
The Purpose of Life 

When I was growing up, 
say between the ages of9-12, 
I knew the answer: 
to walk barefooted 
as early as possible in Spring: 
after a rain 
to jump into puddles 
splashing water all over myself 
or squish viscid mud 
between bare toes, 
and, as summer deepened, 
pick sandburs 
from bare feet 
and at night 
bottle fireflies. 
Now that I'm older 
and have thought about it 
some 
with my Ph.D. mind, 
well, my early answer 
will still have to do. 
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Sports 
Bloody, sweaty 

Crunching, checking, huffing, and puffing 
95 MPH slap shots 

Hockey 
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Sports 
Quick, fast 

Swinging, catching, throwing 
A great, diving snag 

Baseball 

-. Clint Gehrke is a 7th grade student at 
Luverne Middle-High School. 

• Nick and Clint are students of Elizabeth 
Peterson who teaches English at Luverne 
Middle-High School in Luverne, MN. 

22 Minnesota English Journal 26.1 Fall 1995 

Planning Thematic Literature Units 

Christopher Johnson 

In the March 1994 issue of 
Eni:lish Journal, the editors marked the 
100th anniversary · of the report of the 
NEA' s Committee of Ten, which 
established the curriculum of English in 
this country. To commemorate this 
anniversary, several authors presented 
their perspectives on the present and 
future of the English curriculum. 

Don Zancanella described efforts 
to move toward an interdisciplinary 
curriculum, to infuse multicultural 
literature, and to incorporate mass media 
(23-29). 

Robert Y agelski argued that 
"Literature . , , should be removed 
from the center of the secondary 
curriculum and become part of the study 
of Iani:ua~e that should be at the center 
of the curriculum" (35). 

Robert Probst emphasized that 
personal responses, connections, 
associations, and meanings are central to 
helping students develop a lifelong love 
of literature and reading. He stated that 
reforms in teaching literature should aim 
at "the over-archint: ~oal that 
experiences with literature will yield 
pleasure--aesthetic . intellectual, 
emotional. and social--for students" 
(42). 

Finally, Arthur Applebee 
suggested that quality conversations 
about literature are more likely to occur 

in thematic literature units, which 
encourage connections and multiple 
perspectives toward ideas. Yet, 
Applebee also observed, 11 As a 
profession . . we have given 
surprisingly little attention to how to 
construct effective thematic units, or to 
what kinds of relatedness will in fact 
foster rich conversations 11 

( 49). 
As Applebee suggests, 

well-constructed thematic units address 
the priorities and concerns expressed by 
the other authors in that issue of Eni:lish 
Journal. Units built around themes place 
literature into a context of ideas and 
issues that help students see the 
connections between literature and their 
own lives. In addition, thematic units 
integrate the language arts, create 
opportunities for authentic multicultural 
infusion, and expand naturally to include 
the arts and mass media. Finally, 
thematic literature units can grow 
naturally into thematic interdisciplinary 
units that extend to social studies, fine 
arts, science, and mathematics. 

One of the most educationally valid 
reasons for thematic literature units is 
that they move ideas to the center of the 
English curriculum. If introduced 
properly, ideas galvanize student interest 
because they are empowering. They are 
the vehicles by which people connect the 
random observations and experiences of 
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