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Summary: Working together, student Evan Hallman and I explored a recurring theme in writing about and 
for young adults; we called it “the loneliness of the long distance runner,” though as you’ll see, runners in 
the books we read were often pointedly NOT alone. Our research gave us some ideas about how the kind 
of inquiry we engaged in could be applied to group sustained reading and inquiry projects in high school 
classrooms using a few flexible principles. There are several broad advantages of using the group inquiry 
approach we outline here: 

1. Group inquiry helps complexity in relation to text emerge through reader dialogue. 

2. Group inquiry allows for a highly differentiated reading, writing, and research experience. 

3. Reading and writing with others working on a shared theme helps to create an authentic, problem-

solving, whole-language learning environment. 

4. Reading varied books on a common theme provides a great way for students with different skill 

sets as readers to contribute to a broader group enterprise as thinkers (for example, reading a 

stylistically simpler book while connecting it to broader inquiry and discussions). 

5. Depending on the needs of a particular group, parts of the process we outline can be more…or 

less…supported with coaching, assistance in making choices, or guiding questions. 

6. Group inquiry in a research team is good preparation for the kinds of work processes—

collaborating, defining problems to be solved, pursuing particular assignments as part of a larger 

process—that students may be called upon to use in college or the professional workplace. 

7. Used copies of books are easy to come in small sets. Try Better World Books as a great source for 

a few copies of various YA books. 

8. Variety in reading options is a good thing, allowing for natural differentiation based on reader 

interests, stylistic concerns, and experience. 

9. Exchanges of information among students can help readers find varied reasons for taking on 

books they may not have made their first choice. This is a valuable component of the meta-

learning about being a reader that a project like this enables. 

10. If their reading-discussion back-and-forth is paced effectively, there should always be something 

for groups pursuing a thematic inquiry to talk about when invited to do so.  

Long-distance walking or running is an intriguing starting point: Readers have some familiarity with 
running as a human activity, but most of them won’t be so expert that they’ll already have exhausted the 
topic as one for literary discussion with others. It might be that other familiar human activities could serve 
a similar purpose if they, too, did not split the class into factions who “like it” and “don’t like it.” Even if 
you have runners in your class, they aren’t likely to expect to have the last word on all issues addressed in 
these books; they might, however, be consulted for their experience and knowledge…a good thing. 
 
Two books that informed our thinking about thematic analysis: 

Beers, Kylene and Robert Probst. Notice and Note: Strategies for Close Reading. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann, 2012. 

Strauss, Anselm and Juliet Corbin. Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques. 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1990. 

 
 
  



Step 1: Develop a corpus of materials for investigation 

What We Did What You Can Do 

We contacted listservs of YA-interested librarians such as 
yalsa-bk-request@ala.org 

You can let your students do this or begin the 
process for them and let them follow through. 

We used search strings on Amazon, and then we looked for 
books that linked to books we knew related to our theme.  

You can let your students do this or begin the 
process and let them follow through. 

We asked our professional friends who read YA literature for 
book recommendations related to our central topic. 

Students who have some particular interest in 
the topic might search out their own ways of 
identifying additional books. 

Step 2: Read and describe a “hub” text, identifying significant details and categorizing them  

What We Did What You Can Do 

We read Sillitoe’s “The Loneliness of the Long-
Distance Runner” and took notes on patterns of 
instances that struck us as having potential thematic 
significance. 

You might begin your work with students with either a 
focal text that marks an early introduction of themes (as 
in our case) or a central work that you want to surround. 

Step 3: Read and describe thematically linked details in the works, refining categories as you go 

What We Did What You Can Do 

Student research partner Evan Hallman 
began developing our coding memo as he 
read a series of books related to adolescents 
and running. 

The process Evan followed could be done groups and lead to 
documents shared digitally on your classroom Webspace or 
Google docs. 

I read Evan’s coding memo and raised 
questions as he formulated his "theory" of 
how different themes in the book worked. 

You could raise queries for your students (as I did for Evan) or 
once your groups get the hang of the work, groups working on 
one theme could raise these kinds of queries for those working on 
another. 

From these coding memos, we developed a 
few ideas for writing prompts that we invited 
each other to write about. 

Similarly, students could lob these questions into other groups to 
provoke further discussion, perhaps informed the themes they 
themselves are finding in the work they're reading...or you could 
seed discussion with some of these...as writing assignments or 
discussion think sheets. 

Step 4: Engage in sustained written or oral discussions of particular strands of thematic analysis 

What We Did What You Can Do 

We found a few strands of meaning that particularly interested 
us and recurred enough to seem significant. We began to think 
about what we thought we could say about the theme based on 
our reading of it in several works. 

Your students could develop literature papers 
or multi-genre projects dealing with a strand of 
thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis sometimes had a broadly historical 
dimension...in the sense that we noticed when certain ways of 
handling a theme were different over time...and sometimes 
found we had hypotheses about why this was.  

Your students might be able to pursue these 
thematic strands into fuller author study. 

At a certain point, one of the effects of our reading and 
thematic thinking was that we felt like we had a pretty robust 
feel for the kinds of ways people worked with our subject in 
different works, often finding that we recognized a work as 
having similar qualities of genre or ways of handling its material 
to other works.  

Your students could begin to feel a sense of 
expert understanding of the central focus of 
your unit. This is a good thing and brings into 
play a very different readerly orientation. 

 
  



A sample of a codebook annotation with follow-up questions 
(Thanks to Evan Hallman for the heavy lifting on this) 

The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner Alan Sillitoe 

Us vs. Them- Throughout the novella, the protagonist feels animosity towards others, especially those that 
are of a higher social class than him or involved in some kind of institution (military, police, etc. He views 
himself and other people in his situation as being in a constant struggle with these forces and it is a major 
driving influence on his actions. For reference: pages 10, 14-16, and 45. In what ways does engaging in 
long-distance running constitute a response to this perceived social conflict?  

Loneliness, Hunger, and Cold- The protagonist spends most of his time in the novella alone, whether it be 
physically, while he is running, or emotionally, as evidenced his flashbacks and that he feels like the last 
man in the world. The word “loneliness” occurs several times (including the title and could be considered 
a major theme. Along with this, hunger and cold also appear frequently alongside loneliness. Sometimes it 
is literal hunger and other times it is more figurative desire. The cold also bears a double meaning, both 
temperature and emotion. For reference: pages 7-9, 19, 43. The interplay between physical and 
psychological dimensions here seems worth further exploration. How are description and interior 
monologue mobilized to shape the meaning of this interplay? 

Introspection- The narration mostly comes from the rambling flow of thoughts the protagonist has while 
running. Through his stream of consciousness, the protagonist often comes to several in-depth 
conclusions and proves himself to be quite intelligent despite his juvenile delinquent status. For reference: 
pages 13, 42-44. When separated from the social/psychological structures of his situation, how does the 
protagonist’s thinking navigate his life circumstances and existential predicament in ways that open up new 
avenues? Is the movement of mind mirrored in the physical process of cross-country running over varied 
terrain? 

Emptiness- This code goes along with both loneliness and introspection, but since it combined both, I 
thought it best to make it it’s own category. The emptiness functions in two ways: as a lack of purpose or 
meaning but also as a type of inner peace. Whether the protagonist ever is able to fill this emptiness would 
be up for debate. Included with Emptiness is also Death, which serves a similar purpose for the 
protagonist.  For reference: pages 11, 17, 19, 44. What situations frame the emptiness moments? What 
comes before and after them? 

Identity and Honesty- The protagonist struggles with his view of himself and the views that others have of 
him. Because of his temperament concerning others, he is fiercely dependent on what he perceives as his 
truth. Along with this is the idea of honesty. The governor tells him to be honest, but the two have 
conflicting views over what it means to truly be honest. The main character takes this to mean being true 
to oneself. For reference: pages 13-15, 44-45. How is the idea of honesty or fidelity to self-identity 
complicated circumstances that govern life opportunities and thus the horizons of identity experienced the 
protagonist? 

Relationships with Family/Community- The protagonist has a complex series of relationships with those 
closest to him including his mother, his father, Mike, and the other boys in the Borstal. He fells a stronger 
connection with these people than the others, possibly because there isn’t the perceived class warfare that 
there is with other characters like the governor. For reference: Section II, pages 50, 52. How do these 
relationships that are not inflected class warfare affect the character’s sense of identity? Are there other 
kinds of conflicts that impact identity that emerges from these affiliative relationships?  



Tentative List of “Long-Distance Running” Sources 

Book Author Fiction/Non 

The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner Alan Sillitoe  Fiction 

Maniac Magee Jerry Spinelli  Fiction 

Deadline Chris Crutcher  Fiction 

Ironman Chris Crutcher  Fiction 

Oh. My. Gods. Tera Lynn Childs  Fiction 

Once A Runner John L. Parker  Fiction 

Again to Carthage John L. Parker  Fiction 

The Long Walk Stephen King (Richard Bachman)  Fiction 

The Miracle Stealer Neil Connelly  Fiction 

The Running Dream Wendelin Van Draanen  Fiction 

Racing the Past Sis Deans  Fiction 

Paper Covers Rock Jenny Hubbard  Fiction 

Dishes Rich Wallace  Fiction 

A Secret Edge Robin Reardon  Fiction 

Born to Run: A Hidden Tribe, Super Athletes, 
and the Greatest Race the World Has Never Seen 

Christopher McDougall Non-Fiction 

Losing is Not an Option Rich Wallace  Fiction 

One Good Punch Rich Wallace  Fiction 

Moon Runner Carolyn Marsden  Fiction 

Runner Carl Deuker  Fiction 

Running on Eggs Anna Levine  Fiction 

The Runner Cynthia Voight  Fiction 

What They Always Tell Us Martin Wilson  Fiction 

Split Swati Avasthi  Fiction 

Gil Marsh A. C. E. Bauer  Fiction 

Catalyst Laurie Halse Anderson  Fiction 

The Wednesday Wars 
(also First Boy and Okay for Now) 

Gary D Schmidt  Fiction 

Between Jessica Warman  Fiction 

Matched Ally Condie Fiction 

Across the Universe Beth Revis Fiction 

Avalon High Meg Cabot Fiction 

Warp Speed Lisa Yee  Fiction 

The Other Kingdom Victor Price  Fiction 

Harriers Joseph Shivers & Paul Shivers  Non-Fiction 

The Silence of Great Distance Frank Murphy  Non-Fiction 

Delirium Lauren Oliver  Fiction 

Sloppy Firsts Megan McCafferty  Fiction 

Pain Dan Middleman  Fiction 
This is by no means a comprehensive list of books on this subject, and there is additionally a substantial 
cinematic corpus that deals with long-distance walking or running. Works on this list range from realistic 
portrayals of the sport as it is practiced in contemporary life to dystopian visions of running in alternative 
worlds. Some center on running, while in others running is just one element in a broader story. 


