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Introduction
	 It	 is	 a	 challenge	 to	 find	 relevant	 and	
rigorous literature appropriate for both 
adolescents and adults. Mark Haddon recognized 
this challenge, when he had The Curious Incident 
of the Dog in the Night–Time (2003) published 
by two companies. It was the same novel with 
separate	 covers	 designed	 to	 appeal	 differentially	
to teens and adults. This was not an act of 
simultaneous manuscript submission, as a 
literary agent performed the task of legitimating 
the dual covers.

 Rather than discuss both age groups, 
I focus on adolescents. My analysis considers 
an inter–textual classroom, when I taught 
Haddon’s novel, shortened herein to Curious 
Incident,	 over	 five	 weeks	 to	 four	 high	 school	
classes (three morning, one afternoon). 

As contemporary literature, the novel is a 
counterstory that challenges the canon of earlier 
novels (Bissonnette & Glazier, 2016). Teaching 
the novel as a designated curriculum unit, I 
immersed	myself	 in	a	“corporeal	field”	(Hanks,	
2000, pp. 1–15) of co–present high school 
students. Christopher John Francis Boone is the 
age–similar adolescent narrator-protagonist. I 
followed advice of Wissman, Staples, Vasudevan, 
and Nichols (2015) to appreciate adolescents as 
“knowledgeable people… as they move across 
and	 create	new	contexts	 for	 literacy”	 (p.	 195).	
Through	 interactive	 “engaged	 participation”	
in	“co–created	spaces”	(p.	189),	students	and	I	
shared ideas on Curious Incident. I was teacher–
as–ethnographer through observational 
participation and students were ethnographic 
associates. Interactively, we strengthened our 
understanding	(Handwerker,	2001,	pp.	5–9)	of	
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Curious Incident. Re–telling parts of the novel in 
this	analysis	reflects	this	collaboration.

	 Much	 like	 reflexive	portrayal	of	 insider	
membership through a narrative self in dialogue 
with others, found in auto–ethnography 
(Anderson, 2006; Ellis & Bochner, 2006), 
Christopher takes readers into the world of 
a teenager living with autism. Increasingly, 
“narrative	 strategies”	 are	 being	 used	 by	
ethnographers to describe disability with 
real–life examples (Ginsberg & Rapp, 2013, p. 
54).	 Apart	 from	 these	 ethnographic	 inquiries,	
two	 self-reflexive	 portraits	 of	 autism	 are	
autobiographical. Activist Temple Grandin wrote 
The Way I See It	(2008)	on	her	experiences	after	
earning a doctorate degree, and primatologist 
Dawn Eddings Prince wrote an article for a 
special issue, “Rethinking Autism, Rethinking 
Anthropology,”	 in	 Ethos	 (2010),	 a	 quarterly	
journal that is sponsored by the Society for 
Psychological Anthropology. Haddon’s post–
university experience of assisting persons with 
autism and multiple sclerosis, and working with 
children’s literature, yielded real–life knowledge 
to	write	 a	 fictionalized	novel	 about	 an	 autistic	
protagonist–narrator. Haddon uses a writing 
strategy that engages active subjectivity (Ybarra, 
2016) which places the reader in situations 
similar to experiences of the protagonist(s). 
Identified	 by	 prime	 numbers,	 Curious Incident 
chapters vary from many pages or one-two-
three paragraphs that begin-end on the same 
page. Varied–length chapters appear in other 
novels, for example, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s 
Nest	 (Kesey,	 1962/1976).	 Prime	 numbers	 that	
cannot be a product of two smaller numbers 
greater	 than	one	 (2,	3,	5,	7,	11,	13,	17,	19,	23,	
etc.),	 is	 a	 unique	writing	 strategy	 that	 reflects	
Christopher’s mathematical predilection. 
Parallel	to	a	“focal	follow”	in	fieldwork	(Kramer,	
2011), Christopher documents his activities 
sequentially	over	a	four–week	period,	much	like	
a personal journal for in-situ time in school and 
home settings. A layer that I added is “emerging 
forms	 of	 engagement”	 (Cascio,	 Grond,	 Motta–
Ochoa, Tembeck, Ten Veen, & Blain–Moraes, 
2020, p. 5) in a high school classroom of similar 
age adolescents and a teacher-ethnographer.

 Students began the six–week unit with 
research on disabilities. Each student was 
assigned to a four–person group that selected 
one of seven disabilities, including autism. 
Each member researched one dimension of the 
group’s chosen disability, presented ideas to the 
small–group, before the group later presented 
their	 disability	 findings	 to	 the	 full	 class.	 Thus,	
students shared jigsaw pieces of knowledge in a 
small–group, before sharing with the full–group 
their accrued jigsaw knowledge on one disability 
(Gibbons,	2002,	77–101).

 Christopher reveals self–understanding 
by	naming	“behavioral	problems”	(Haddon,	2003,	
Table	1,	pp.		46–47)	that	typify	a	child	with	autism	
spectrum disorder. He emphasizes struggles he 
has with inter–personal communication and 
interpreting–responding to feelings; detailed 
and	specific	thinking	paradoxically	linked	to	an	
overarching view; sensitivity to sensory input 
and tactile stimuli; avoidance of awkward smells, 
bright lights, crowds, loud sounds, spicy foods 
(Montgomery, 2012; Ochs & Solomon, 2010; 
Prizant, 2015; Solomon, Angell, Yin, & Lawlor, 
2015; Solomon & Lawlor, 2013). Christopher 
is not portrayed as victimized by school-based 
institutionalized	‘disability’	(Schuelka,	2018),	as	
the term autism never appears in the novel.

 Teaching Curious Incident, I incorporated 
my training in ethnography at key junctures, 
simplified	 herein	 as	 note–taking,	 social	
encounters, and word choice. Each week, I 
placed the reading objectives on opposite 
sides of the front board that faced eight rows 
of student desks. I included instructions on 
reading to prepare students for an end–of–the–
week	assessment	(five	in	total).	Borrowing	from	
ethnography	 (Sanjek,	 1990),	 I	 distinguished	
‘scratch	notes’	 (quick,	short,	on	the	spot)	 from	
‘formal notes’ (elaborated) that I taught students 
how to generate. Each exam comprised short–
response	 questions	 that	 encouraged	 recall	 on	
‘formal notes’ that students were generating, 
as	 “living,	 mutable	 texts”	 (Bond,	 1990,	 p.	
274).	 As	 it	 appeared	 in	 the	 class	 schedule,	 I	
included separate instructions for a one–time 
glossary,	two–part	timeline,	and	five–paragraph	
summative essay.
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Week 1
Objective: Students will consider how 
individuals	 balance	 their	 unique	 gifts	 with	
challenges and expectations placed on them by 
the surrounding social world. *Cite evidence of 
individual gifts, challenges, and expectations that 
apply to Christopher… Reading: Section 1, chaps. 
2–43,	pp.	1–23;	Section	2,	chaps.	47–67,	pp.	24–
45. *Begin work on Guide to Curious Incident… 
Use blank paper for ‘scratch notes’ with page 
number(s), before you prepare ‘formal notes’ to 
questions	on	the	Guide.	*On	a	separate	sheet	of	
paper, begin a Glossary of compelling words and 
those that are unknown to you. Thus, each week 
you	will	work	on	three	different	documents.

 Curious Incident	 begins,	 “It	 was	 7	
minutes	 after	midnight”	 (Haddon,	 2003,	 p.	 1),	
when Christopher discovers a neighbor’s dog 
on her lawn, stabbed by a garden fork. His being 
outside home after midnight surprised students, 
who felt that this was unusual. For someone with 
autism, however, seeking solitude at night is not 
unexpected.	 “Wandering”	 and	 “elopement”	 are	
common (Solomon et al., 2015). To encourage 
students	to	contrast	Christopher’s	“wandering”	
(implies	aimlessness)	and	“elopement”	(implies	
hastiness) with responsible school attendance, 
I asked whether he had school the next day. 
For this, I waited (Frey & Fisher, 2011, 2014) 
till Thursday, as the precise day is not revealed 
in the opening pages of Curious Incident. I thus 
gave students time to read. Christopher is 
generally meticulous in naming the day amidst 
delineated clock time with hours–minutes for 
narrated	events	in	his	life.	To	my	question,	a	few	
students in two classes immediately responded, 
“It	was	Thursday	evening.”	In	two	other	classes,	I	
coaxed a response. Twenty–eight pages after the 
pre–dawn incident of the dead dog, Wellington, 
on a neighbor’s lawn, Christopher provides this 
information. Playing detective on Saturday, he 
visits a few of his neighbors and asks “whether 
they had seen anything strange happening in the 
street	 on	 Thursday	 evening”	 (p.	 34).	 Students	
responding in class aggregated scattered 
information	 as	 “individuals”	 and	 shared	 it	
“jointly”	with	 the	 full	 group	 (Vaughn,	 2014,	 p.	
7).	 They	 were	 demonstrating	 their	 adeptness	
at building cumulative comprehension (p. 4) of 

both written and auditory language-processing 
skills within the classroom (Caplan, Waters, 
Bertram, Ostrowski, & Michaud 2015).

	 The	 first	week	set	 the	pace	 for	reading	
and corresponding writing. Anthropologists are 
taught the importance of ‘scratch notes’ that 
highlight	 basic	 elements	 of	 a	 field	 encounter,	
which in a classroom translates to central 
players and main actions in assigned literature. 
Elaboration of ‘formal notes’ occurs later. Thus, 
note–taking takes place in two steps: (a) during 
an encounter in progress, which can be reading 
silently or listening to a classmate read, and 
(b) after a full event has been experienced, as–
soon–as–possible, before the details fade from 
memory	 (Sanjek,	 1990).	 This	 permits	 a	 note–
maker to identify and incorporate connections 
not yet transparent, when an encounter is taking 
place,	 and	 to	 formulate	 relevant	 questions	 for	
further exploration.

Week 2
Objective: Students will explore how empathy 
is established for characters, especially persons 
with	unique	gifts	and	challenges.	*Cite	how	far	
into Curious Incident before the reader learns 
that Christopher is living with autism… Reading: 
Section	3,	chaps.	73–103,	pp.	45–69;	Section	4,	
chaps.	 103–139,	 pp.	 69–90;	 Section	 5,	 chaps.	
149–157,	pp.	90–115.	Week	2	Guide	to	Curious 
Incident… *Prepare ‘scratch notes’ before 
‘formal notes… *Continue work on Glossary 
of compelling words and unknown words… 
*Prepare a Timeline for Sections 3, 4, 5, which 
you will describe logically (full) and organize 
graphically (short): Use person’s name, describe 
what took place, identify outcome for each 
person.

 The second week was used to encourage 
students to maintain pace with the reading. 
It	was	my	time	to	 find	out	who	was	struggling	
with reading or the three worksheets, or both, 
and who had captured key elements of the story. 
I	asked	each	class	to	reflect	back	to	the	disability	
presentations and describe how close the 
explanation provided in class matched the way 
that Christopher tells his story. A few students 
who had presented on autism expressed surprise 
at how Christopher acted within his social world. 
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Others from non–autism small–groups noted an 
uneven pacing, as Christopher digresses on likes 
and dislikes, outside the storyline. Recognizing 
this stylistic tendency, one student felt that extra 
writing	“advanced”	the	story	with	ideas	“worth	
noting.”	Another	student	in	class	suggested	that	
the	“audience	gets	a	V.I.P.	pass	to	his	brain”	[V.I.P.	
= Very-Important-Person].

 Main activity for the second week 
was a Timeline on Christopher’s encounters. 
Most interactions in Curious Incident are 
one–on–one: he and his father or his mother, 
or a neighbor, and he and Siobhan, his special 
education teacher and mentor for the book 
that he is writing. A Timeline illustrates the 
crucial role of social encounters in advancing 
the plot within the novel. Overwhelmingly, 
students	 identified	 an	 opportunistic	 meeting	
with	 Mrs.	 Alexander,	 the	 fight	 between	 son	
and father over intermittent detective work by 
Christopher	 to	 find	 Wellington’s	 killer,	 letters	
read by Christopher from his mother hidden 
by his father. Rarely chosen were several other 
interactions	identifiable	by	person	and	place	in	
the	first	half	of	the	novel.

 I provide details from the novel to 
contextualize the kind of information that 
students had to decode to decide whether an 
encounter	 merited	 selection	 as	 significant	
in furthering the plot. Living with autism, 
as an adolescent, presents Christopher with 
challenges, unlike those of an adult protagonist 
in creative literature generally assigned to 
high school students, such as One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest	 (Kesey,	 1962/1976)	 or	
Shakespeare’s Othello.

	 Six	days	after	an	infrequently	identified	
father–son	 encounter	 (Haddon,	 2003,	 pp.	 48–
50),	 Christopher	 sees	 five	 red	 cars	 in	 a	 row,	
signaling a Super Good Day (p. 53). Finding this 
practice unusual, as did the school psychologist 
(p. 24), several students asked whether other 
red	objects	could	replace	vehicles.	This	inquiry	
illustrates	 “engaged	 participation”	 (Wissman	
et	 al.,	 2012,	 p.	 189)	 that	 generates	 “new	
contexts	 for	 literacy”	 (p.	 195).	 Unfortunately,	
the novel never addresses other options. One 
student, however, followed–up in his essay 

how Christopher uses patterns “to forecast 
his	 day.”	 For	 this	 encounter,	 Christopher	 is	
buying licorice laces and a candy bar at the 
corner store, where he is greeted by a neighbor, 
Mrs. Alexander. He mentions (to the reader) 
that her dachshund is named Ivor. She opens 
conversation with Christopher and prolongs it 
(Haddon,	2003,	pp.	57–61).	Her	pacing	suggests	
autism–sensitive communication by “inter–
personal	attunement”	 (Ochs	&	Solomon,	2010,	
pp.	 76–79)	 and	 “choreography	 of	 attention”	
(Solomon et al., 2015, p. 542). She reveals that 
his mother is living in London. She has more to 
tell him and suggests that they walk to the park. 
Because a Super Good Day has never happened 
at school, Christopher agrees to her suggestion. 
She reveals that his mother was “very, very good 
friends”	with	Mr.	Shears	(left	his	wife,	moved	to	
London with Christopher’s mother). He decodes 
this,	“They	were	doing	sex.”	She	confirms,	“Yes,	
Christopher,	that	is	what	I	mean”	(Haddon,	2003,	
p. 60). After class, a student asked, “Why didn’t 
Mrs.	Shears	change	her	name?”	The	best	I	could	
offer,	 “It	 would	make	 the	 reading	 awkward	 to	
have	new	and	old	names	together.”

 A second essential encounter happens 
the day after the conversation in the park. After 
school, Christopher places school materials and 
the book he is writing on the kitchen table. He 
prepares a raspberry shake and goes to the living 
room	to	watch	television	(Haddon,	2003,	p.	79).	
His father returns home, greets his son, and 
goes to the kitchen. Six minutes later, he returns 
to the living room. Holding the book that his son 
has been writing, he asks about talking with 
Mrs.	 Alexander.	 Because	 “he	 wasn’t	 shouting”	
(p.	 81),	 Christopher	 does	 not	 recognize	 that	
his father is upset. When his father raises his 
voice	 “much	 louder,”	Christopher	starts	 “to	get	
scared	and	confused”	(p.	82).	He	tries	to	explain,	
“It	was	Mrs.	Alexander	who…”	Interrupting,	his	
father grabs his arm “really hard – he had never 
grabbed	me	like	that”	(p.	82).	Because	he	dislikes	
“being	 touched”	 and	 “being	 shouted	 at”	 (p.	 4),	
Christopher	 “hit”	 his	 father,	 who	 continues	 to	
shout.	 So,	 he	 “hit”	 his	 father	 again.	 He	 briefly	
loses consciousness: “I had no memories for a 
short while… There was blood on my right hand 
and	 the	 side	 of	my	 head	was	 hurting”	 (p.	 83). 
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His father had a scratched neck and ripped shirt 
sleeve. Christopher watches him unlock the back 
door and “heard him lift the lid of the dustbin 
and	drop	something	[book?]	into	it”	(p.	83).

	 Asked	how	this	incident	differs	from	his	
encounter with the policeman after Christopher 
finds	 the	dead	dog,	students	offered	contrasts:	
family versus stranger, indoors versus outdoors. 
Some	 identified	 specific	 aspects:	 this	 time	
Christopher lost consciousness and was hurt; 
earlier he was taken to jail, his father arranged 
his release. Overall, students recognized his 
dislike of being touched. A few noticed a concern 
for animals in each. Yet, they recognized his 
reaction was the same in each incident: he hit 
the policeman, he hit his father.

 The next day, Saturday, his father takes 
his son to the zoo, rarely viewed as an encounter. 
His father explains, “I know I get angry… I only 
do it because I worry about you … Do you 
understand	 that	 I	 love	 you?”	 (Haddon,	 2003,	
pp.	86–87).	To	 this	question,	Christopher	says,	
“Yes”	 (p.	 87).	When	 his	 father	 offers	 his	 hand	
with	“fingers	spread	out	in	a	fan…	We	made	our	
fingers	 and	 thumbs	 touch	 each	 other”	 (p.	 87),	
“it	means	he	 loves	me”	(p.	16).	A	 few	students	
called	this	practice,	“hand	hug.”	As	Christopher	
dislikes being touched, full–embrace hugging 
would be unacceptable. As an adult reader, I 
wondered how I should teach a minimal display 
of understanding, which his parents demonstrate 
in	family	interactions	that	affect	their	son.

 At school on Monday, Siobhan asks 
Christopher about the bruise on the side of his 
face. He replies, “Father grabbed me… She asked 
me if I was frightened about going home, and I 
said	I	wasn’t…	We	didn’t	talk	about	it	anymore”	
(Haddon,	2003,	p.	90).	Students	rarely	identified	
this	 encounter.	 Again,	 I	 reflected	 like	 an	 adult	
reader	 in	 wondering	 about	 the	 requirement	
that teachers and school employees must report 
suspected abuse. Mandatory in the state where 
I	taught,	it	was	not	required	in	United	Kingdom	
schools. An event the next day between 
Christopher and his father was considered 
significant	by	students.

 After school, Christopher searches for 
the canine homicide book that he is writing. He 

first	looks	in	the	dustbin,	“my	book	wasn’t	in	the	
dustbin”	 (Haddon,	 2003,	 p.	 91).	 Searching	 the	
entire house, he looks in his father’s closet, where 
he	finds	it	in	a	shirt	box	under	a	toolbox,	“If	I	took	
the book he would know I had been messing 
with things in his room and he would be very 
angry”	(pp.	93–94).	He	leaves	the	book.	Hearing	
his	 father’s	 van,	 he	 sees	 “lots	 of	 envelopes”	
addressed	 to	 “Christopher	 Boone”	 under	 the	
book	(p.	95).	The	circle	dots	in	“i”	in	Christopher	
and	Swindon	[his	hometown]	he	has	seen	used	
by his mother and two people at school. So, he 
takes a letter, replaces the lid, returns the toolbox 
atop the shirt box, and closes the closet door 
“really	carefully”	(p.	95).	Still	in	his	father’s	room,	
he does not speak, “because he might be able to 
hear	where	 I	was	calling	 from”	(p.	95).	Exiting	
the room, he glances downstairs to notice his 
father is not looking upstairs. Quietly, he hides 
the envelope under his mattress. In discussions, 
I guided students to notice how each action and 
counter–action demonstrate skills with sights 
and sounds that Christopher uses to navigate 
a familiar world of home. Students added that 
he makes observations similar to a detective, 
when	he	 finds	an	element	(circle	dots)	 that	he	
recognizes in addresses on the envelopes.

 Reading the envelope, he notices the 
postmark	 “was	 18	 months	 after	 mother	 had	
died”	(Haddon,	2003,	p.	98).	What	happens	next	
would make a great scene in a movie or on stage. 
His father enters his room and asks Christopher 
what he is doing, and he says, “I’m reading a 
letter”	(p.	98).	His	father	tells	his	son	that	he’s	
going	to	watch	television,	“if	you’re	interested”	
(p.	 99),	 and	 leaves.	 Christopher	 thinks,	 “I	 was	
excited. When I started writing my book, there 
was only one mystery I had to solve. Now there 
were	two”	(p.	99).	Readers	might	wonder	why	his	
father was not concerned, when his son replied, 
“I’m	reading	a	letter.”	Possibly	this	was	because	
the letters were not opened; his father had 
never seen the contents. No student commented 
on a child entering a parent’s bedroom without 
permission. As it were, no student raised this 
issue.

 A few students asked whether 
reading the letters was an encounter between 
Christopher and his mother. I told them to think 
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on that. We were expected as teachers to allow 
students to make conceptual connections. A few 
students included the letters as an encounter. 
The narrative–within–a–narrative of the 
letters provides information on struggles that 
Christopher’s mother was having in raising 
her son, which is not unusual for a parent that 
has a child with autism spectrum disorder 
(Landa, 2013; Grosso 2013). She describes 
her	 difficulties,	 especially	 getting	 angry	 “more	
quickly	 than	 other	 people”	 (Haddon,	 2003,	
p.	 82).	 When	 his	 father	 “grabbed”	 his	 arm,	
Christopher recalls that his mother occasionally 
hit him, when he was younger. In contrast to his 
“level–headed”	father,	Christopher	describes	his	
mother	as	“hot–tempered”	(p.	82).

 Six days later when his father leaves to 
work	on	a	flooded	cellar,	Christopher	retrieves	
the 43 letters addressed to him “in the same 
handwriting”	(Haddon,	2003,	p.	104).	The	first	
of four (he reads) describes December Holidays; 
parents	gave	him	a	train	set,	“he	made	timetables”	
(p. 105). In the second, his mother recalls his 
department	 store	 “meltdown”	 [tantrum].	 He	
broke two mixers that his mother reimbursed 
(pp.	 106–107).	 At	 home,	 her	 husband	 asked	
her	to	calm	down.	She	hit	him,	“I	was	so	upset,”	
she	 writes	 (p.	 107).	 This	 may	 be	 the	 primary	
precedent for Christopher’s recourse to hitting. 
In the same letter, his mother describes how she 
was	“spending	lots	of	time	with	Roger	[Shears]”	
(p.	 107),	who	 invited	 her	 to	 London,	when	 he	
was transferred. She writes, “Your father said I 
couldn’t come back… I have written you these 
letters	instead”	(p.	109).	Her	reaction	after	her	
son’s meltdown is plausible (Solomon et al., 
2015,	pp.	533,	542)	and	her	leaving	home	fulfills	
a fear that Christopher earlier shares (with the 
reader) that his parents would divorce (Haddon, 
2003, p. 46).

 After two more letters, Christopher 
stops, “I felt sick… Mother had been alive all 
the	 time.	And	Father	had	 lied”	 (Haddon,	2003,	
p.	 112).	 Following	 another	 “memory	 gap,”	 his	
father comes home: Christopher thinks: “His 
voice sounded tiny and far away, like people’s 
voices sometimes do when I am groaning and I 
don’t	want	 them	to	be	near	me”	 (p.	113).	This	
time his father recognizes the letters and tries 

to	explain,	 “It	got	out	of	 control…”	 (p.	114).	At	
this point, something unexpected happens. 
After his father explains what he plans to do 
(take him to the bathroom to wash him in the 
tub) Christopher permits his father to carry and 
wash him in the bathroom (he had vomited), 
“I	didn’t	 scream.	 I	didn’t	 fight…	or	hit	him”	 (p.	
115). Later when his father tries to explain his 
relationship	to	Mrs.	Shears	and	he	offers	a	hand 
hug,	 Christopher	 pushes	 him	 to	 the	 floor.	 His	
father	says,	“Let’s	leave	it	for	tonight”	(p.	122),	
and	exits	the	room.	Christopher	decides	to	find	
his mother in London.

 These were encounters most often 
identified	by	students.	Two	involve	Christopher	
and his father. The third with Mrs. Alexander 
reveals why his mother left home. These 
encounters lead Christopher to leave his father 
in	Swindon	 to	 find	his	mother	who	 is	 living	 in	
London.

Week 3 

Objective: Students will focus on character–
building challenges faced by Christopher, when 
he	 pursues	 a	 goal	 (finding	 his	 mother)	 in	 an	
unfamiliar social world. *Cite evidence of his goal 
and his challenges… Reading: Section 6, chaps. 
163–179,	 pp.	 115–140;	 Section	7,	 chaps.	 181–
197,	 pp.	 140–164;	 Section	 8,	 chaps.	 199–233,	
pp.	164–179.	Week	3	Guide	to	Curious Incident… 
*Prepare ‘scratch notes’ before ‘formal notes… 
*Continue work on Glossary of compelling 
and unknown words… *Prepare Timeline for 
Christopher’s travel experience in an unfamiliar 
world.

 For half of the novel, Christopher is 
living with this father. In the second half, he joins 
his mother in London. Students and I divided 
the novel into home–and–school familiarity 
(Haddon, 2003, pp. 45–115) versus extreme 
(travel to London) and mild (new places to live) 
unfamiliarity	(pp.	115–179).	The	novel’s	middle	
section represents confusion–revelation, when 
Christopher reads his mother’s letters that were 
sent to him from London, which he discovers 
hidden in his father’s bedroom.

 For the third week, students prepared 
another	 Timeline	 to	 identify	 significant	
encounters on Christopher’s travel to London 
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to locate his mother. For this one, we discussed 
ideas as a full class. Written copies were 
optional, as extra credit. Students experienced 
in metropolitan areas described subway trains 
for classmates who only knew hometown 
municipal buses. Having lived in New York 
City,	 I	 confirmed	 their	descriptions.	 Significant	
encounters included a policeman tracking 
Christopher aboard the train, ticket man, map 
seller, man who pulled him back to the platform 
where Christopher retrieved his pet rat, Toby, 
who escaped his jacket pocket to jump onto 
the	 train	 tracks.	 A	 few	 students	 identified	
crowded train interiors and his waiting between 
scheduled arrivals as encounters. I agreed. 
Demonstrating literacy (Wissman et al., 2012, 
p.	195)	 students	had	 re–contextualized	 ‘social’	
to identify encounters with multiple, unknown 
persons on Christopher’s trip to London. One–
on–one	 encounters	 dominate	 the	 novel’s	 first	
half, whereas multiple and recontextualized 
single person encounters dominate the second 
half.

 Importantly, these encounters bring 
Christopher	 to	 reflect	 on	 relations	 with	 his	
parents, when they were together, and after they 
separated. Supported by his admission, “I like 
murder	mystery	novels…”	(Haddon,	2003,	p.	5)	
and solving puzzles, they suggest that resolving 
the canine homicide led him to overcome certain 
aspects of his disability, pushing him to tackle 
the challenge of a second mystery of whether 
his mother was alive, why she moved to London, 
and her reason for leaving home. To not divulge 
Christopher’s resolution of the canine homicide 
that students would characteristically (Beltrama & 
Casanto,	2017)	call	“spoiler,”	at	this	point	I	will	
not reveal who killed Wellington. But I will say 
that Christopher re–unites with his mother.

Week 4
Objective:	How	are	revealed	conflicts	resolved,	
and how does narrator–protagonist adjust to 
his new circumstances, as he prepares for the 
future.	Reading:	Section	9,	chap.	227,	pp.	179–
198;	Section	10,	 chap	229,	pp.	198–221.	Week	
4 Guide to Curious Incident… *Prepare ‘scratch 
notes’ before ‘formal notes… *Continue Glossary 
of compelling and unknown words: Bring to 
class for Wednesday activity… *Finish reading 

Curious Incident, review outline and prepare 
materials	for	a	five–paragraph	essay…

 By the end of the fourth week, students 
were expected to have read Curious Incident. 
Their work included ‘scratch notes’ elaborated 
into ‘formal notes’ for the reading guides, 
and a cumulative glossary of compelling and 
unknown words. All three were intended to 
contribute	 to	 the	 five–paragraph	 expository	
essay. Weekly guides had prepared students 
for short–response assessments (curriculum–
designated), before becoming a comprehensive, 
annotated description of the novel for the essay, 
specifically	 emphasizing	 Christopher’s	 unique	
gifts and challenges.

 For the glossary exercise, students 
formed pairs. Each student chose four words. 
Partners wrote three sentences from three of 
their partner’s four words, and both students 
collaborated in writing a single sentence that 
integrated	 two	 unused	 words	 (three	 unique	
sentences per student, one shared sentence). 
Students used the partnership to explore the 
meaning of unknown words. Each partner chose 
one sentence to read to the full class, and one read 
the partnered sentence. The class was attentive. 
Duplicate terms were rare on submitted papers. 
Thus, pre–class sharing was unlikely. Student 
literacies	 were	 sufficiently	 distinct	 that	 their	
chosen words were diverse.

Week 5

Objective: Demonstrate understanding of the 
novel … *Examine how Christopher develops as 
a character and accomplishes goals … *Students 
will	 construct	 a	 five–paragraph	 essay	 with	
thesis statement and three body–paragraphs as 
supporting evidence (synthesized in opening 
& closing). *Bring to class a paper draft and be 
ready to partner for peer review of essay draft.

 For peer review, each student paired with 
a	 student	 different	 from	 the	 previous	 pairing.	
After a student–writer shares their draft essay 
with a reviewer, each peer writes on a separate 
sheet. I instructed students to identify Strengths 
(most liked; surprising ideas; what was new) 
with Things to Strengthen (non–relevant; out–
of–place; unclear). I stipulated that the student 
author	 fix	 their	 essay	draft,	 based	on	 the	peer	
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review,	so	that	the	fixed	(edited)	writing	blends	
with the rest of the writing.

 My concluding role was commenting on 
each essay, organized by Deep Review (main 
idea; evidence; comprehension; coherence), 
Language	 (transitions;	 effective	word	choices),	
and Mechanics (grammar, punctuation, spelling). 
Most students could embed a thesis statement 
in an opening paragraph, supported by body–
paragraphs (at times unevenly supported) 
and summarize a conclusion. My typed single–
spaced review comprised a third to a half page 
for each student. Careful not to boilerplate 
repeated words, I applied my comments to each 
returned essay with a rubric score. I placed 
effective	words/phrases	in	quotation	marks	and	
identified	the	paragraph	(secondarily	illustrates	
in–text	 citation).	 Students	 customarily	 quote	
from assigned authors. I suspect that very few 
had ever seen selections from their writing in 
quotation	marks.

Discussion
 Students demonstrated varied skills 
and knowledge. Some demonstrated thoughtful 
ideas; some wrote without mechanical errors; 
some	utilized	original	language.	They	differed	in	
where	they	needed	improvement.	Beyond	a	five–
paragraph expository structure that I explain 
in	 essay	 instructions,	 I	 emphasize	 effective	
word choices that resonate with readers. I 
emphasize as many as possible in comments 
to	 each	 student.	 Apart	 from	 quoted	 phrases,	 I	
occasionally	 “referred	 to”	 (paraphrased)	 what	
they wrote in relation to clarity, coherence, and 
contextualization.

	 Most	 students	 equated	 Christopher’s	
completed trip to London as evidence for growth. 
Infrequent	 verbs	 of	 success	 included:	 able to 
prevail (once), achieve, adapt, adjust, confront, 
and conquer. Most common verbs included: grow, 
overcome (e.g., “overcomes walls standing in his 
way”),	 and	 succeed. Characterizing his travel 
experience as awkward, daunting, dreadful, 
excruciating, frightful, horrible,	among	frequent	
terms,	 students	 specified	 potential	 sensory	
overloads,	such	as	“chaos	going	on	around	him,”	
“fear	 of	 new	 people	 and	 large,	 noisy	 groups,”	
“fear	 of	 talking	 to	 strangers,”	 “new	 faces,”	 and	
“random	people	in	huge	crowds,”	among	others.	

One	 student	 intensified	 a	 response	 beyond	
three	clauses/phrases:	“Christopher	has	always	
had issues with public places, being around a 
big crowd, lot of noise, people touching him, and 
the	colors	yellow	and	brown.” Students overall 
demonstrated an awareness of what travel to 
London would be like for someone living with 
autism.

 Students recognized Christopher’s 
awkward sociability. Several noted an occasional 
willingness	to	leave	his	“comfort	zone”	or	“shell.”	
Learning “social cues and how to act around 
strangers,”	 he	 “discovers	 and	 gains	 new	 skills	
that	allow	him	to	be	more	functional	in	society”	
and	 “a	 braver	 and	 better	 person	 than	 before.”	
Specifically,	 “he	 knows	 that	 eye	 contact	 is	 key	
in conversations and necessary for him to get 
what	he	wants.”	Thus,	he	“can	talk	to	strangers”	
and “doesn’t have to be scared of everyone he 
doesn’t	 know,”	 which	 is	 his	 communication	
challenge. Becoming “stronger and more 
independent”	 and	 “socially	 capable,”	 “instead	
of keeping to himself and being unknown… he 
understands	that	the	social	world	is	important.”	
One student elaborated with series–of–three 
clauses: “Christopher learned how to cope with 
loud noises and new scenery, he learned how 
to control his urges to hit people when they 
touch him, and he was able to talk to strangers 
without a problem of getting to know them 
first.” Students emphasized the crucial role of 
inter-personal communication in Christopher’s 
future.

	 Christopher’s	 acquired	 strengths,	
“bravery	 and	 intelligence,”	 and	 “new	 ways	
of	 coping…	 routines,	 filters	 to	 [incoming]	
information,	and	secure	knowledge,” complement 
those	he	had,	such	as	“doesn’t	let	it	get	to	him,”	
“learns	 very	 fast,”	 “photographic	 memory,”	
“turns	 to	 mathematics	 for	 comfort,”	 “when	
perseverant	he	 is	 able	 to	 flip	 [invert]	his	 fears	
and	make	a	positive	out	of	the	situation,”	among	
others. Paraphrasing Christopher, one student 
mathematized	 “fear	 of	 his	 father	 [drives	 him	
away]	and	fear	of	being	far	from	home	[increases	
with distance] in an inverse proportion to one 
another	 [which,	 thus]	 stay	 balanced.”	 Another	
wrote, “he learns how to use the somewhat 
more creative part of his mind instead of the 
logical	 part.”	 Another	 noticed	 the	 magnitude	
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of rapid change (four weeks): “Christopher in 
the	beginning	of	the	novel	 is	 totally	a	different	
Christopher at the end… interesting how he 
changed	so	much	in	a	short	time.”	They	adaptively 
tied Christopher’s successes to strengths he 
already	held	and	those	he	acquired.	Their	ideas	
fit	the	novel’s	closing,	when	Christopher	decides	
that he can do anything, which includes going to 
college and becoming an astronaut. This would 
be remarkable, considering the United Kingdom 
at the time that Curious Incident was published 
had no government-funded astronauts.

 A few students discussed the novel’s 
message to accept individuals with special 
needs,	echoing	the	first	anthropological	review	
of literature on disability by Ginsberg and Rapp 
(2013). Disabilities do not limit expectations 
or experiences: “what counts as impairment 
in	 different	 sociocultural	 settings	 is	 highly	
variable”	(p.	54).	Throughout	the	world,	people	
find	ways	to	live	with	disabilities	(passim).

 Students easily recognized and described 
Christopher’s multiple problems and how he 
overcomes them: “Christopher does not let 
himself	be	defined	by	his	disability,”	“Christopher	
overcomes his disabilities by working around 
them,”	 “disabilities	are	a	 setback	 in	 life,	but	as	
the saying goes, it is a minor setback, for a major 
comeback,”	 “his	 disability	 can	 be	 a	 struggle	
but… it doesn’t stop him from doing what he 
needs	to	do.	All	he	needs	is	his	determination.”	
A	 few	students	offered	 ideas	on	special	needs:	
“Christopher explains it very well… saying we 
all	 have	 differently	 shaped	 minds	 that	 work	
in	 many	 different	 ways,”	 “Christopher	 slowly	
picked up how he isn’t the odd one out… He is 
the same because no one is perfect… Everyone 
has	something	that	makes	them	different	 from	
others.”	Students	captured	the	novel’s	message	
to accept people with disabilities.

 Parents were mentioned, occasionally 
and	briefly.	No	student	referred	to	Christopher’s	
“progressing through developmental stages as 
we	 all	 do”	 (Prizant,	 2015,	 pp.	 8–9).	 Students	
emphasized progressive strength– building: 
“Christopher grows as a person overall, he 
adjusts and overcomes many challenges linked 
to his disability, by using logic and learning from 
trial	and	error,”	“Christopher	evolved…	learning	

how to be independent, overcoming challenges, 
and	solving	conflicts	with	his	father,”	“challenges	
he went through have made him stronger and 
gave	him	more	confidence	to	achieve	many	things	
that	he	didn’t	even	believe	he	could	do,”	or	more	
cautiously, “he doesn’t fully change things for 
himself,	his	challenges	weaken	slightly,”	among	
others. Students rarely discussed relations with 
his parents. One	 wrote,	 “Christopher’s	 final	
and possibly greatest challenge was familial 
struggles…	 [parents]	 would	 argue	 constantly.”	
Another proposed that the novel increases 
“understanding how frustrating it is for families 
who have this issue to deal with,”	which	replicates	
the autism literature (e.g., Landa, 2013, Grosso, 
2013). One student proposed a three–phase 
father–son inter-relationship: (1) “friendly–
paternal,”	 transitions	 to	 (2)	 “neutrality”	 (after	
their	fight),	before	(3)	“mistrust–dislike”	(hidden	
letters)	 and	 “fear	 and	 stress”	 that	 lead	 to	 the	
son’s running away. Despite brief attention to 
Christopher’s adolescence as a behavioral stage 
in growing-up, students occasionally noted how 
he	creatively	deals	with	the	family	difficulties.

 A few students re–framed the essay. 
Three incorporated epic journey as a metaphor 
for Christopher’s daily struggles. One student 
wrote, “He has found ways to overcome 
the struggles associated with disability… to 
complete	his	epic	journey.”	Another	concluded,	
“He is a hero because heroism is not a set idea. 
Heroism	is	relative.”	A	third	student	notes	that	
he asks an unknown woman for directions to 
the train station, that Christopher’s “confronting 
a stranger… is similar to the Twelve Labors of 
Hercules.”	 Similarly,	 one	 student	 evaluated	
the book–within–a–book mysteries (canine 
homicide and his absent mother) and 
generalizes, “Despite hardships and mishaps… 
Christopher	 manages	 to	 strive	 to	 victory….”	
Deep literacy permits students to re–frame and 
complete an assignment without losing sight 
of its pedagogical goal. In particular, students 
recognized that intermittently reporting his 
progress in solving the curious incident of 
Wellington’s homicide (Haddon, 2003, passim) 
helps Christopher to crystallize his need to leave 
home and provide evidence of his inner skills. 
He discovers that his father used a garden fork 
in	a	fit	of	anger	to	kill	Wellington,	whose	owner	
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was	Mrs.	Shears,	even	 though	she	briefly	 tried	
to comfort Christopher’s father after his wife 
left for London with her husband, Mr. Shears. 
He tells his son, “I think she cared more for that 
bloody dog than me, than us… And all I could 
think was she cared more about that bloody dog 
than	she	did	about	you	or	me”	(p.	122).

 For this article, I was careful not 
to overstock multiple examples from the 
same essays. Except for one–word travel 
descriptions and re–appearing verbs of success, 
each	 multi–word	 phrase	 in	 quotation	 marks	
uniquely	 represents	 written	 work	 of	 forty–six	
unduplicated students across four classes.

Conclusion
 Christopher’s adventures and 
transgressions fascinated students. In the 
classroom, we viewed Christopher’s book as a 
journal he shares with us. The classroom became 
inter–textual. Trained in ethnography, the 
teacher discussed with students Christopher’s 
journal that reveals what it is like to live with 
autism spectrum disorder for someone who is 
seeking to be self-dependent. Interpreting his 
narrated story as a personal journal provided 
an opportunity for collaborative learning for 
teacher (as ethnographer) and students (as 
ethnographic associates). When the teacher 
reviewed	and	commented	on	their	final	essays,	
intended payback for students was adapting the 
appraisal suggestions written by the teacher, 
which, hopefully, would manifest in stronger 
writing on future assignments for other 
literature in this class, and their assignments 
in other content areas. All of this was preparing 
students for lives after high school graduation.
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