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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to explore ways to enhance a Yemeni girl’s acquisition of 

English. At age 10 she was fluent in Arabic and, according to the school’s Rigby 

assessment, at about the middle of first grade in reading English when the study began in 

the spring. The school was providing bilingual services; in addition, she received tutoring 

from a college student once a week for eight weeks and then, tutoring from a college 

literacy professor for about ten sessions. This case study addressed: What strategies would 

advance this English as a New Language Learner’s growing knowledge of reading and writing 

English? And, What Funds of Knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 2005) did the 

student possess that would help her learn? To answer these questions, the researcher kept field 

notes and a self-reflexive journal and interviewed other educators in the student’s life. 

LeCompte’s (2000) metaphor of a jigsaw puzzle guided the analysis that included the student’s 

vibrant personality, the relationships that developed, and the strategies that were used. This case 

study showed effective practices include relating learning to the student’s country of origin, 

access to both mirror books and accessible texts, the arts, and in this case, maps. Being able to 

see on a world map both her country, Yemen, the United States, and other countries was highly 

motivational to this student. In nine months, which included summer vacation, the student moved 

from a middle-of-first grade reading level to end-of-fourth grade, about three years’ growth in 

six school months. 

Keywords: English as New Language Learners (ENLs), English Learners (ELs), Bi-/Multilingual 

Learners, the arts and literacy, diverse literature 
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“When the Rabbit Comes”:  

A Yemeni Girl Attains Literacy through Literature and the Arts 

 A few months after I met her, Aminah (a pseudonym), a ten-year-old girl in the fifth 

grade from Yemen whom I was tutoring, brought up Ramadan, which was about to start. “It’s 

our holiday,” she explained. “It’s like your Christmas. Or, when the Rabbit comes.” 

 “Easter. You saw pictures of my house at Christmas and Easter.” 

 “Yes.” She had asked me to bring a photograph of my house; I did, but only of the 

outside. She then asked for photographs of the inside, so I gave her pictures of holidays in our 

home. 

 “What is it when you give hearts?” she asked. 

 “Valentine’s Day.” 

 During our sessions together, Aminah had as much to teach me as I had to teach her. For 

a split second I almost felt as she might have, coming from a Middle Eastern country the year 

before and speaking no English. What an astonishing country is the United States—Rabbits 

come? Hearts are exchanged? She had much to figure out and was doing her best to make sense 

of it all.  

 I met Aminah in March of 2015 through embedded field work in my language arts 

course, a course where undergraduates spend at least eight hours of class time in an elementary 

school working with children. Aminah made tremendous growth from March to December of 

that year, moving from a middle-of-first grade level as assessed by Rigby to at least an end-of-

fourth grade level in nine months. Here, I chronicle our journey together, which included tapping 

into her knowledge of her own country, her native Arabic language, Middle-Eastern themed 

trade books, Lee and Low Books’ Bebop leveled books, Word Study (Ganske, 2014) and arts-
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based literacy. Resourcefully and spontaneously, Aminah often jumped up to enact what we 

were reading, or asked me to draw, or drew herself, concepts she did not understand. And we 

sometimes sang together. 

 Aminah is from Sana’a, Yemen, and had come to the Northeast of the United States in 

the Fall of 2014. When she arrived at age ten, she knew no English and was receiving support 

through second language instruction at her school; her bilingual teacher reported that she was 

trying to learn Arabic on Aminah’s behalf. This school’s foyer displays welcome signs in 

multiple languages, including Arabic, which Aminah seemed to read well. Because my son had 

lived and worked for a year for the United Nations in Sana’a, Yemen, Aminah and I immediately 

connected. After my language arts course was over in May I worked one-on-one several times a 

week for about eight more sessions through June of that year. Through my college, I belong to 

the Collaborative for Equity in Literacy Learning; we work with diverse learners in schools and, 

outside of school time, in community centers. We advocate the use of diverse literature and the 

use of Lee and Low Book’s Bebop multicultural leveled books with various student populations 

in the district (after about Level G). Once I began working one-on-one with her, Aminah thrived 

on the Bebop books, about which she would say “I love these books so, so much!” Our 

Collaborative thinks that all children should have both “mirror” and “window” books—books in 

which they see themselves, as well as books in which they are introduced to others (Bishop, 

1990). We also advocate arts-based literacy practices that make literacy accessible to a wider 

range of students than when we remain solely in the linguistic symbol system.  

A Child Re-Visits Her Country through the Language Experience Approach 

 I assigned Maria (a pseudonym), an undergraduate, to work with Aminah, who loved her 

college friend and would often tell me, “I love her so, so much!” This was the second semester I 
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had had this group of undergraduates; they had taken a literacy course for diverse learners with 

me in the Fall of 2014, in which they learned about “Beautiful Books” from Hoffman and 

Roser’s (2012) article, “Reading and Writing the World Using Beautiful Books: Language 

Experience Re-Envisioned.” Conferring with Maria, we decided the Language Experience 

Approach (LEA) and Beautiful Books would be a place to start with Aminah. 

 I brought in color photographs that my son had taken in 2013 in Sana’a for Maria to use 

with Aminah. Although I was supervising twenty-three undergraduates in two fifth-grade 

classrooms, I sat in with Maria and Aminah long enough to see that Aminah appeared delighted 

with the pictures of her home city that I described, after seeing my son’s photographs, as “the 

wedding cake city”; the buildings are architecturally similar, mostly tan, taupe, and brown, 

layered in levels and decorated with white icing in Islamic design. Aminah said, yes, she knew 

these buildings. About the photographs from the marketplace, she said her father owned a gilded 

ornamental belt like the one displayed by the shopkeeper. She laughed in recognition of the clay 

pots for which Yemen is known and covered her mouth and giggled at the sight of the backs of 

small Yemeni horses. When she saw the woman dressed in a black burqa, she nodded to me that 

she had seen similarly dressed women in Sana’a. She studied my son’s picture, high atop one of 

the buildings surrounded by the stark and grand mountains of Sana’a and said, “He is like you—

around the eyes.” In the background she discerned the Grand Mosque of Sana’a and indicated 

she had been there. She asked me what my son was doing in Yemen and I explained as best I 

could—trying to get food to hungry people. She responded, “He must be very, very kind.” 

 What Aminah loved most were the indoor scenes—the comfortable, connected sofas 

around the border of the living room and, in a meal my son attended, the practice of arranging 

the food on an intricately designed carpet on the floor. She recognized the different types of 
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foods, implying that her family ate those dishes, too, and that, like the people in the picture, her 

family also sat on the floor to eat. She ran her finger over the engraved carvings of the rounded 

curves of the archways and said her home in Sana’a was like that. She explained, “The sofas—

we only sit there in the evening and talk about our day.” As Aminah talked to Maria about the 

indoor scenes—these are the photographs about which she chose to write—Maria scribed her 

words and then had Aminah read them back to her. At first, Aminah did not understand the 

outcome would be a book; she seemed to think that one page was all that was expected. After 

initial confusion, Maria helped her see it was a small book and that she was to illustrate each 

page. Although she spent more time on the illustrations than reading the words, what Aminah 

accomplished with Maria’s support was beyond her fifth grade teacher’s expectations. He 

seemed truly surprised that Aminah was able to read what Maria had written. Hoffman and Roser 

(2012) cite Roach Van Allen, who wrote about the LEA in the 1970s: “’What I can think about, I 

can talk about. What I can say, I can write (or someone can write for me). What I can write, I can 

read. I can read what others write for me to read’” (p. 294). Maria’s work with Aminah drew on 

her personal knowledge, making it possible for her to decode because she produced the language. 

Through her illustrations, Aminah also experienced transmediation, which is “the act of 

translating meanings from one sign system to another” (Siegel, 1995, p. 455). As Siegel notes, 

literacy is “more than words” (p. 455); in addition to LEA, the visual representations helped 

Aminah generate meaning. Although Maria does not speak or read Arabic, she invited Aminah to 

speak about what she was seeing in her home language, which seemed to empower her.  

 In the next session, I provided Maria the books I possessed that were in both English and 

Arabic, or at least had Arabic words in the text (I have collected some books and sought others 

through our state’s excellent interlibrary loan system). Although not a children’s book, Aminah 
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asked Maria to read to her parts of Daud Sutton’s (2007) Islamic Design: A Genius for 

Geometry, a book I brought from home. The book contains a multitude of geometric patterns; 

Aminah’s eyes lit up and she finger-traced designs with which she seemed familiar. She pointed 

to the calligraphy for Allah and explained it to Maria and me. Maria showed her Sharafeddine’s 

(2013) The Amazing Discoveries of Ibn Sina and Sharafeddine’s (2010) The Amazing Travels of 

Ibn Battuatu. Although she seemed to like Intelaq Mahammed Ali’s illustrations, she wanted to 

continue to work on her Beautiful Book from the previous session. 

Method: A Case Study Finds Me 

 When the semester ended, an undergraduate exclaimed that I must continue seeing 

Aminah, saying, “Dr. Gangi, you can’t not continue working with her! I see the way she looks at 

you.” Of course, I was thinking about how to stay on with Aminah; this student’s comment 

prompted me to arrange with Aminah’s teacher for me to meet with Aminah for about an hour 

for each of eight sessions through May and June. In March when I first met her, I had not 

intended to write about Aminah, but as Dyson and Genishi (2005) state, “initiating a qualitative 

case study is akin to starting a journey without a clearly marked route. Indeed, one’s first task is 

to get a sense of the map of the terrain, that is, of the configuration of time, space, and people, 

and of the dynamics of social activity” (p. 39). It seemed as if I had started a journey without a 

clearly marked route, so I applied for—and later, received—Institutional Review Board 

approval. Aminah’s father signed a consent form; Aminah signed an assent form and I began to 

write field notes on a regular basis. I absorbed what other adults had to say about her; for 

example, the special education teacher, in whose room we often worked, noted Aminah’s deep 

desire to learn; the bilingual teacher was learning Arabic to help her; and the librarian told me 

how much she loved Aminah—her behavior was always respectful and positive. Her fifth-grade 
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teacher was clearly fond of her. Consulting these four other adults on the scene helped offset bias 

I might have; my journaling was also a place for self-reflexivity. What had started as a delightful 

student-teacher relationship, based on her knowledge of Yemen and my awareness of Yemen 

because of my son’s experience there, emerged into a case study that I hoped would answer these 

questions: 

• What strategies would advance this English Learner’s growing knowledge of reading 

and writing English? 

• What Funds of Knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & González, 2005) did Aminah 

possess that would help her learn? 

These questions required a focus on process: I would be practicing what I preach to my graduate 

and undergraduate students; in addition to Word Study each session, children must be allowed to 

construct meaning through reading, writing, illustrating, enacting, or singing. I would also need 

to locate materials that drew on her knowledge of Yemen and the Muslim world. As Merriam 

(1998) states,  

A case study is employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning 

for those involved. The interest is in process rather than outcomes, in context rather than 

a specific variable, in discovery rather than confirmation. Insight gleaned from case 

studies can directly influence policy, practice, and future research (p. 19).  

Each session felt like a discovery and, in Smith’s (2002) recommendation on qualitative 

research, “Take as of primary importance relationships” (p. 174), clearly relationships mattered 

to Aminah’s learning. The case, in Merriam’s (1998) words, is “particularistic”: “It can suggest 

to the reader what to do or what not to do in a similar situation” and “It can examine a specific 

instance but illuminate a general problem” (p. 30). In this situation, I thought what not to do 
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would be to interview Aminah; I would let her reveal her understandings of her world when and 

if she chose. Instead, I saw my role as “being a careful observer” (Merriam, 1998, p. 94). In 

addition to my field notes and my conversations with other educators in her life, in my self-

reflexive journal I contemplated the serendipitous nature of my son having lived in Yemen 

providing the segue to working with this delightful young girl whose story needed to be told. 

Critical race theorists Solóranzo and Yosso (2002) assert that a vital role of educational research 

is to elicit the experience of people of color through storytelling (p. 26). Counter-storytelling, 

they say, is a “method of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told 

(i.e., those on the margins of society)” (p. 32). Surely the story of one young girl from Yemen is 

not frequently told. 

 To analyze the data, I turned to LeCompte (2000): 

Thinking of analysis as assembling a jigsaw puzzle is helpful. Jigsaw puzzles cut up a 

whole picture into fragments. Van Gogh’s painting, “Crows Over a Wheatfield,” has a 

golden wheatfield at the bottom, above which is sky, ranging from light blue near the 

wheatfield to nearly black at the top. Stylized crows fly through the darkening sky. To 

assemble a jigsaw puzzle of this painting, people might: 

—Put all the similar pieces (all the edges, or the blue sky pieces, or those that might be 

parts of the wheatfield) in piles, then  

—assemble the sky chunks, the wheatfield chunks, and the outside borders, and finally, 

—Identify the linking pieces so that the big chunks can be tied together into a coherent 

facsimile of the painting. (p. 147) 

The “blue sky” pieces might be the facets of Aminah’s personality: Her passion for learning, her 

gentle, respectful nature, and her curiosity and her ability to make connections. The “border” 
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pieces might be the depth of our relationship, caused in part by my son having lived in Yemen. 

The “wheatfield chunks” might be the many strategies into learning we employed, some that 

she initiated. All of the pieces came together in meaningful and profound ways for both of us. 

Several years later, not a day goes by that I do not think of Aminah with deep gratitude that I 

was privileged to experience this part of her young life. As Nature gave plenteously to Van 

Gogh with his wheatfield, so, too, was I gifted bountifully in being able to work with Aminah. 

 

Figure 1. Addasi (2010), A Time to Pray. 
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Middle Eastern-Themed Children’s Literature 

At our first one-on-one session, I brought several Middle-Eastern themed books. She glanced 

through Ondaatje and Wolfsgruber’s (2013) retelling of a story attributed to the Prophet, The 

Camel in the Sun. She stopped at the illustrations of the mosques of Medina, saying she had seen 

buildings like that in Yemen, but chose to hear Addasi’s (2010) A Time to Pray. I speculate 

Aminah’s parents are forward-thinking; they had sent her to school in Sana’a (unusual for a girl) 

and she seemed to read Arabic fluently. Her father also signed the permission form for this study 

and Aminah told me he hoped I would work with her cousin, too.  

Aminah read the Arabic in Time to Pray, pausing to explain things to me. I then read the 

English and had her finger point the words. The story is about a girl, Yasmin, who visits her 

grandmother in a Middle Eastern country. She hears the call to prayer by the muzzein that wakes 

her early; Aminah also recalled being awakened early and, like Yasmin, wanting to go back to 

sleep. Because she didn’t have the language to describe sleepiness to me, she spontaneously 

enacted it, outstretching her arms and yawning. This became a pattern and another form of 

transmediation, as the visual arts had been for her earlier. This impulse to dramatize what she 

could not say may have been prompted by an event that took place with my language arts class 

that spring: A small group of her classmates performed a humorous melodrama, “The Fatal 

Quest,” for Aminah’s class. The day of the performance Aminah appeared to enjoy it, and the 

experience may have validated drama as an acceptable mode of expression.  

I read the description of Yasmin’s grandmother’s preparation for prayer: “Grandma stood 

near the sink. I watched her wash her hands, mouth, nose, face, and arms. She ran a damp hand 

over her hair and ears. She then washed her feet” (n. p.). I pointed to Gannon’s illustration of the 

grandmother’s hands, mouth, nose, face, and arms. Aminah seemed to understand the 



Gangi  “WHEN THE RABBIT COMES” 

114 
 

relationship between the illustration and the words and gave evidence of that knowledge during 

her read-aloud to first graders six months later. Teta (the grandmother’s pet name) calls Yasmin 

“habibti,” a term of affection; Aminah tried to explain to me that she, too, was sometimes called 

habibti. Teta then takes Yasmin to shop for prayer clothes and a prayer rug. We studied 

Gannon’s illustrations, and talked about the patterns we liked best. Later in the book, once the 

prayer clothes have been made and Yasmin is wearing them, Aminah turned back to look at the 

page where the vivid cloth was still in a bolt. She also studied the designs on the carpets and told 

me that she had a prayer rug like Yasmin’s. Aminah spent time looking at Gannon’s illustration 

of the mosque; the warmth of this depiction seemed to delight Aminah as she traced her fingers 

over the exquisite paintings of filigreed grill work. With Time to Pray Aminah lived Rosenblatt’s 

(1991) description of transactional reading: 

The reader brings to the text a reservoir of past experiences with language and the world. 

If the signs on the page are linked to elements in that reservoir, these linkages rise into 

consciousness. The reader recognizes them as words in a language; the child is often 

slowly making such connections. All readers must draw on past experiences to make the 

new meanings produced in the transactions with the text. (p. 445)  

A mirror book is more likely to occasion a child the opportunity to draw upon their reservoir of 

past experiences, as this book did for Aminah. 

Opening Possibilities Through Maps and Geography 

 In the hallway outside of the classroom, there was a large map of the world. I showed 

Aminah Yemen, and Addasi’s country of origin, Jordan—a pattern we would follow, identifying 

the countries about which we read or where authors and/or illustrators had been born. Aminah 

recognized the Red Sea, told me that she and her family would go there to swim, and how much 
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fun it was. We talked about her flight from Sana’a and sketched with our fingers the path she 

might have flown over the Atlantic Ocean with her family. She wanted to know if my son was 

still in Yemen; I showed her where he was then living, in Sierra Leone. She wanted to know if he 

had flown from Sana’a to Sierra Leone, and I said, no, he had been home awhile and then flown 

from New York City to Paris to Morocco to Freetown. She suddenly made the connection that 

“all the blue” on the large map was water. She skipped along the wall, waving her arms in 

circles, chanting, “All water! All water!” Her sense of wonder at this discovery of the world was 

touching. 

Bebop Multicultural Leveled Books 

Because we met outside of her classroom in May and June, I brought the Bebop leveled books. I 

felt that introducing them sooner, in the presence of her fifth-grade classmates, might embarrass 

Aminah by what could seem juvenile. Aminah was struggling to make friends. There was one 

student, Sally (a pseudonym), in the class who befriended her, but Aminah tended to eat lunch by 

herself, and had told Maria she didn’t like the bus. I also noted that Aminah would sometimes 

pretend to read a chapter book that the rest of the class was reading; I knew she could not read 

chapter books. 

 Her Rigby level, according to her teacher, was 9, typically the middle of first grade. In 

the next month, she would move to 12, typically the beginning of second grade. By December of 

2015 when she was in sixth grade, she was able to fluently read to a first-grade class Addasi’s 

(2010) A Time to Pray, of which the Lexile level is listed as 770—typically indicating the end of 

fourth grade. Clearly, the Bebop books and accessibility to culturally relevant texts—and 

photographs—helped Aminah; she was also extraordinarily motivated to learn. In qualitative 

research, we are taught to speak tentatively, using words like “seemed” and “appeared.” Such 
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words don’t do justice to Aminah’s joy whenever Maria or I came to her classroom. Her 

enthusiasm motivated and moved me. 

 I wanted Aminah to have access to books she could read for each session—the Bebop 

books—as well as Word Study; I also wanted her to write (or have me scribe). I read the Bebop 

books aloud and then asked her to read them back to me; my initial reading aloud usually 

showed Aminah that she knew more than she thought she did. During the first session, I chose 

Cappellini’s (2004) In the Mountains, (Level E, Rigby 7) because I knew Sana’a is surrounded 

by mountains. I wanted Aminah to know that she had assets, or Funds of Knowledge, to bring to 

the learning transaction, and that connecting real life experience with seemingly insensible letters 

that formed a word would build her confidence. As I suspected, she could not decode or 

comprehend “mountains,” so I led her to the window to show her a mountain near her school, 

albeit a much smaller mountain than the ones she knew and loved in Sana’a. We chatted about 

the difference between the mountains in the Northeast and in Yemen—their color, shape, and 

size.  
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Figure 2. Cappellini (2004), In the Mountains. 

 At the next session I spread out several Level G (Rigby 9) books and let her choose the 

one she wanted. Montgomery’s (2004) Kama’s Lei elicited talk of what a lei is, depicted in 

Golembe’s illustrations. The word “right” in the last line, “Kama’s lei was just right,” provided a 

Word Study lesson. Aminah tried to sound out “r-i-g-h-t,” which can’t be sounded out (r/i/g/h/t). 

Word Study expert Ganske (2014) recommends, “Ideally, words for study come from the 

children’s reading and writing” (p. 113). Using a clipboard, I wrote a word family for Aminah 

with –ight words: sight, fight, might, and so on. In future readings, she would independently look 

back at the words. I also made her a Word Wall to which she would independently refer. Aminah 

chose Johnson’s (2003) Fancy Dance, another Level G book. I am not sure she understood 

“powwow,” but I knew she understood “dance” because she spontaneously danced like the 

characters in the illustrations. Upon each rereading she studied the “silver bells” in Akweks’s 

illustrations. Coming across “beadwork,” “feathers,” and “fringe,” she questioned me which was 
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which in the illustrations and then touched the regalia with her fingers, softly repeating the 

words. She didn’t understand “shy,” which is how the protagonist, Joe, felt at his first dance, so I 

pretended to be shy and told her she was a little shy at first with me but was not as shy now. She 

nodded and smiled in acknowledgment. Before beginning to dance, Joe “looks at the singers and 

drummers” (p. 8). In response to her questioning, I pointed to the singers and hummed a few 

lines; the illustration made “drummers” self-explanatory. The illustrations also allowed us to 

discuss and point to ourselves and to the pictures with such words as knee, stop, hop, and whirl. 

With each rereading, spread over several sessions, Aminah gained confidence and fluency. 

 

Figure 3. Montgomery (2014), Kama’s Lei. 
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 I continued to bring Muslim-themed trade books such as Williams and Mohammed’s 

(2007) Four Feet, Two Sandals. I am not sure she understood the story line about two girls in a 

refugee camp who both find a sandal. The sandals, it turns out, match and the two girls decide, 

after initial mistrust, to share and become friends. On the world map I showed her Pakistan, 

where the book takes place. She found, yet again, Yemen, the Red Sea, and Sierra Leone.  

 Because I wanted her to write more, I introduced d’Allancé’s (2000) Che Rabbia! and we 

found Italy, the author’s country, on the map. A boy comes home angry, throws his shoes, 

dislikes his dinner, stomps upstairs, and exhales fire, first in small amounts and then a huge gust. 

When I turned to the page with the huge gust of fire, Aminah jumped out of her seat in fright—

and then laughed. I scribed for her as she spoke in English: “The boy is angry. The father does 

the cooking …” She named the fire “The Red Genie,” perhaps making a connection to tale from 

the Arabian Nights she might have known from Yemen. During the next session, she continued 

with her translation of Che Rabbia, and reread what she had previously written, including words 

like “upstairs.” She created a Beautiful Book to take home. 

 We continued with Bebop books, moving onto Level H (Rigby 10). Aminah first chose 

At the Firehouse with Dad (Athaide, 2006). “Firefighter” posed some challenges; I cut index 

cards into eleven small squares and wrote each letter on one of the squares. Here we used 

Making Words (Cunningham & Allington, 2011); I asked Aminah to build a small word, “it,” 

and gradually making longer words until she could guess the secret word—firefighter. She was 

challenged by the latter task, so I told her the word was on page three. She compared and 

contrasted until she figured it out; her eyes lit up as she went back to her word wall collection 

from Fancy Dance, connecting “fight” and “right.”  
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 With At the Firehouse with Dad she added new words to her rapidly expanding 

vocabulary. Kale’s illustrations helped her learn “coat,” “hat,” and “stripe.” “Eyes” and “nose” 

came more easily for her; she had encountered those words in A Time for Prayer. When Athaide 

describes where firefighters sleep, I made believe climbing “upstairs” for her; once there, she 

studied with pleasure the illustration of Scamp, the firehouse dog. The kitchen scene provided 

more opportunities for connecting the written word and the visual representation. We played 

sliding down the pole; she did not know “siren,” so I vocalized it. She nodded with 

understanding. At the end of the book there are instructions about how to avoid fires. Because 

this section was not leveled, I read them for her. She did not know “electrical socket,” so I found 

one in our room and pointed it out. She seemed especially interested in fire safety, including 

practicing an escape plan. We got down on our hands and knees and stayed very close to the 

floor so as not to breathe in imaginary smoke above us. Later, I realized why she was keenly 

interested during this session; of course, she had witnessed fire in Yemen. Perhaps Athaide’s fire 

safety instructions helped her conquer an inner fear—she spontaneously practiced stop, drop, and 

roll several times. It also explained to me why she had jumped out of her seat when The Red 

Genie blew out a huge gust of fire in Che Rabbia. In retrospect, my selection of a book where a 

genie blew out fire was not the best choice for a child who had come from a war-torn country. 

 Athaide is from Uganda so we found that country on the map; Kale is from India, and we 

located that, too. As usual, Aminah identified Yemen, the United States, and Sierra Leone, where 

Devin was. Aminah frequently asked about his well-being.  
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Figure 4. Athaide (2006), At the Firehouse with Dad. 

 The next book Aminah chose was Pencil Talk and Other School Poems (Suen, 2005). 

Aminah preferred that I read it first, so I did. She then reread it, easily identifying words with 

picture cues like “bus,” “pencils,” and other school-related words. “Scratch” allowed us to work 

on consonant blends. She did not understand “soccer” or “ballet,” so I played an imaginary 

soccer move and then danced on tiptoes; she improvised being a ballerina. “Waiting for 

recess/tick,tock/tock, tock/hurry up clock!” provided more onset and rime words. The poem, 
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“Do-re-mi” allowed me to sing the nine notes of the song, a reference to which came in handy 

later. 

 

Figure 5. Suen (2005), Pencil Talk and Other School Poems. 

 It was now late May and Aminah chose the Bebop book (Level H, Rigby 10) Hey, You’re 

Eating My Homework (Ferreri, 2006), which I think was Aminah’s favorite of the Bebop Books. 

She asked to reread it several times and found it quite humorous. The story is about a teacher 

who brings in the materials for students to roll pinecones in peanut butter, then rolled in birdseed 

and attached strings to tie to trees at home. When Ramon, one of the students, tries this out on his 
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own at home, a squirrel eats the birdseed (thus the title Hey, You’re Eating My Homework). He 

has an idea and redoes the experiment with the supplies he has available—a bagel, peanut butter, 

and birdseed (here Aminah enacted Ramon having an “idea” like a lightbulb, tapping her 

forefinger on her forehead). This he ties in a tree for the birds and, for the squirrels, he sprinkles 

peanuts on the ground. As Aminah read the book back to me she stumbled on “pinecone” (“pin-

see-on”—she was, as she had probably been told to do, “sound it out”). When we got to the 

phrase “oak tree,” I showed her oak trees outside the school window. She studied the two-page 

spread of Ramon sitting on the grass with his notebook a long while, noticing and smiling at the 

bluebird, goldfinch, and chickadee (easily incorporating these words into her vocabulary). 

“Ramon” was also familiar to her—she knew a Ramon in her class. 

 The next session I brought in a pinecone; Aminah smiled in recognition. She reread Hey, 

You’re Eating My Homework, sometimes getting pinecone and other times, still “pin-see-on.” 

Aminah now was accustomed to onset and rime and easily made the words “line,” “mine,” and 

“dine” on cut-up index cards. We could have done more (“fine,” “vine,” “nine,” and so on), but I 

could tell she was eager to reread the book, so I only briefly held her to explore the onset and 

rime of c-one. She wrote “bone,” then asked, “What is bone?” I pantomimed a dog eating a bone 

and held her pinky finger bone and pointed to my shoulder bone. For “phone,” I showed her 

mine then talked about how silly English is, a “ph” to make an /f/ sound. For “tone,” I sang “Do, 

re, me, fa, so, la, ti, so,” and reminded her of when I had sung it before when we read Pencil Talk 

and Other School Poems. (I decided to ignore exceptions—done, gone, Joan, loan, moan, stone, 

and zone). Having enough of Word Study, she reread Hey, You’re Eating My Homework, 

laughing, giggling, and taking time to notice the illustrations. “Peanut butter” came out as 

“peanut boo-on”; when she asked what it meant, I pointed to the peanut butter in the illustrations. 
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She stumbled on string, which I carry in my travelling-school supplies bag, so I cut her a piece of 

string to keep. Because Ramon was recording things in a notebook, I gave Aminah a small 

notebook and wrote, “Dear Aminah, You can use this notebook to draw and write,” and dated it. 

She asked about her college friend, Maria, and I suggested she write a letter to her, using the 

letter I had written to her in notebook as a model. She wrote, “Dear Miss Maria, I miss you and I 

l♥ve you so, so mush.” I helped her edit “mush” to “much” and asked her to date it, as I had 

dated my letter. (Note her move from one symbol system to another with ♥.) 

 “You will send this to her?”  

 “Yes.” I did and Maria, who had gone home for summer break, later emailed me a letter 

to Aminah, which I gave to her. 
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Figure 6. Ferreri (2006), Hey! You’re Eating My Homework. 

 I gave her a choice of more Bebop books and she chose Silent Sam (D’Agata, 2004). I 

encouraged her to read it on her own but as soon as she got to “Gus,” she sighed, smiled, leaned 

her head on the table and said, “You read it.” I agreed saying that I would read it first and then 

she would read it. (Aminah was sometimes tired; she told me the children in her family all slept 

in one bed, which could make for some sleepless nights.) In the story, Gus wants to teach Sam, 

his parrot, to talk. The onomatopoeic words allow for much expressive (and fun) reading—

singing, cheering, and shouting. When Sam refuses to learn to talk, as Gus, I shook my finger at 

Aminah in mock anger. “Oh,” she smiled, “yes.” Gus gets tired of trying to teach Sam to talk, 
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gets his soccer ball (in his living room), kicks it, and knocks over a plant. In rereading, Aminah 

correctly read “Gus,” but read knocks as “k-nocks” (another example of the limits of “sounding 

it out”). As she had done at other times, upon finishing the book, Aminah extemporaneously 

enacted Gus kicking the ball and then became the parrot, who blamed, “Gus! Gus! Gus!” She 

then became the mother and assumed a stern pose. She explained that, in her family of six, 

similar things happen. Her mother would say, “Who did that?!” Her father would say, “That’s 

okay. That’s okay,” and give his children candy. When he does that, Aminah said, she was ready 

to admit she “did it” because she “loves candy.” 

 During our next session, Aminah reread some of the Level H (Rigby 10) books. I offered 

her both Level H and I books; she chose Punched Paper (Sneed & Fonseca, 2005). “Punched” 

came out “punch-ed,” but, with time Aminah learned the word was one syllable, not two. 

Sneed’s photographs helped Aminah connect the word with the visuals: closet, scissors, tape, 

yarn, glue, napkins, paper, and crayons. I had some of those supplies with me, so I reinforced the 

word with the object. In the story, Andy cuts out a fish; Aminah did not understand “tail” or 

“turtle” so I drew her a fish’s tail and a turtle. She told me that there were fish in Yemen but that 

she had not seen a turtle. Andy and Maria hung their creations on a “banner,” an unfamiliar word 

to Aminah. There happened to be a banner in the room in which we were working. Again, her 

comprehension was increased by having access to concrete objects. The Mexican practice of 

papel picado is discussed at the end of the book; again, we visited the map in the hallway, 

finding Mexico (and, of course, Yemen and Sierra Leone and the Northeastern United States). I 

gave Aminah scissors and paper and she played about with creating her own paper cuttings. 
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Figure 7. Sneed and Fonseca (2005), Punched Paper. 

 Our time was up. About the Bebop Books, Aminah said, “These books are so, so good.” 

She asked again about the photographs of the author and illustrator at the back, “Is this the one 

who writes the words?” and “Is this the one who draws the pictures?” Aminah asked me again if 

I would send the letter to Miss Maria and said, “I love her so, so much. And I love you so, so 

much.” Hugging me, she said, “When you do not come I am so, so sad. When you do come I am 

so, so happy. I need you. All the time. Every day.” I hugged her back, thinking, “How do I 

explain to her that my goal is to get her to the place where she is independent and doesn’t need 

me?” It was a bittersweet moment, one often experienced by teachers; this young girl had 

brought joy into my life, yet the evidence of the learning would be in our letting each other go. I 

remembered a conversation I had had with one of my aunts when Devin, my first child, was 
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born. “Your job from Day One is to prepare them to leave,” she said. Perhaps I had done too 

good of a job with Devin—Yemen, Sierra Leone, and other countries to which few Americans 

travel—but had I not, I would not have the story of Aminah to tell. The intersection of our three 

lives was, and is, a place of wonder. And, as I had had to let go of Devin, Aminah would have to 

let go of me and, eventually, I her. 

Table 1 

Bebop and Trade Books Chosen by Aminah 

Trade Books Bebop Multicultural Leveled Books 

Addasi (2010), A Time to Pray 

d’Allancé (2000), Che Rabbia! 

Hayes (2008), The Gum Chewing Rattler  

Ondaatje and Wolfsgruber (2013), The Camel 

in the Sun 

Sharafeddine (2010), The Amazing Travels of 

Ibn Battuatu 

Sharafeddine (2013), The Amazing 

Discoveries of Ibn Sina 

Sutton (2007), Islamic Design: A Genius for 

Geometry 

Williams and Mohammed (2007), Four Feet, 

Two Sandals 

 

Athaide (2006), At the Firehouse with Dad 

Cappellini (2004), In the Mountains 

D’Agata (2004), Silent Sam 

Ferreri (2006), Hey, You’re Eating My 

Homework 

Johnson (2003), Fancy Dance 

Montgomery (2004), Kama’s Lei 

Sneed & Fonseca (2005), Punched Paper  

Suen (2005), Pencil Talk and Other School 

Poems 

 

 

Memories of Yemen 

One day towards the end of our June session, Aminah stopped in the middle of what we were 

doing and said, “Teacher, I have something to tell you.” She paused. “In my country, I don’t 

know how to explain it, there is fire. That is why my family came here.” I nodded that I knew, 

that my son had told me there was fire. 

 She continued, “There is a war.” 

 “Yes.”  
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 “People are fighting.” 

 I told her I was sorry she had to leave her country but that I hoped she felt safe here. She 

said she did. I was glad to hear this; our small city has high poverty—87 percent of the children 

in Aminah’s school receive free or reduced lunch—and, in some areas of the city, high rates of 

violence. I was hoping that she had not left one violent country for another. At the time my son 

was in Yemen (2013-2014)—Aminah would have been eight and nine years old—the country 

was in political and economic turmoil. Of 25 million people, 10 million were “food insecure” 

and several million more were starving. It is worse now. The United Nations reports that “at least 

10,000 people have been killed in Yemen’s 18-month-old civil war” (Ghobari, 2016, n. p.). What 

if the United States had rejected Aminah’s family? How many more Aminahs could we have 

taken, and didn’t? That this beautiful, immensely curious child could have been blotted out by 

international indifference is deeply troubling. 

 On our last day in June, I gave her a copy of Time to Pray and a world map. I wrote to 

her,  

Dear Aminah, 

I have enjoyed working with you. You are so, so smart [taking my cue from how she 

often described things she loved] and you have learned so, so much. Keep up your love of 

learning and the world. I hope to see you in the fall. ♥ Dr. Gangi 

She understood that school was ending and that I wouldn’t be tutoring her anymore. She said, 

“My head hurts.” 

 “Are you sick? 

 “No. I feel fine. It’s just my head hurts. I don’t know how to say it in English.” 

 Touching my heart, I said, “You mean your heart hurts.’ 
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 “Yes.” 

 “Mine, too. But we will see each other in the fall.” 

And we did. 

Sixth Grade in a New School 

Her school ended at fifth grade, so Aminah was going to a new school; I did not know which one 

but I promised to find her in the Fall of 2015. Through a guidance counselor I learned the school 

she was in and arranged to meet with her again. When she was called to the office and saw me 

that fall, she beamed and ran to me for a hug. We walked together in the hallway, and she 

showed me the area of her school where her classes were and told me she missed her old school 

and her kind teacher. I asked her how her summer was. 

 “Not good.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because you were not there.” She said she still kept all the photographs I had given her 

and that she still read Time to Pray.  

 The following week, I brought in the Bebop books. She breezed through Hey, You’re 

Eating My Homework! and, because I wanted her to read more trade books, I read aloud Joe 

Hayes’s (2008) The Gum Chewing Rattler, which has a Lexile level of AD700L (about fourth 

grade). Because it is his most requested story in his storytelling performances, Hayes put it into 

book form. A boy who lives in the Southwest gets into trouble for chewing gum, both at school 

at home. One day, the gum seems to save his life (it’s a tall tale): He is out walking around in the 

desert when a rattlesnake strikes him—right on the shirt pocket where he keeps his gum. The 

snake blows a huge bubble and the boy pops it. The snake is knocked out and the boy faints. His 

mother finds him out cold in the desert—but isn’t sure she believes his story.  
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I reread it and asked her to pantomime it (I joined in as the snake). I then asked her to 

read the book to me—and she did, beautifully and expressively. Transmediation was at work 

again in the form of narrative pantomime, a technique in which the teacher reads the text while 

the children silently enact the words in partners (or, if there is only one main character, by 

themselves). That Aminah had performed the words prior to reading them enhanced her ability to 

decode and comprehend. 

 

Figure 8. Hayes (2008), The Gum Chewing Rattler. 
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 I was working in a first-grade class in the same school and had met a six-year-old from 

Egypt who also spoke Arabic. The teacher arranged for Aminah and the child to meet; Aminah 

brought from home Time to Pray, which I had given to her in June, and read it to her new tutee. 

The teacher then arranged for Aminah to work with the first grader and, to my surprise, later 

asked Aminah to read to the entire first grade class. From Rigby 9 to confidently reading a trade 

book at least the fourth-grade level to a large group—in nine months. Clearly, our 

Collaborative’s advocacy for multicultural literature in both leveled and trade books had paid off, 

as had our arts-based literacy practices. During our time together, we had sung songs, danced, 

enacted, and illustrated texts. As Siegel (1995) notes, there is a “generative power that comes 

from juxtaposing different ways of knowing” (p. 473).  

Our Collaborative also emphasizes developing caring relationships with families in our 

community; my colleagues and I work both in schools and in the community. Ellen Booth 

Church (2015) writes, "All learning is social-emotional learning. Children do not learn skills in 

isolation but through social connection and interconnection to the real world—their world. It is 

their curiosity about the world that stimulates their desire to learn and to share what they have 

learned. We all learn best when we care about what we are learning and with whom we are 

learning it. Children live their lives with their hearts and minds open and connected. From that 

union of heart and mind, they develop into people who are balanced, happy, and successful” (p. 

6). Aminah was the epitome of a child living with an open heart and mind.  

Implications for Future Research 

Not all English as a New Language Learners have access to an undergraduate education 

student for eight hours (during the embedded field work for the language arts course), and an 

experienced literacy professor, whose son happened to have lived and worked in their country of 
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origin, for about fifteen to twenty hours of one-on-one time. Yet there are implications for 

teachers of English learners, student teachers, teachers working with groups, and school 

volunteers. They can apply what works for them in their contexts what worked for Aminah in her 

context. Those who work with English learners may not be able to travel to their students’ 

country of origin but they can provide photographs and mirror texts. They can provide choice in 

those texts, as well as in leveled books used for guided reading—and those leveled books should 

be diverse, as Lee & Low Bebop books are. 

 The arts are universal. Aminah enacted, illustrated, danced, and even sang in our 

sessions. Viewing the illustrations in the many picture books we read encouraged her oral 

language, which positively affected her reading and writing. Bittinger’s illustrations in A Time to 

Pray were particularly fascinating to her, probably because of her familiarity with the Muslim 

world that inspired the art. Not all children will respond as positively as Aminah did to drama, 

music, art, and even dance (as in Fancy Dance), but they should all have access to arts-based 

literacy and choice in how much or how little to participate. The arts create emancipatory 

possibilities for students’ creativity (Berriz, Wager, & Poey, 2019; Hall, 2006; Isola & Cummins, 

2020). Future case studies could examine how relationships can develop in such an enriched 

environment. 

Additionally, integrating literacy with content areas such as science and the social studies 

was characteristic of highly effective teachers (Cunningham & Allington, 2011); in this case, 

Aminah, with her love of maps, chose geography. During the last fifteen years of the failed 

policies of No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top, such opportunities have become fewer 

and fewer (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2005; Harris, 2012). Math and literacy dominate and access 

to science, social studies, and the arts are diminished. The U. S. Department of Education (2017) 
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released a report that the seven billion dollars the Obama administration invested in the Common 

Core State Standards, SBAC, and PARCC have not had a statistically significant positive impact 

on student learning.  

 Instead of focusing on standards and standardized testing, educators should be able to 

exercise agency in their selections of literature—and photographs—as well as ways of working 

with the children before them. Instead of starting with standards, we need to start with children 

(Dewey, 1938). As Dewey noted almost eighty years ago, we must let our students teach us how 

to teach them. English learners—indeed, all children—deserve books they can feel successful 

reading, such as the Bebop books. Also, because the Bebop books are multicultural, Aminah was 

able to make connections with her classmates’ names and appearances in her new, diverse city. 

Because the text was accessible, Aminah gained much vocabulary through words and pictures. 

Through Muslim-themed trade books, she was able to make connections to her past. No matter 

what we in the West think of war-torn countries in the Middle East such as Yemen, it was home 

to her and she missed it. In this case, it seems that our encouragement of her speaking and 

reading Arabic helped her transition to English orthography-specific processes. To me, she 

compared and contrasted English and Arabic—where sentences began, where books began.  

 Finally, Aminah’s story might counter contemporary, inflammatory, anti-immigrant 

rhetoric (Bloch, Taylor, & Martinez 2020; Montoya, 2020). When the United States turned away 

Jews who wanted to immigrate in the 1930s, First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt (1939) asked, “What 

has happened to this country? If we study our own history we find that we have always been 

ready to receive the unfortunates from other countries, and though this may seem a generous 

gesture on our part, we have profited a thousand fold by what they have brought to us” (n. p.) It 
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is imperative that we educators and our organizations advocate for refugee children; in doing so, 

we will profit a thousandfold. 

Author’s Note 

IRB approval for this study was granted from my institution (#294). 
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