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Relationships in Children’s and Young Adult Literature:
A Curricular Plan for Secondary Students

Christina A. Bentheim




The focus of this curricular plan is relationships—relationships with others, the self, objects, and / or
experiences. Relationships are central to life; every student has experience with them. However, not
every child knows how to appropriately develop and maintain good relationships, or abandon a
relationship that is harmful or unhealthy. The purpose of this plan is to encourage students to
examine the relationships in their lives through a more critical lens. All through exploration of
intentionally selected texts, students will have the opportunity to live through the successes and
failures of strong characters’ relationships, while drawing upon personal experiences to inform future
life decisions.

Bartoletti, S.C. (2005). Hitler youth: Growing up in Hitler's shadow. New York: Scholastic.
This well-researched book chronicles the lives of several children who were involved in the
Hitler Youth movement either as supporters or those in opposition. The reader learns the truth
behind the propaganda, and withesses authentic depictions of key events during Hitler’s reign
in Germany as they related to children and youth.

Boyne, J. (2006). The boy in the striped pajamas. New York: David Ficking.
Bruno is a nine-year-old boy whose father is a high-ranking officer employed by Hitler in Berlin.
He’s so high-ranking, in fact, that Hitler (although never mentioned by name) comes to dinner
frequently. Bruno is completely oblivious to the evil going on—he’s simply proud of his dad’s
sharp-looking uniform. Half way into the book, Bruno and his family are required to move to a
camp called (in Bruno’s naive understanding) “Out-With.” The rest of the book details Bruno’s
boredom, exploration, and discovery as he befriends one of the children held at the Camp.

Choi, Y. (2001). The name jar. New York: Knopf.
Young Unhei just moved from Korea to a school in the United States. She is very shy about
her name and doesn’t want to tell the class. When they ask her to introduce herself, she says
that she doesn’t have a name yet and will get back to them. The rest of the story develops as
her classmates befriend her and write name suggestions on little scraps of paper and deposit
them into a clear glass jar. They present her with this jar to aid her in her American-name
decision. Towards the end, Joey, a classmate, tries to learn more about Unhei’s culture. In
doing so, he comes across a name stamp and has it made for her in a store in her
neighborhood (Little Korea). The last few pages of the book tell you what she decides to do
with her name ... Read it to find out!

Choldenko, G. (2004). Al Capone does my shirts. New York: Puffin Books.

The story is about the experiences children of prison guards had as they grew up on Alcatraz
Island in the 1930s. Autism was not yet discovered or named, so the term is never used in the
book—and family members don’t always know how to cope. However, by noticing the nuances
of Natalie’s personality such as button collecting, her special school, and her behavioral
outbursts, one can easily realize that Natalie is living with the disability.

Choldenko, G. (2006). How to make friends with a giant. lll. A. Walrod. New York: Putnam Juvenile.
A “giant” boy named Jacomo moves in next door to a “shrimpy” kid named Jake. Jacomo is
often made fun of at school because of his large size—and so is Jake. The two children
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befriend each other, but are still made fun of regularly. However, during recess one day, the
kids see how valuable Jacomo’s size is.

Cooper, F. (2008). Willie and the all-stars. New York: Philomel Books.
Towards the middle of the 1940s, Negro baseball was getting popular. Jackie Robinson was a
hero to almost all young African-American boys. One boy in particular dreams of being a star
at Wrigley Field, but he’s Black—and Blacks didn’t have opportunities for success very freely.
Young Willie gets to the field to see a game and witnesses the white team shaking the hands
of the Black team—change was imminent.

Fleischman, P. (1998). Whirligig. New York: Henry Holt and Co.
After facing rejection, Brent gets drunk and then behind the wheel to try to end his life. Instead
of killing himself, he kills a young woman with promise. Through a series of events, Brent
transforms and begins to take responsibility for his actions.

Fleming, C. (2003). Boxes for Katje. Ill. S. Dressen-McQueen. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
During the War, the Children’s Aid Society encouraged kids to send goods to families
overseas. One letter reached Katje—and she shared the contents of the package with those
around her. Katje thanked her new American friend and eventually packages continued to
arrive for Katje. And Katje continued to share them with the townspeople. The generosity
ultimately helped the Dutch survive very brutal weather and economic conditions.

Gantos, J. (1998). Joey Pigza swallowed the key. New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux.
Joey Pigza is a young boy that every teacher has in his or her classroom. His hyperactivity
gets the best of him, causing impulsive and often regretful decisions. His family is very
dysfunctional, driving home the idea that “the apple doesn't fall far from the tree.” However, the
good in Joey’s heart is highly visible and far surpasses any of his poor choices.

Gifford, P. E. (2007). Moxy Maxwell does not love Stuart Little. Ill. V. Fisher. New York: Schwartz &
Wade Books.
In this short read, the reader is introduced to a young girl who lives the life of a procrastinator
with a capital P. Over the summer, Moxy Maxwell is assigned to read the book Stuart Little.
Moxy does a fantastic job of keeping the book with her everywhere she goes. However, she
does not really ever open it—or attempt to read it. She busies herself with all kind of other
tasks like cleaning her room, working in the garden and subsequently drowning Mom’s dahlias,
and well, things like that. So she essentially gets into trouble when she doesn’t read her book.
In the end, she waits until the night before her first day of fourth grade to start reading the
book. To see what happens, just read the book!

Haddon, M. (2003). The curious incident of the dog in the night-time. New York: Doubleday.
In this story, we meet a young man who is a savant—and autistic. He becomes obsessed with
finding out who killed the neighbor’s dog even after being told not to look any further. His
mother dies, his father goes a little nuts, and everything is fine as long as no one touches him,
allows his food to touch, or hides his detective novel that he’s writing. Well, not really. There
are a number of plot twists that bring the dead mother to life, reveal the murderer of
Wellington, and turn his organized world into chaos.

Hatkoff, 1., Hatkoff, C., & Kahumbu, Dr. P. (2005). Owen and Mzee: The true story of a remarkable
friendship. New York: Scholastic.
This is a true story about a tortoise and hippopotamus that became companions following
Hurricane Katrina written by the individuals who witnessed the chronicled events.



Heard, G. (2002). This place | know: Poems of comfort. Cambridge, Mass: Candlewick Press.
This compilation of professional poetry and art was collected after September 11, 2001.
Several well-known children’s artists illustrated classic poems that reflect feelings of warmth,
loss, hope, grief, and other elements of life that seem difficult to cope with at times.

Jeffers, O. (2005). Lost and found. New York. Philomel.
A young boy encounters a penguin that follows him everywhere. No one owns the penguin, so
he and the boy set sail to the North Pole so that the penguin can return home. They keep each
other company on the journey and eventually have to part. They say their good-byes and the
boy turns to sail back home. As the boy is alone in the middle of the sea, he realizes the
penguin was just as lonely as he was, so he turns around to go back to the penguin. Before
the boy returns to the North Pole, he realizes the penguin is actually on a boat coming to him!

Johnson, A. (2003). The first part last. New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers.
This story is told by a young man who ends up a father in high school. He and his girlfriend are
trying to make it work and end up figuring out a lot about themselves, life, and babies.

Korman, G. (2008). Swindle. New York, NY: Scholastic Press.
At the beginning of the story, Ben and his friend find a Babe Ruth baseball card. They take it to
a pawn shop owned by S. Wendell and find it's not worth anything except for $100. Within a
few weeks, the boys realize they were swindled—because S. Wendell is shown on TV talking
about this rare baseball card he’s come across. It's valued at $1,000,000! So the rest of the
book is about how the boys and their friends organize a highly detailed and entertaining heist
to get the card back. At the very end, they get the card, but what happens to it leaves the
reader open-mouthed!

Lord, C. (2006). Rules. New York: Scholastic Press.
Catherine is the big sister of an autistic boy named David. Because David needs order in his
life—and practically needs to be told how to specifically do things—Catherine comes up with a
list of rules that is amended and added to as necessary. Throughout the book, we see different
rules popping up that will help David “fit” in life. While the book is titled Rules, the story isn’t so
much about David as it is Catherine and a non-verbal boy in a wheelchair named Jason.
Catherine meets Jason in the waiting room at one of David’s occupational therapy
appointments. From there, amidst ups and downs, a beautiful friendship develops that leaves
the reader smiling, crying, cheering, and hopeful.

McCormick, P. (2006). Sold. New York: Hyperion.
Sold is a deeply horrifying look at the sex slave trade within Nepal and India. A variety of social
issues such as poverty, sexism, under-aged prostitution, poverty, and trafficking are explored
from the angle of one teen’s life. Her name is Lakshmi and she is sent by her family to support
them financially. She soon discovers that this journey she’s on is taking her far away from her
family in the hills to a strange place with “black boxes that have glass in front.” (A TV, of
course.) Lakshmi has disturbing encounters with various male individuals and is then handed
off again to a woman who manages a brothel. It is here where she is raped repeatedly over a
period of years. The rest of the novel is about how she copes within the deepest pits of
despair—and how she may eventually be free.

Medina, J. (1999). My name is Jorge on both sides of the river: Poems. Ill. F. Vandenbroeck.
Honesdale, Pa: Wordsong.
This collection of bilingual poetry tells us Jorge’s story of adjusting to culture in the U.S. The
reader feels his fears and frustrations in the classroom and listens to his hopes and dreams.
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Meyer, S. (2006). Twilight. New York: Little, Brown Young Readers.
In this story, the reader follows typical teen Bella to her new home in Washington. Once there,
she meets Edward, a boy that is rather mean-spirited at first. The rest of the story depicts the
relationship between these two characters, as well as their individual relationship’s to other
aspects of life.

Myers, W.D. (2001). Monster. Ill. C. Myers. New York: Amistad Press.
Sixteen-year-old Steve Harmon is on trial for felony murder because of his potential
involvement in the robbery of a convenience store, which resulted in the owner’s death. The
reader experiences his trial, thoughts, and feelings through first-person narrative, as well as
through a film script Steve wrote while serving his time.

Munson, D. (2000). Enemy pie. Ill. T.C. King. San Francisco: Chronicle Books.
A young boy named Jeremy Ross as his enemy because Jeremy struck him out and didn’t
invite him to his birthday party. After talking with his dad, the boy learned how he could “get rid”
of Jeremy with a top-secret recipe called “Enemy Pie.”

Nelson, K. (2008). We are the ship: The story of Negro league baseball. New York: Hyperion.
This book is an authentic and honest account—both in words and visuals—about the
hardships and successes of baseball players in the Negro League.

Perkins, L.R. (2007). Pictures from our vacation. New York: Greenwillow.
A family experiences a vacation as told through the “eyes” of the two children—after the
mother provides each child with a mini photo sticker camera.

Peters, J.A. (2003). Define normal. New York: Little, Brown Young Readers.
Two very different girls are forced to work together in their school’'s peer mediation program.
However, the girls can’t stand each other. With time, they begin to help each other through
their discussions and realize that they are more similar than previously thought. A wonderful
friendship ensues and many lessons are learned.

Polacco, P. (2006). Something about Hensley’s. New York: Philomel.
John, the owner of Hensley’s, makes the place inviting and magical. Everything anyone ever
needs is there. Mr. Hensley is able to provide residents with things they’re looking for at the
last minute, and is very generous, too. In the story, he shares his magic with two girls who
learn how to make a house a home with a very special gift.

Recorvits, H. (2003). My name is Yoon. lll. G. Swiatkowska. New York: Frances Foster Books.
Yoon immigrates to the United States from Korea and struggles with her new “American” name
and culture. She dreams, she explores, she talks with others, and she eventually learns to
appreciate her real identity.

Rohmer, H. (1999). Honoring our ancestors. Ill. Various Artists. San Francisco: Children’s Book
Press.
This collection features first-hand stories and pictures by fourteen various children’s literature
artists. The reader experiences personal artwork coupled with words that clearly honor
heritage and culture of families.

Rosen, M. (2005). Michael Rosen's sad book. Ill. Q. Blake. Cambridge, Mass: Candlewick Press.
The author lost his child several years back and continues to deal with a great deal of
emotional pain. The reader experiences Michael’s feelings of loss and hopelessness,
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witnessing the empty holes his son left in death. However, there is also a twinge of hope that
the light will come.

Ryan, P.M. (2005). Nacho and Lolita. lll. C. Rueda. New York: Scholastic.
In this story that captures the whimsy of the swallows returning to San Juan Capistrano each
year, two birds named Nacho and Lolita become friends and lovers despite their differences.

Sachar, L. (1998). Holes. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
Delinquent teenage boys are sent to Camp Greenlake to become proper boys. However, after
digging holes in sweltering eat day in and day out, they rebel against their “bosses.” They
discover a secret that has been haunting several families for decades ...

Selznick, B. (2007). The invention of Hugo Cabret. New York, NY: Scholastic Press.
This is a fascinating story about a young boy who comes across something called an
automatron in the trash within his Paris neighborhood. Hugo lives in the walls of the train
station where he is responsible for taking care of all of the clocks in the facility. (His uncle is
the actual employee, but he is a drunk and non-functioning.) Hugo somehow manages to get
this automatron to his living space without being detected. It is there where he tries to fix it.
After befriending a young girl and her uncle who runs a shop in the train station, Hugo gets the
automatron to work—and then a secret is revealed.

Smith, H. A. (2003). The way a door closes. Ill. S. Evans. New York: Henry Holt.
The poetry tells the story of a young man and the pain, loss, and even happiness that he is
feeling about the relationships in his life.

Vizzini, N. (2006). It's kind of a funny story. New York: Miramax Books.
In this story, we follow a 15-year-old boy who is battling depression. As he struggles, he also
triumphs because his introspection leads him down the path to personal freedom from his
illness. He shows how he got help, the process he went through during his hospitalization, and
his hopes for the future. Themes such as peer pressure, honesty, family, and love are
explored.

Woodson, J. (2002). Visiting day. Ill. J. Ransome. New York: Scholastic.
In this story, the reader experiences a young girl’s longing for her incarcerated father. Although
the story is told from the girl's perspective, many of the illustrations offer insight into the
feelings of others involved such as her grandmother and father who is anxiously awaiting her
visit.

Woodson, J. (2005). Show way. lll. H. Talbot. New York: G. P. Putham's Sons.
A young girl draws the reader in to her life by sharing personal experiences with the quilt. We
learn about show maps through the generations—and how portions of her family’s culture are
passed down to new generations.

Each book was selected because of its relationship to the overall theme within the cornerstone text—
or a sub-theme. A variety of texts are provided to honor and support students of many interests and
most abilities. In general, selection criteria are as follows:

Culturally accurate

Strong, believable characters



Rich in details

Authentic relationships with others, the self, objects, or experiences
High interest, but also high quality writing

Realistic situations or situations that can be easily transferred to reality
Award winning (not a requirement)

Relevant subject matter to today’s secondary students

Al Capone Does My Shirts is full of rich themes that children can squarely identify with such as family,
friendships (both likely and unlikely), crime, differences (such a race or disabilities), and the self. Each
text’s relationships to these themes are relevant to student lives and experiences in a variety of
ways—and lend themselves to identity with characters and plot. Also, Choldenko’s thorough research
of Alcatraz, its children, and the time period leave students interested in the Great Depression,
organized crime, and life on the island. The reading of this book in my class this year inspired a
number of student-generated inquiries about related issues.
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The following responses can be used with most stories and allow for student creativity with both
words and illustrations. Once students share their various responses, other students tend to think in
new ways about the elements of the story, as well as the story itself.

Instant Messages between Characters
Students will write out an instant message (IM) conversation between two characters
within the story / book or series of books and stories. It should be written in netspeak
(lol, brb, ttyl, and smilies for example) and should demonstrate insight into each
character’s personality, wishes, dreams, hopes, and opinions.

Wordle
Students will create a Wordle collage at www.wordle.net using written descriptions of a
place, event, or character within the story.
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ABC Book
Students will create an ABC Book page that focuses on one character, event, or
element from the story. Each letter must have one word that starts with the letter, a
related illustration, and a phrase that explains the meaning of the word in written
language. The class will assemble the final book.

MySpace Character Page
Students will choose one character from the story and create a MySpace profile for him
or her using the online profile maker at www.ReadWriteThink.org. Each choice must be
reflective and demonstrate superior understanding of, and insight into, the character’s
life.
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Body Biography
Students will work in pairs to choose a character from the story and create a visual and
written portrait illustrating important aspects of the selected character’s life. Each body
biography should provide a review of the most significant events involving the character,
visual symbols representing the character or a facet of his/her life, and the five most
important quotes relating to the character.

Mural and Reflection
Students will create a mural collage using words, photos, magazine cut-outs, fabric, and
other materials to re-tell a story while demonstrating insight into characters, plot, and
other elements of literature. Students will also write a reflection of this learning
experience.



Book Jacket

After reading a story, students will create new and improved book jackets for the books
they are reading. The objective is for students to develop book jackets that make sense
based on their individual understandings of the text. The jackets will be displayed at a

gallery exhibition in the library near the actual cover of the book for comparison
purposes.
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It is critical that students be assessed for learning in a variety of ways to accommodate multiple
learning styles.

Interactive Student Notebook
Before, during, and / or after reading any book, students will be collecting words, writing

predictions, making connections, sketching mental imagery, and responding to the text
in a variety of other ways. | will lead a periodic (bi-weekly) review of each student’'s ISN
during his or her personal conference time with me. I'll be using the attached checklist
to look for evidence of learning in both the ISN and personal conference.

Eavesdropping
| will rove the room and listen in on student discussions during their literature circles. |

will specifically be listening for evidence of student insight into character motivation, plot
development, and story application to real life.

Self-assessment
A third effective strategy to determine efficacy of teaching methods and results of

student learning is the attached self-assessment. When students reflect upon their
learning, the teacher is able to follow his or her line of thinking, which provides further
insight into the classroom literacy experiences.



