts the 8th Grade 
Academic year with a unit based on Short Stories.  The goal of this unit is to identify 
themes while making sure the students connect the plot to sophisticated levels of thought 

and understanding.  Overall, the Short Stories unit focuses the 8th Grade student on 
themes and prepares them for more complicated novels during the rest of the year. 

 

Materials & supplies needed: This assignment requires each student to have a copy of 
the story The Drummer Boy of Shiloh in addition to access to the comprehension 

questions and short answer essays. 
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Procedures and approximate time allocated for each 
event   
 

1.) (15 minutes) - Introduction to the Civil War and the 

role that young men in their teens played as soldiers.  
Ultimately, the historical background necessary to 
understand the conflict associated between the Union 

and the Confederacy.   
 

2.) (10 minutes) - Introduce the short story: The Drummer 

Boy of Shiloh to the students with a brief summary 

that points out the characters: the drummer boy and 
the general.  While also key points to watch for while 

reading the story, such as: fear, loyalty, courage, and 
the role that leadership and experience played on the 
part of the General. I will also instruct him to stop and 

circle words that he does not know the meaning of 
and we will discuss and look up these words. 

 

3.) (35 minutes) - The student will then read the story out 
loud to me while I observe his reading.  Throughout 
the reading I will stop the student at certain points and 

ask him questions in order to make sure he 
understands the setting, the characters and the roles 
they are playing during the story.   This process will 

continue throughout the story until it is finished.  
 

4.) (10 minutes) - I will then go over the comprehension 

questions designed for the student that cover the 
basic plot and the more complicated themes 
demonstrated throughout the story.  

 
5.) (10 minutes) - Personal Reflection: The student will 

put himself into the place of the drummer boy and 

reflect on his emotions and what actions he would 
take if he faced a similar situation.  

 

 
Accommodations: Read 
passage to student if needed. 
Give guiding questions to 

help with comprehension 
questions if needed. Aid in 
the looking up of words.    

 

 Assessment  
The student must successfully answer the list of 
comprehension question and be able to identify the 

necessary themes while also making personal connections 
to their own life. 

 

Accommodations: Read 

comprehension questions to 

student if needed. Give 

guiding questions if needed. 
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Appendix B: Lesson Plan #2 for the story The Secret by Arthur C. Clarke 

 

 Lesson Plan #2 
Date: June 17, 2013 
 
Objective(s) for today’s lesson: Students will read and analyze The Secret by Arthur 

C. Clarke.  The lesson’s focus will be on comprehension and the identification of key plot 

points and the overall themes of the short story as well as identifying and learning new 
vocabulary. 
 

 Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy 
 

 RL 8.2 Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the 

course of the text, including its relationship to the characters, setting, and plot; provide an 
objective summary of the text. 
 

 RL 8.3 Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the 
action, reveal aspects of a character, or provoke a decision. 
 

 RL 8.4 Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 
figurative and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on 
meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts. 

 
Rationale The 8th Grade Curriculum at Owosso Middle School starts the 8th Grade 
Academic year with a unit based on Short Stories.  The goal of this unit is to identify 

themes while making sure the students connect the plot to sophisticated levels of thought 
and understanding.  Overall, the Short Stories unit focuses the 8th Grade student on 
themes and prepares them for more complicated novels during the rest of the year.  

 
Materials & supplies needed: This assignment requires each student to have a copy of 
the story The Secret in addition to access to the comprehension questions and short 

answer essays.  
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Procedures and approximate time allocated for each 
event   

 

1.) (15 minutes) – Discuss travel to the moon and what 
it would take to live on the moon.   

 
2.) (10 minutes) - Introduce the short story: The Secret 

to the students with a brief summary that points out 
the characters.  While also key points to watch for 

while reading the story, such as: fear, loyalty, 
courage, and the role that leadership and 
experience played on the part of the General.  

 
3.) (35 minutes) - The student will then read the story 

out loud to me while I observe his reading.  

Throughout the reading I will stop the student at 
certain points and ask him questions in order to 
make sure he understands the setting, the 

characters and the roles they are playing during the 
story. I will also instruct him to stop and circle words 
that he does not know the meaning of and we will 

discuss and look up these words. This process will 
continue throughout the story until it is finished.  

 

4.) (10 minutes) - I will then go over the comprehension 
questions designed for the student that cover the 
basic plot and the more complicated themes 

demonstrated throughout the story.  
 

5.) (10 minutes) - Personal Reflection: The student will 

put himself into the place of the main character and 
reflect on his emotions and what actions he would 
take if he faced a similar situation.  

 

 
Accommodations: Read 
passage to student if needed. 
Give guiding questions to 

help with comprehension 
questions if needed. Aid in 
the looking up of words.    

 
 Assessment  

The student must successfully answer the list of 

comprehension question and be able to identify the 
necessary themes while also making personal connections 
to their own life. 

Accommodations: Read 

comprehension questions to 

student if needed. Give 

guiding questions if needed. 
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Appendix C: Reading Attitude Survey
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Appendix D: Reading Inventory 
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Appendix E: Writing Attitude Survey 
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Appendix F: Writer’s Profile
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Appendix G: Pre-Assessment Journal Entries 
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Appendix H: The Drummer Boy of Shiloh by Ray Bradbury and comprehension 

questions
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Appendix I: The Secret by Arthur C. Clarke and comprehension questions 
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