Getting to Know
a Best Friend Book:
The First Visit
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The first reading of a book is a gift we unwrap together.

The magic of that moment happens only once.
—LESTER L. LAMINACK

he first read-aloud of a Best Friend Book is a gift. Like any gift, the
T excitement and joy of unwrapping it to discover the treasure inside

is something that can’t be relived. Take care with this privilege, do it
slowly, and let your students relish the language and the unfolding of the text.
There is great satisfaction in the opportunity to come to know a book slowly.
Remember, each Best Friend Book will be visited again and again, so there
is no need to rush. Don't be in a hurry; you want your Best Friend to make a

good first impression.

Starting With the “Movie Read”

| like to call the first read-aloud the “movie read.” Imagine that your friend
invites you over to watch a movie. Your friend says, “Oh gosh, | love this movie.
It's one of my favorites, | know you will love it, too.” You agree. When you arrive
your friend offers snacks and beverages, reaches for the remote, and turns
the TV on. You settle back on the sofa eagerly awaiting the movie. Your friend
presses pause and turns toward you. “Now, before | start the movie there are a
few things | should explain. The plot is rather complex so I'll explain how it
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goes before we watch. Also, you need to know there are some unusual special
effects in the second scene. Since you don’t go to movies as often as | do, you
may not get what’s going on....” For the next few minutes your friend continues
telling you “what you need to know” so you will understand the movie. You smile
and nod and hope the movie will start soon. Finally, the movie is running and
you are about 15 minutes in. You are engaged with the story line and your friend
presses pause. “Hey, this is the part where those special effects get tricky. Did you
notice where...? So, tell me what you think is happening so far. Are you getting
it?” You find this disconcerting, even a bit aggravating. But you respond and
engage in the conversation. About the time you find yourself getting involved in
the ideas of this conversation, your friend says, “OK, let’s get back to the movie.”
And with a press of the play button you find yourself trying to switch from your
thoughts about the special effects and the way they impact the plot back to the
unfolding story on the screen.

This whole scenario would be absurd to most adults.

When you are going to watch a movie you typically buy your ticket, enter the
theater, and watch from start to finish without interruption. There are no commercial
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breaks. There is no pause button. There is no one on the speaker stopping the
movie at critical spots to quiz you, nudge your conversation, interrupt the flow of
the story, or clarify anything that might not be clear. That first viewing of a movie
is an experience in which you are focused on getting the big picture even though
you attend to various details and aspects as the story unfolds. If you are watching
with a friend, you may leave the theater in silence as you both reflect, or you may
dive into a conversation the second it ends. You and your friend will likely agree
on much. However, chances are there will be differences in what you notice, and you
will likely have a few differences in your interpretations of some aspects of what
you saw. The conversation that ensues will likely prompt you to rethink, perhaps
even revisit, the movie a second time.

| believe in the power of interactive read-aloud experiences. | have seen
powerful insights develop through that experience. However, | firmly believe that
every read-aloud experience does not need to be an interactive read-aloud. These
Best Friend Books are titles you and your students will visit many times across the
year. The first visit, then, is devoted to getting acquainted. The intention of this
first visit is to capture interest and attention, to leave the students wanting to talk
and ask questions and look back to check on something. In short, the purpose is to
entice them to want more. You want them to think, reflect, and talk with each other.
You want them to discover the feeling of lingering with the language and thinking
about characters after the book is closed. You want them to notice what the writer
is doing and how that helps them construct meaning.

Our friendships develop in a similar way. When you meet a new person who
piques your interest, you are likely to plan another visit or outing together. It would
be rare to leave that second meeting knowing everything there is to know about
your new friend. But you are likely to leave
knowing more, knowing something new. This
may lead to more and more time together, and
each visit will bring new insights, new questions,
and new wonderings as your friendship
blossoms over time.

Two things are significant here. First, the

friendship (the bonds and depth of caring)
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and communication. And secondly, in a The “Movie Read”

does not happen all at once. Rather, it takes
time for this to develop. It unfolds slowly and
organically, arising from common interests
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something that pulls you toward a second

CHAPTER 4: GETTING TO KNOW A BEST FRIEND BOOK: THE FIRST VISIT 59



and third and fourth meeting to spend more time together. Perhaps the process
of gradually coming to know someone is part of what pulls us to return and spend
more time together. Perhaps the process of an emerging friendship is rewarding
in itself.

Let’s consider this idea with a carefully selected set of books—say five fiction
and five nonfiction for each grade level. Think about a set of books you know very
well, books you have turned to over and over again across the year. Think of a
single title you bring into your classroom community every year. Think of that title
as a best friend who has been with you for several years. So this year you are going
to introduce this title as you would introduce a best friend.

The first visit is an opportunity to get acquainted, so | say something like this:

I have a book | can’t wait to share with you. | have loved this book for a long time
and I think you will love it, too. [Hold the book facing the students.] It is called
[say the title] and it is written by [say the author’s name] and the illustrator is
[say the illustrator’s name]. This is one of my Best Friend Books, and we are going
to visit with this book several times this year. Soon each of us will know this book
like we know our own best friends. So, for this first visit we can take our time and
enjoy every word. Today, I'll read from the first page to the last without stopping,
just like going to a movie. [Read the book.]

Of course, each BFB will have a
personality of its own. The tone and mood
will be a bit different for each title.

From my own In the fiction titles the characters will be

experiencel reqlize developed in a variety of ways, and in
: the nonfiction titles the topics will unfold
that the literature onH pics will u

I'heard, rather than in various ways from book to book. Read

read, as a child each book carefully before you share it
resonates again with your class. Read it aloud a few times,
and find the rhythm and shifts in intensity
that set the mood of the book. Let your

and the information will accumulate

and again in my

memory whenever I voice reflect the tone of the narrator and

sit down to write. the personality of each character. Note the
— MEM FOX shifts in emotion, and echo those in your
voice as you read. In nonfiction note the
places where new ideas are introduced and
adjust your pacing to allow students time to
process. When I'm reading nonfiction aloud | try to keep in mind the narrator voice
on the Discovery Channel. Think of that even pace, a serious, but not ominous tone,
never rushed and always deliberate. This first read-aloud is important. It is the

introduction to a new best friend.
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Examples of First Visits
With Best Friend Books

On the following pages, you can find examples for how you can introduce students
to Best Friend Books for the first time. Remember that the goal is to not interrupt
the experience of the book during this first “movie read,” but to know that you'll be
revisiting the book again and again in the coming days, weeks, or months, and will
have plenty of time for further study and inquiry.
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FIRST VISIT WITH BEST FRIEND
BOOK (KINDERGARTEN)

Owen, written and illustrated
by Kevin Henkes

CHARACTERS

Owen—young boy (mouse) who
is about to enter school (main
character)

Mom—caring and supportive
Dad—caring and supportive

Mrs. Tweezers—adult neighbor I
who offers advice to Owen'’s parents
(catalyst for tension) |

SETTING

Owen'’s home and yard

PLOT

Owen has a favorite blanket (Fuzzy) that he takes EVERYWHERE.
Owen will start school soon. Fuzzy is getting worn, and his neighbor,
Mrs. Tweezers, suggests several times that Owen is just too big for
the blanket. Mrs. Tweezers makes several suggestions for getting
Owen to give it up. Though his parents try them all, none of them
work. Finally, Owen’s mom arrives at a solution to make a collection
of handkerchiefs from Fuzzy.

PERSPECTIVE

Text is presented from the main character’s perspective.

POINT OF VIEW
Third person
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1 Remember this “movie read” is your first meeting with a new best friend.
Just read and relish knowing you will return for a closer look and much talk.
Here are a few things to keep in mind during your first read:

Owen is a very happy child who loves his blanket.

His parents seem totally unconcerned about his attachment to his
blanket until Mrs. Tweezers starts to offer her suggestions.

Mrs. Tweezers seems to be a bit of a busybody. She has grown children
and believes it is her obligation to make sure others benefit from her
experience and “wisdom.”

Notice how the tone shifts slightly when Owen’s parents become
concerned about Fuzzy.

Owen'’s parents try Mrs. Tweezers’s suggestions but remain supportive
of Owen. He is never pushed or forced to give up Fuzzy.

2 After reading, encourage reflection by asking students one of the following
questions:

Which character are you thinking about right now?
What are you wondering?

What surprised you in this story?

3 Over the next few days, prior to your return visit, bring up the book from
time to time. You want to keep the characters and the story fresh
in students’ minds.

Your intention here is to model the notion that experiences with stories
linger after we leave the book. You want to nudge students’ thinking
and spark conversation about the book between visits. Perhaps you say
something like:

You know, when we were reading Owen, | kept thinking that Fuzzy was
almost like Owen'’s very best friend.
| keep thinking about Mrs. Tweezers. I'm not sure why she kept telling Owen’s

mom and dad to take Fuzzy away. We may need to think about that when we
visit with her again.

I was just thinking about Owen. | remember how the words told us how much
he loves Fuzzy. As | think about that, | remember seeing things in the art.
Maybe we should visit Owen again and look closely at those illustrations.
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FIRST VISIT WITH BEST FRIEND
BOOK (GRADE 1)

Spiders, written and illustrated
by Gail Gibbons

SUMMARY

This is an informational, fact-
filled all-about book on spiders.
The text is detailed without
being overwhelming, with
definitions embedded in the
text and detailed illustrations.
The balance between language
and illustration is supportive for
young readers, as is the inclusion
of captions and labels that offer
clarification and added detail.

TEXT FEATURES
illustrations with labels and captions
headings
pronunciation guide
directions/procedural text

bonus information on final page

VOCABULARY
< abdomen pedipalps
arachnids poison
cephalothorax silk
egg sac spiderlings
exoskeleton spinnerets
molting
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1 Show the front cover of the book. 3 Decide how much of the text you’re going
to share during this first visit and read that

This is a nonfiction book. When we read it, aloud to the students.

we will learn some new words and new
ideas. The title is Spiders. Think about that
and take a look at the cover. What do you
expect we will learn?

Before you read aloud, take a moment
and briefly move through the pages

with your students to get oriented with
the text layout and features. Remind
them that this is a nonfiction book and it
may include features we don’t usually
find in fiction. As you move through,
point out the text features listed on

the previous page.

These illustrations have a lot of extra
information. I think we will need to look
closely at those pages and spend some
time there. Today, I'll read the main text
at the bottom of each page so we can
get the big ideas. Then we will visit this
book again and take a close look at the
extra information.

Read the main text on each page without
stopping to comment. Remember, this
first visit builds background information
and embeds new vocabulary from the
list on the previous page.

2 Continue looking through the book with 4 Find out what questions students have
students, pausing to review some of the after reading the book.
features.

This book has a lot of information about
spiders. The main text is at the bottom

of each page. But each page also has an
illustration, and some of those illustrations
have extra information in the labels and the
captions.

You may find it helpful to read the main
text once all the way through to establish
background information for the details
provided in the illustrations, labels,

and captions. Take this opportunity to
demonstrate how to sample the text to
determine how you might begin reading.
Point out that a few of the illustrations
have a lot of information in them (for
example, the spread that compares a
spider’s body to an insect’s body).

Invite students to share their questions
with the class, jotting down the questions
in a notebook. Later, you'll sort the
questions by category to determine what
to focus on in your return visits.

Three possible categories of questions
include:

1. Vocabulary (What is a spiderling?)

2. Background information (Can every
spider bite you?)

3. Schema/Conceptual (Why do spiders
molt? Wouldn't that kill them?)
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FIRST VISIT FOR BEST FRIEND
BOOK (GRADE 4)

Shark Lady: The True Story of How
Eugenie Clark Became the Ocean’s
Most Fearless Scientist, written by
Jess Keating and illustrated by
Marta Alvarez Miguéns

SUMMARY

Shark Lady is an accessible and
engaging biography of Dr. Eugenie
Clark. The text traces Eugenie’s |
intense interest in sea life from |
her childhood to her now famous
career. As a scientist, Dr. Clark

made significant contributions

to our understanding of sea life,
especially sharks. The endpapers

and back matter offer additional
information to support the text.

TEXT FEATURES
illustrated endpapers with captions
illustrations
additional information (Shark Bites)
important dates (Eugenie Clark Time Line)
author’s note

bibliography

VOCABULARY
apex predators groundbreaking
aquarium laboratory
conveyor belt sanctuary
dispelled zoology
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1 Show the front cover. 3 Decide how much of the text you're going

to share during the first visit and read that

The title is Shark Lady: The True Story of aloud to students.

How Eugenie Clark Became the Ocean’s
Most Fearless Scientist. From the title it’s
clear that we can expect to learn about the

Read the text once through without
pausing to explain or discuss. Save the

life and work of Eugenie Clark. We will likely
find out what she did that made her famous.
Think about the writer and the research she
had to do. Think about the decisions she had
to make about what to include in this one
book. How did she decide what to leave out?

back matter for another visit. Keep your
pace steady and do not rush. If you need
a model, think of the narrator voice for
documentaries on the Discovery Channel
(maybe Shark Week). Your intention here
is to develop an overview of Clark’s life
and work and layer in new vocabulary.

2 Continue looking through the book with
students, pausing to review some of the 4 Find out what questions students have
features. after reading the book.

Before you read the text aloud, take a
moment to briefly go through the pages
with students to get an overview of

the layout. Remind them this book is a
biography. As you move through, point
out the text features listed on the
previous page.

This book has illustrations and a text layout
that looks very much like a picture book,

a story. We noticed a time line, a section in
the back with additional information, an
author’s note, and a bibliography. This book
is a biography, a narrative that tells us the
story of one important scientist’s life.

Invite students to share their questions
with the class, jotting down the questions
in a notebook. Later, you'll sort the
questions by category, which will help you
evaluate what to focus on in your return
visits.

Three possible categories of questions
include:

1. Vocabulary (What is zoology?)

2. Background information (Where is
the Red Sea?)

3. Schema/Conceptual (Why were people
always telling Eugenie what to do and
whom to be?)
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FIRST VISIT FOR BEST FRIEND
BOOK (GRADE 5)

Crow Call, written by Lois Lowry and
illustrated by Bagram Ibatoulline

CHARACTERS

Lizzie—younger of two sisters
(main character)

Jessica—older sister, offers

a point of contrast, giving us

a bit of insight into Lizzie’s
personality

Daddy—has been away fighting
in a war and feels like a stranger
to Lizzie

Salesman and a waitress—
these secondary characters
provide situations that allow
us to witness Lizzie and Daddy
react and interact

SETTING

A rural farming community in Pennsylvania in November 1945

PLOT

Father has been away for a long time and has returned from service in the

war. Lizzie is getting reacquainted with her father and is groping toward getting
to know him, even to be comfortable saying “Daddy” out loud. A hunting trip to
reduce the crow population on the farm becomes the vehicle for forging trust,
understanding, and communication.

PERSPECTIVE

Text is presented from the main character’s perspective.

POINT OF VIEW

First person
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Since this is our first visit with Crow Call,

I'll read it aloud from start to finish without
stopping. Just listen and think, but hold your
comments and questions until later. After

I finish, we'll take a few moments to sit

with this story and think about it before

we move on to our work for the day.

Note this text is a memoir set in the
mid-1940s when the narrator reunites
with her father, who was away in the war.
There is a bit of awkward searching to
reconnect and find a place of comfort
with her father, who has just returned.

The narrator is a young girl (eight or nine
years old). She is speaking in the present
tense. Let your voice reflect her innocence
and concern. This is not the exuberance of
going to a birthday party. Take your time
and let the budding relationship unfold
as it would in real time.

The story illustrates features from the era
that surface in the art—the visit to the
store where the shirt is purchased, and
the breakfast at the diner. However,

the heart of this story is the process of
rebuilding a parent-child relationship that
was interrupted by external circumstances.
Let your voice convey Lizzie's initial
hesitancy and uncertainty, and then her
becoming more confident and comfortable
with her father’s presence in her life.

Note that the father’s patience, his
calm and supportive manner, reveals
his insights. Let your voice reflect his
supportive tone.

As you conclude the book, close it and sit

in silence for a few seconds. Remind your
students that this story represents a true
moment in time. Then read the author’s note
on the last page. Remember that this is the
“get acquainted” visit only. You want your
students to be eager to reflect and think
and talk. Be sure to let them know you will
be visiting this book again very soon. This
book has depth and substance that provide
opportunities for various points of entry into

conversation and discussion. Pose one of the
following questions and invite your students
to write for two minutes in response.

What surprises you about this story?

What would you like to go back to and
explore in this story?

What did you think about while listening
to this story?

What does this story make you wonder?

Which character are you thinking about
right now? What are you thinking?

Over the next few days, prior to your return
visit, bring up the book from time to time.
You want to keep the characters and the
story fresh in students’ minds. You might
say something like:

| keep thinking about Lizzie. She seems to
be younger than you, maybe eight or nine,
so maybe in third or fourth grade. If her
father had been away in the war for a long
time, | am wondering how old she was when
he left. | wonder how much she remembers
about him.

I’'m remembering the scene where Lizzie

and her dad were sitting at the counter in
the diner. That waitress seemed shocked
when Lizzie's father ordered three pieces of
pie. When we visit Crow Call again, let’s think
about all the things the father did and why.

I was just thinking about the first page of
Crow Call. I love the language on that page.
Now that we have read the whole story, we
will slow down and think about that page
on our next visit. | think it will mean much
more this time.

I'm thinking of Crow Call again. Remember
that scene where Lizzie is in the car sitting
next to her father? | remember the two of
them looking right out the window. I could
almost feel how uncomfortable she was.
When we visit Crow Call next, let’s pause
on that page and look closely at what
Lizzie was thinking and feeling.
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Closing Thoughts

First impressions are important. Take the time to be prepared and know each Best
Friend Book intimately before you make the introduction to your students. Trust
the author and the illustrator of each book to know their audience; resist the urge
to front-load meaning. Trust your teaching. You've led mini-lessons with the whole
class, shared reading and guided reading lessons with small groups, and conferred
with individuals. Trust your work. And finally, trust your students to enjoy the book
and make meaning for themselves in this first meeting. Remember that you'll

be visiting these Best Friend Books again and again. In those visits, you will have
many opportunities to focus on individual elements and amplify what you feel is
important. Give yourself permission to slow down and build a solid relationship
between your students and each title. Remember that deep and lasting friendships
are formed over time.

70 THE ULTIMATE READ-ALOUD RESOURCE





