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Making Text Kinesthetic 
 

When Brad was a student teacher in a high school where the majority of the students did not 
speak English as their first language, he soon discovered that his struggling readers could not 
visualize the text that they were reading. He asked them, after reading The Epic of Gilgamesh, 
what the title character looked like. Jose, a sixteen-year-old latino student, looked at him and 
replied, ‘‘Hey Mr. B, I have no idea what he looks like.’’ Katie has similar teaching stories, as we 
are sure that readers of this book do. The question in dealing with struggling readers like Jose 
is, How do we help them visualize the text? We know that this is key to comprehending text 
and that it is critical for students who are reading linguistically complex literature that 
characteristically embodies the literature canon. One strategy for helping students visualize text 
is to ‘‘physicalize’’ the words on the page. If the students have a kinesthetic experience with the 
text, they are more likely to understand it. 
 
The Story Behind the Lesson 
For example, in Brad’s twelfth-grade English class, as they read The Epic of Gilgamesh, the 
students had difficulty remembering the complex names found in this text. Brad assigned each 
character a sound and action. As a result of this pedagogical application, the students became 
more motivated and interested in reading the text. By using kinesthetic strategies such as 
these, we can increase our students’ interest level, as well as provide them with an opportunity 
to relate further to the text through active participation (see Exhibit 3.2). The student-created 
sample script in Exhibit 3.3 can be used in your classroom. As mentioned previously, dramatic 
activities like this interactive reading create opportunities for struggling readers that are 
inviting. Every student can play some role, whether it’s creating the assigned sound for each 
character or reading a major part. All of the students are involved. It’s also helpful for literary 
works like The Epic of Gilgamesh to introduce and provide a strategy for tracking the numerous 
characters. (The upcoming character bookmarks discussed in this book are a perfect example of 
a character tracking strategy.) 
 
Walt Whitman’s ‘‘A Noiseless Patient Spider’’ 
It’s ironic that teenagers who are rebellious challengers of authority would find the American 
transcendentalists like Emerson, Thoreau, and, arguably, Walt Whitman so challenging to 
understand. For sophomores in Katie’s English class this was a battle. She had to figure out how 
to connect the text to the students’ personal lives and help them understand the very strong 
transcendental message of how the individual fits into the larger whole. This is a pretty 
important message for most sophomores but also key in understanding the messages in 
transcendental literature. 
 



 

From Katherine S. McKnight and Bradley Berlage, Teaching the Literature Classics in the Inclusive 

Classroom: Reader Response Activities to Engage All Learners. Copyright © 2007 by Jossey-Bass. 

Reprinted by permission of Jossey-Bass. 
 

 
 
Exhibit 3.4 shows Katie’s introductory lesson for Walt Whitman’s A Noiseless Patient Spider. She 
used it every time she taught the American transcendentalists. Handouts for the lesson can be 
found in Exhibits 3.5 and 3.6. 
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