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Introduction
This guide has been developed to assist the humanities scholars and librarians who will co-facilitate the Together program. It provides an overview of the program’s rationale and goals, as well as descriptions of participant roles. This handbook also includes a step-by-step model for implementing each of the discussion sessions. The appendices include lists of suggested question formats and question starters, as well as the list of children’s books that form the focus of the discussions.

I.
Program Overview
The overarching goal of this family reading program is to bring parents and their upper elementary school-aged children together to explore and debate important humanities themes through shared intergenerational reading, in an enjoyable and informal setting. At the heart of the program is the belief that complex issues in the humanities are best understood through an open exchange of ideas and opinions, and that jointly reading and discussing a book can stimulate such exchanges through intergenerational dialogue.

The focus of these intergenerational discussion groups are notable children's books that relate to important themes in American life are. Participants use the humanities-based content of the books to explore situations encountered in everyday life, reinforcing the importance of the family in education and in the democratic process. The program also fosters content-area literacy. 
By engaging in reading and discussion, participating parents and children learn strategies for comprehending and analyzing the stories, and for increasing their understanding of the interdisciplinary themes in the books. They also engage in the pleasure of the open-ended discussion of ideas. 
Through these discussions, readers also share in debate and dialogue about issues both personal and public, historic and aesthetic, within the framework of the stories and their humanities-based themes. These family book discussion groups, like town meetings, provide an arena for readers to discuss critical ideas implicit in literature.

The specific goals for the family discussion groups are:

· To provide a forum for focused intergenerational discussion of humanities themes related to American identity.

· To encourage families to use books as a way to discuss "big ideas" and issues that relate to their lives and our nation’s history – both in the library-based discussion groups and at home.

· To introduce and reinforce the pleasure of engaged reading and discussion of texts.

· To encourage and support the use of community libraries as sites for intergenerational book discussion.

II.
Why Have Family Discussion Groups?
The Facts About Children’s and Adult’s Reading
Reading competence is essential to success in school and work. It is equally important for meaningful participation in a democracy. While television and interactive electronic media such as video games and the internet contribute to literacy, these media foster shorter attention spans and accelerated gratification that may prove detrimental to the imaginative engagement required for reading literature. Recent data indicate that many children and adults are not adequately prepared to engage in complex, life-long reading:

· Surveys of national trends in child and adult literacy indicate that reading in America is declining in all groups, and most rapidly among the young. 

· Reports also document that those who continue to read literary fiction and nonfiction are more active and involved in their communities. 

· Recent results from New York State reading and social studies tests indicate that while fourth and fifth graders across the state have improved reading skills and understanding of content, eighth grade proficiency has fallen in both areas. 

Literacy research also shows that conversations about books and other texts are important parts of literacy achievement: 

· Discussion-based approaches to literary fiction and non-fiction are strongly linked to student achievement.

· Studies that examined the response of small groups of students working with teachers or librarians document that growth in understanding, increased participation, and greater sophistication in reading strategies took place over time.

It is also well documented that both schools and families are not finding time for book-centered conversations:

· Students in middle elementary school reveal proficiency on standardized tests. However, observations of practice clearly indicate that increasingly, students have fewer opportunities in their busy classrooms to read widely and to discuss their reading in meaningful contexts. 

· Working parents may not have the time to share a book or talk about class readings.

· Parents often assume that once their children are reading, they no longer need to read together and discuss homework content.

Parents, teachers, and the public want to ensure that children can engage in critical thinking and inquiry, tools that are essential to citizen participation in a democracy. The Together program sharpens those tools; it provides support and enrichment for young people through its practices of close textual reading, questioning the text, and making connections to the real world. The program creates a supportive bond of shared inquiry between parents and their children, through rich and enjoyable discussions between parents, children, and facilitators who have backgrounds in the humanities.

III.
What is Unique About This Type of Program?

For readers of all ages, literary discussion provides support for more insightful, complex reading, as well as the pleasure and stimulation of exchanging ideas in response to a text. It also enables readers of all ages to engage in conversations about their own interpretations and connections to the ideas in a text, and to bring these insights to bear on their understanding of their own communities and lives.

For Children and Young Adults
The participants in the Together program are children between the ages of 9 and 11 who need and want support in reading, and who want to read more widely for pleasure and information. For these upper elementary school-aged children, discussion about the texts they read is an essential component of learning to read with fluency and comprehension, and for testing their ideas about the world. An effectively facilitated discussion about a book can foster critical analysis, and build both group and individual meaning. It can also promote thoughtful disagreement, as young readers clarify their values and reflect on their own and their families’ experiences. 

Children aged 9 through 11 are developmentally ready to make generalizations from lived experiences, as well as virtual experiences gleaned from reading and other media. They are able to look at situations from a variety of viewpoints, and to anticipate the consequences of decisions and actions. They have the ability to evaluate the sense and plausibility of information; as a result, they are receptive to reading about humanities issues. 
Educational theorist Lev Vygotsky describes learners' zone of proximal development: how children are able to move beyond their current knowledge and skill base with the help of a more knowledgeable other who supports new learning in the context of what is already known. The facilitated literature discussion group in a safe public space greatly enhances support for each child's zone of proximal development. It provides the scaffolding necessary to support greater reading comprehension, connections to curriculum in local and global history, and the ability to articulate questions and ideas.

For Parents

Like young readers, adults also need and value the opportunity to talk about books and ideas, clarify and connect with other readers about what has gone on in a text, and take their understanding to a larger arena. Parent-child book discussions use the context of literature to enable parents to share their knowledge about the world with their child. Parents who read and talk with their children about a shared book gain insight into their children’s reading processes, as well as their developing senses of human nature and historical understanding. By participating in the Together program parents will observe their child’s increased participation and sophistication in reading strategies. Parents will also foster their own love of reading—which is key to developing their child’s love of reading. 
IV.
Program Components 

The Humanities Themes and Book Selections
The six 90-minute Together sessions focus on three themes: Courage, Freedom, and Being American. Drawn from the National Endowment for the Humanities’ “We the People” Bookshelf, these three themes provide a framework for thinking critically about who we are as Americans, where we come from, and where we are going.


Courage

Courage is a universal theme in American life. It encompasses the courage of immigrants coming to our shores, the courage of soldiers in battle, the courage of those who protest laws believed to be unfair, and the courage of everyday citizens.  

Freedom


The United States has been called the land of the free. What does freedom mean for us as citizens and individuals? For adults and for children? Has our definition changed over time? 


Being American 

What is an American? Are there common traits and values that are shared by Americans from diverse backgrounds, historical periods, and geographical locations? How do we experience “being American” in our everyday lives? 

Two sessions are devoted to each theme: the first session focuses on a picture book and the second on a chapter book. The co-facilitators select these books together (see Appendix A for the book lists). They also choose the order in which to present the three themes; however, each theme must be presented in two sequential sessions.

The Setting

Each of the six Together sessions take place at the host library. The host site coordinator will arrange for a check in/welcome table as well as a snack station. The co-facilitators should decide how they want their space set up ahead of time, and communicate this information to the host site coordinator. The space should always be an informal setting conducive to free discussion and exchange; for example, with chairs set in a circle or horseshoe shape — the room should never be set up classroom style. Young siblings should be cared for in separate space so that they do not distract the group.

The Group

The goal of the Together program is to have stimulating, informal group discussions in which all participants are involved. Each site will determine the number of families to register, with the understanding that too small a group may put pressure on each member to participate, and too big a group may make it hard for all to contribute. The Council recommends a minimum of eight families and a maximum of fifteen.

The group should be composed of children ages 9 to 11 and at least one parent or other care-giving adult who has regular contact with the participating child. These families are recruited by the host site coordinator using a variety of methods to reach families with children who need and want additional support, experiences, and resources in the area of reading. Consistent participation by all members over the six sessions is essential for the success of the program.
The host site coordinator collects basic information about each participating family. It is important that the co-facilitators meet with the host site coordinator to go over the registration materials and discuss the composition of the group before the program begins.
 

Timeframe

Each discussion should last 90 minutes. The actual time spent talking about the week’s book and introducing the next book will vary from site to site, and even from session to session, depending on attendance, activities, and any evaluations to be completed (be sure to allow time for this). Also, remember to schedule extra time for refreshments, checking in, book check-out, etc. For a multifaceted, meaningful dialogue, between 60 and 90 minutes should be devoted specifically to the book discussion.

V.
Responsibilities of Program Staff
Co-Facilitators

The co-facilitators are responsible for all aspects of the six discussion sessions. Each facilitation team is made up of a librarian and a humanities scholar who work together to lead the discussion and engage the group. They are:

· Guides, not teachers, prepared to help participants in reaching and articulating their own interpretations of the books.

· Prepared with thought-provoking questions about the book and the theme.

· Attentive to the questions, ideas, and interpretations of participating readers.

· Responsible for arranging time to confer with each other (in person or via email) before and after each discussion.

Humanities scholars have been educated to explore and raise questions about the big issues in our society such as freedom, courage, and the meaning of citizenship. They bring a rich knowledge of history, literature, and the arts to their own reading and reflection, and have been trained to guide others in examining these topics in the context of their own experiences. Librarians bring a thorough and current knowledge of children’s literature, and are experienced in discussing books with both children and adults. The goal is to promote shared reading and discussion.  Ideally, the co-facilitators meld these skills, working as a seamless team to respond and observe one another and the group.

Communication is key. For the program to succeed, it is essential that co-facilitators work together before and after each program session to plan, practice, and review their approach to the discussions. What went well? What do they want to build on? What approaches do they want to try next time? Sessions should not be “divided up” with one facilitator running the first half and the other running the second, because part of their role is modeling thoughtful discourse. 
Co-facilitators should plan each session, clarifying each other’s roles and responsibilities (who is reading aloud this time, who is asking the opening question, who is watching for “non-responders”, etc.). Working as a team also allows for breakout groups, response activities such as drama and art, and observations that help fine-tune the discussion process. The specifics of this process are covered in more detail below.

Host Site Coordinator
In many cases the librarian co-facilitator will also be the host site coordinator for the program. In other cases it will be another staff person at the library. In either case, the host site coordinator is responsible for all the logistical aspects of the program, including setting the schedule (in consultation with the co-facilitators), recruiting and registering participants, supervising book distribution, organizing childcare for younger siblings, etc. 
Co-facilitators should communicate regularly with the host site coordinator to ensure that everyone is fully aware of all aspects of the program and is supporting the program participants in the best way possible.

New York Council for the Humanities Program Coordinator
The New York Council for the Humanities is the sponsor of the Together family discussion program and as such, supplies the program materials, books, and general oversight. It is important for the host site coordinator to be in regular contact with the Council program coordinator, especially if any issues or questions come up. 

VI.
How to Approach Facilitation

The overall aim of the facilitation process is to promote shared inquiry, based on the belief that any person can read and understand excellent literature. In this model, readers are engaged in a search for answers to the fundamental questions that are raised by a text. Each reader’s interpretation and understanding will always be within the context of his or her experiences. Children and their parents consider the problems and situations in each book from many perspectives, engaging in critical analyses of the ideas in the text. 
Research on response groups has found that if the adult facilitator has no ready answers as to the text’s true meaning, and is ready to sanction personal stories and interpretations, readers will raise their own questions and feel free to evaluate the texts from their own perspectives and with their own words. Together discussions:

· Encourage both close reading and personal responses from participants.

· Encourage readers to work together in the discussion group to build meaning.

· Are co-facilitated, so that readers are guided in developing their understanding of texts in light of both peer and adult responses, and able to raise their own questions in a safe space.

· Enable readers to evaluate the texts from their own perspectives, and with their own words.

Close Reading and Personal Response: Interpreting the Story and Connecting to Self and the World

The Together model of facilitated reading and discussion encourages comprehension and careful reading practices by helping participants to actively interpret texts and develop ideas based on their reading. Facilitators support close reading by posing and soliciting initial questions that elicit these interpretations. This approach encourages readers to continually evaluate their predictions and to consider the genre and structure of the book.

All readers read and respond to literature from a perspective that reflects their own experiences as both individuals and as readers. Although each member of the group will be analyzing the same events and characters, interpretations may vary because of the unique transaction that occurs between each reader and the text. The reader’s interpretation must be based on the specific setting, characterization and development of the book, but it will be influenced by factors such as reading level, gender, age, and cultural, racial, and religious life histories.

Through shared inquiry, participants learn to give full consideration to the ideas of others, to weigh the merits of opposing arguments, and to modify—or not—their initial opinions based on the discussions. Respectful disagreement is an important element of discussions about big ideas. As participants experience thoughtful dialogue and debate, they learn the skills of prepared citizens of a democracy, as well as of lifelong, expert readers.

Modeling Good Reading
In these discussions, the co-facilitators should model and encourage both close reading and personal response, asking readers to wonder, question, and compare. The conversation that begins with the author “does not end when the reader reach(es) the final page but continue(s) into the fabric of the readers' lives” (Pradl, 1996, p. 67).  Respectful disagreement is an important element of discussions about big ideas. Co-facilitators should model how to respond to differing opinions and interpretations of the text.  They should encourage and value the questions and responses of family participants.

Also keep in mind that good reading begins before the discussion itself. Modeling prepared reading includes suggesting or eliciting questions to think about for the next discussion, and sharing your own notes and questions.

Supporting Shared Reflection 

To encourage children and parents to reflect while they read at home, and to prepare questions and articulate responses before they come to the discussion sessions, each participant has a “toolkit.” The toolkit consists of an attractive folder with a notepad, a bookmark, a pencil, sticky notes, and information about the program. The toolkit is also a place to put any other information pertinent to the discussion, such as a newspaper article about the author or questions raised about the theme in a previous session. 

Setting Up the Room
It is important to choose a seating arrangement that works best for your particular group.  Chairs in a circle or horseshoe formation encourage conversation and promote equality between adults and children by allowing each participant to see everyone else in the room. (You may need to adjust this arrangement for small group activities or when working in pairs.)  Avoid placing chairs in rows, however; a classroom-like environment may stifle discussion or intimidate participants who are normally quiet in a school setting.
VII.
Books, Themes, and Models of Good Reading:  Putting It All Together

Structuring the Session

Before each discussion session starts, the co-facilitators should:

· Take a moment to share final notes with each other.

· Welcome participants; make sure everyone is comfortable.

· Introduce themselves. 

· Provide information about the logistics of the discussion group. Mention: 
· Refreshments 

· Child care for younger siblings 

· Books 

· Evaluation forms (to be filled out as a shared activity toward the end of sessions 1, 2, and 6) 

· Ask participants to introduce themselves (provide name tags). 

· Help group generate shared guidelines for the discussions (see “Challenges and Issues” below).

First Session on a Theme: Discussing the Picture Book 

1. Introducing and talking about the theme 
Begin by explaining the format of the discussions: two books will be read on each of three important themes that relate to “We the People.” At this point, co-facilitators can focus on the theme in one of two ways: 

A. State the theme that will be the focus of this discussion and the following one, and engage participants in thinking about the theme. Suggested starters: 

· What does this theme mean to you? Share a personal story about the theme.
· Share a community incident that has recently been in the news that relates to the theme.

· Ask participants to close their eyes and visualize the word (“courage,” “freedom,” or “American”). What do they see? Have them draw the vision or share it with others.

· Show the picture book that will begin the theme and have participants predict what the book will have to do with the theme. (Return to predictions at the conclusion of the discussion.)

B. Alternatively, co-facilitators may want to wait until the conclusion of the discussion to ask participants to suggest what the theme might be, now that they have read and discussed the book. Suggested question:

· Now that we’ve all shared our ideas about the book, what theme (of the three we’ve already mentioned) do you think fits this book?
Because many of the books will potentially fit into two or more themes, facilitators may want to discuss this, and, at the conclusion of the series, ask participants to “re-theme” the books for themselves (see “Sample Book-Based Discussion Questions & Activities”).

2. Reading and Discussing the Picture Book 
· Ask for predictions about the book.

· Read the book aloud, and pause to share your thoughts (think-aloud protocol) and/or questions.

· At the conclusion, structure response and discussion by means of open-ended, guiding questions. For example, “What would do you think Mr. McGregor would say to Peter about freedom? What would you say?”
3. Shared Completion of Family Participant Survey (first and last sessions only)
The Family Participant Survey is done during the first and last sessions of the program. The evaluation questionnaire will be done in sessions 2 and 6.

· Be sure to introduce this form and let participants know why it is important.

· Provide an informal break of 10-15 minutes for children and their parents to work together in filling out this important form. 

· Collect all forms and place in envelope provided.

· Reconvene group for transition to the introduction to the chapter book.

4. Introducing the Next Chapter Book (conclusion of session)
· Show the cover, read aloud the title and author (make sure everyone can see it).

· Ask for predictions.

· Read the first few pages or the first chapter (if short).

· Ask for revised predictions.

· Provide or elicit one or two questions for participants to think about while they read (ask them to write these down to keep with the novel). 

· Pass out copies of the novel to participants.

· Review procedure: parent and child will read the novel together before the next meeting.

See “Closing and Wrapping-up” for more information.
Second Session on a Theme: Discussing the Chapter Book

· Briefly review the discussion from the previous session:

· How did the picture book connect to the theme?

· How did their predictions fit the chapter book, now that they have read it?

· Ask individual participants – children and adults – to share their questions and other responses (one facilitator may wish to take notes on the questions for later discussion).

· Using one or more of these questions as a base, guide the discussion.

· Return to other questions and comments raised by participants if the discussion flags or becomes too facilitator-centered.

· As the discussion of the thematic aspects of the novel comes to a close, facilitators will end with one or more “wrap-up” statements. (See “Closing and Wrapping-Up” below for procedures and suggestions.) 

· Pause to introduce the questionnaires that are in their toolkits (to be done at the second and sixth sessions) and allow a ten minute break for participants to fill them out. Collect the evaluations and place them in the envelope provided for you.

· At this point, briefly introduce the theme for the next book discussion, and pass out the picture book that is the focus for the next session.

VIII.
Guiding the Discussion (all sessions)

Together program discussions are based on shared inquiry among participants and co-facilitators. Respectful disagreement is an important element of this dialogue. Here are some strategies to use to get conversation started and to keep it moving along:

Formulating Guiding Questions That Are Thematic and Text-Centered 

During the discussion of the story itself, it is the responsibility of the co-facilitators to use guiding questions to explore the book and bring the focal theme into the foreground. For example, “Whose America is it?”, “What is a fair law?” or “What is a good school?” are all examples of guiding questions, making no assumptions about ownership, fairness or quality. Guiding questions are often followed by leading questions that focus on an aspect of the discussion, such as, “How can schools be improved?” or “How can the rights of immigrants be protected?” See “Discussion Templates and Questioning Strategies” and “Sample Book-Based Discussion Questions and Activities” for examples.
Modeling Reading Strategies

Before participants begin to read, while they are in the process of reading, and as they come to the discussion ready to share their reaction to their book, strategies can be suggested that will help then become more thoughtful, engaged readers. Here are some suggestions:

· Co-facilitators can model careful reading that connects to themes by means of a think-aloud protocol: as you read the picture book or novel, pause to share your own predictions, observations, and feelings about the text.

· Visualizing techniques: readers can work together to draw a map of an important scene. Using paper and paste or staples, they can make a symbolic representation of a crucial scene or character.

· Dramatizations: readers can conduct a mock interview with the author or with one of the characters; alternatively, they can take the parts of several characters interviewing one another. A brief role-play can be developed based on a significant scene in the book that relates to the theme.

· Writing activities: readers can write a telegram or headline that summarizes the story, or the story’s relation to the theme.

· Remember to always begin with the text itself: formulate open-ended questions that focus on possible meanings of the story.

Facilitating a Large Group

It can be difficult to get all participants involved in a rich discussion when the group is 
large. There are several ways to encourage full participation from both adults and children:

· Break-out groups:

· Two groups each guided by one facilitator.
· Several groups focused on the same theme or question. 

· Several groups discussing different aspects of the theme or book.
· Two or more groups engaged in a response activity that relates to the book (role-play or other drama, shared creation of a collage, etc.).
· One group of children, one group of adults.
· Break the group into partners and instruct them to discuss their interpretations before whole group discussions or at the conclusion of a larger discussion. (Partners may or may not report their ideas to the group):

· Parent and child.
· Child pairs and adult pairs.
If you use these techniques as a portion of your session, be sure that the groups or pairs come back to discuss in the full group setting.

IX.
Closing and Wrapping Up 

When Is the Discussion Over?
You should always prepare enough material (questions and supplemental activities) to maintain active discussion for the full 90 minutes, although it may require one or two sessions to understand how much material is necessary for your particular group.  Always plan more than you think you will need to ensure that you aren’t hunting for topics to discuss. Supplementary activities that have been successful in previous series are listed in Appendix C. These activities should always relate directly to the book being discussed.
If the discussion goes on a tangent, becomes needlessly repetitive, or if the subject at hand has been exhausted, try asking a new question or expanding the topic to include a different aspect of the book or theme.  You may also want to return to an interesting comment made earlier in the session.
Almost every discussion will include periods of silence.  This does not necessarily mean that your discussion is over, especially if you have more than ten minutes remaining in the session.  Try rephrasing your question, asking a simpler follow-up question, or modeling dialogue with your co-facilitator.  Remember: some people may need more time to think about your question and formulate a response.  Give the group some time to think about challenging questions before you try to resume dialogue.
There will be times when it will be obvious that the discussion has run its course.  This will often occur very close to the end of the session, as children and parents become aware of the time and as you finish your own set of questions.  Also, you may find that children have shorter attention spans that adults and can become restless or disinterested if the discussion continues for more than 90 minutes.  
There may also be times when you reach the end of the allotted time and participants are still actively engaged in discussion.  In this ideal scenario, you still want to end the discussion on time, but encourage parents and children to keep talking together about their ideas at home.  
If a session has reached an early but definite conclusion, it is fine to end before the scheduled time is up.  If you are consistently ending early, however, talk with your co-facilitator about the kinds of questions and activities that you are presenting.  You may want to examine your material together and discuss whether you are reading closely enough, or work on encouraging everyone to express their opinions.  

Session One: Transitioning from Picture Book to Novel

As described above, you should introduce the novel that is the focus of the second session at the conclusion of the first session. In addition to the guidelines listed under “First Session on a Theme,” you might:

· Share your thoughts on the book.
· Read aloud the first two to three pages, stopping to ask a question or share your ideas (think-aloud protocol).
· Ask participants to write their revised ideas about the focal theme and predictions about the novel in their kits.

· Make sure everyone has a copy of the chapter book.
· Remind participants to read together, using sticky notes and other materials in their toolkits to take notes and raise questions.

· Clarify the date of the next book discussion.

Session Two: Continuing and Summarizing the Theme and Transitioning to the Next Theme

As you bring the second session on the theme to an end, you will want to provide a sense of closure, and encourage the group to continue thinking about the theme. This can be accomplished by formulating one or two open-ended questions, such as:

· Can we find one definition of freedom that works for all of us?

· We talked about what freedom meant to us at the beginning of the first session. What would you say about the concept now?

· Do the books we just read relate to any of the other themes we have talked about, or will be talking about?

You can also formulate one or two summative questions, such as:

· Peter’s journey into Mr. McGregor’s garden and Ben Franklin’s struggle over the Constitution raised some interesting conversations about the meaning of freedom. How did these books enlarge or change your idea of the word freedom?

Transition to the next theme by:

· Reminding the group participants of the three themes.

· Introducing the next theme.
· Asking members to jot the first words that come to mind about the next theme in their toolkit notebooks.

Don’t forget to also:

· Remind everyone of the next meeting date.

Evaluation 

In addition to the “Participant Survey” filled out during the first and last sessions, in weeks two and six, participants and facilitators will be asked to complete a questionnaire about the program. Parents, children, and facilitators should complete these questionnaires before everyone leaves—remember to leave time for this activity. 

A Rich Literary Community: The Final Wrap-Up
A rich community of readers will form through the creative and attentive efforts of co-facilitators, and the contributions of participating parents and kids. As the series comes to a close, it is important to create a sense of closure by reflecting on and evaluating the books and discussions of the previous six-session. 

In the last session, plan to spend approximately twenty minutes at the end of the discussion revisiting past books and conversations. This can include asking participants to share their favorite moments, any suggestions they might have for the discussion process, or for book titles other participants may enjoy. In addition to creating a feeling of closure and gaining helpful feedback, talking about the books and discussions will help clarify participants’ responses as they complete the final survey, and help kids as they select their gift book. 
Some sample questions to help close the series are:

· Now that we’ve finished these six books, let’s look back:

· What was your favorite book? Why?

· Which book do you think stimulated the best discussion?

· If you could meet/know any of the characters in the book, which one would it be?

· Which two characters from these books do you think would enjoy meeting each other?

· Kids, did you learn anything new about your parent? Parents, did you learn anything new about your kids?

· Each pair of books had a theme (courage, freedom, being American). Would you put these books under any other themes? Can you suggest new themes?

· Do you have suggestions for other novels or picture books for the program?

· What did you like or not like about the activities we engaged in? 

At some sites, the program ended with a celebration. At one pilot site, participants shared a specially decorated cake donated by the library coordinator; at another, the co-facilitators brought in special foods mentioned in the books they read – Turkish Delight from The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe; jam and bread from The Tale of Peter Rabbit; moon cakes from In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson. Parents could also bring in special foods to share, to reflect the theme of Being American.
X.
Challenges and Issues

Who’s in Charge? Formulating Guidelines for the Discussion Sessions

To avoid situations that could get in the way of smooth-running and focused discussions, at the first session facilitators should work with the group to generate shared guidelines (or “rules”). Some guidelines that have been used in past sessions include:

· Everyone should come prepared for the discussion.

· We need to hear each other and stay focused; no cell phones or visits from younger siblings.

· Share comments with the whole group; avoid side conversations.

· Be respectful and attentive when others are talking.

· Stay seated during discussions.

· Make sure everyone gets a turn to speak.

These group-generated rules can be posted and reviewed at the beginning of each session, if needed.

The Silent Group Member
Both parents and children should be encouraged to engage in meaningful discussion about the book.  Whether the group is small or large, however, there may be members who never join in the discussion. You even may find that most members of your group hesitate to speak up.   
Structuring the sessions for some small group time or sharing in pairs is one way to be sure that everyone gets to participate. For example, at one site facilitators broke participants into two groups to create collages representing the focal theme. These smaller groups of parents and children were soon engaged in rich conversation. Some other strategies are: 

· Acknowledging facial or body expressions. (Ms. Howard, you look as if you feel differently from Sally. What did you think about this? Migdalia, do you agree with your father? I notice you look surprised at what he said.)

· Previewing possible discussion topics beforehand. (Mr. Sen, tonight we will be talking about immigration, based on our novel. I hope you’ll share some of your experiences/we would all be interested in your reaction to the book.)

· Reading around the room: each participant is asked to respond to a statement or an aspect of the book in writing. Then, each person selects and reads one sentence from what he/she has written. (This is also an excellent starter activity, as it gives everyone in the room a “voice.”) 

The Constant Talker

It is much easier for some people to talk than others, but nothing can kill a potentially lively and diverse discussion more effectively than that person who talks constantly—and at length—about their ideas, opinions, or past experiences. Although you don’t want to discourage any participant from speaking, you may want to redirect your attention to quieter members. Suggested strategies (in addition to those previously listed) are:

· Previewing the coming discussion with the constant talker before the session starts: Horace, I think this will be an interesting discussion today, and I want to encourage some of the quieter members of our group to speak up, I’d love your help in this. 

· Partnering participants with the requirement that each pair have equal time in sharing their response with the group.
· Clarifying at the beginning of the discussion that the co-facilitators are interested in hearing as many diverse opinions as possible (exploring every aspect of the book’s theme).

Readers Who Are Having Difficulty (Adults or Children)

You may notice responses from several readers that are not supported by the book, or you may hear one or more child participants say that the book was boring or too hard. Such responses may indicate difficulty comprehending the text. Strategies for addressing these responses in the group itself include:

· A facilitator can read aloud a passage and ask everyone to either draw what the passage reminds them of or to write down three key words in their toolkit notebook.

· Ask a participant to role-play an important scene from the novel with you; follow the brief role-play with a discussion of the actions and emotions that it brought up. The book discussion can continue from there.

· Arrange for small group discussions, if possible assigning groups composed of able readers and those having difficulty. This will be more viable after the first few discussions, once you have gotten to know your participants.

· Introduce a news event that extends the discussion begun with the book, so that all participants can be engaged in meaningful discussion for at least some of the time.

With individual child-parent pairs:

· Talk to the adult-child pair to help them find a time at home that the adult can read and discuss the book with the child.

· Check the library system for a recorded version of the book so that adult and child readers can listen together.

Participants Who Haven’t Read the Chapter Book

Participants may arrive eager to join the group, but without the necessary knowledge to engage in meaningful discussion because they have been too busy to read more than a few pages of the book. To help keep such participants engaged:

· Ask one or two group members who have completed the book to summarize key points at the beginning of the discussion.

· Read an excerpt from the novel that relates to the theme and that is likely to provoke discussion or questions.

· Suggest that these participants act as “observers” who will listen to the discussion, and summarize the key points or ideas that have emerged after a certain amount of time (no more than 5 or 10 minutes).
· If the problem persists, the host site coordinator’s participant reminder call can include a statement such as “Please finish the book before the next session – we want to hear your opinion!”

Conclusion

The goal of this handbook is to help guide your exciting journey with parents, children, and books. We have attempted to answer to answer questions that will likely arise as you anticipate and proceed with the Together program sessions. But the experience is yours to shape and develop as you facilitate these discussions. Your feedback and ideas are important to future editions of this handbook. Thank you for your commitment to the success of Together—Book Talk for Kids and Parents!
IX.
 Appendices 

Appendix A: Book Lists by Theme

Appendix B: Discussion Templates and Questioning Strategies

Appendix C: Sample Book-Based Discussion Questions and Supplemental Activities

Appendix D: Sample Timeline for First Session

Appendix E: Bibliography

Appendix F: Sample Evaluation Forms—Participant Survey and Program Questionnaire
Appendix G: Together at Home: Tips for Shared Reading and Talking Together*

* Included in the toolkits provided by the Council
All documents found in the appendices are also available on the Council’s website: http://www.nyhumanities.org/discussion_groups/kids_and_parents/together/
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