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Materials Critique & Redesign  

 

Selection: Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick  

 

I chose to do my materials critique and redesign assignment about one of the class novels we use 

in my school for our 6th grade ELA. My classes have an array of Chinese and Spanish ELL students. The 

title of the book I will be critiquing and redesigning is Freak the Mighty by Rodman Philbrick. I chose 

this book because we use it for 2 months during the school year, and although the story is enjoyable and 

engaging, the content isn't always easily accessible to ELL students. I will be taking a closer look at three 

different chapters within the story. I will analyze and evaluate how effective this book is for ELL 

students' instruction. 

 

 The book represents American culture; it is based in small-town USA in the 90s. Both main 

characters are white males, but there is no specific focus on that within the story. The book mostly 

focuses on the fact that Freak (Kevin) has a physical disability and Max has a learning disability. Due to 

these disabilities being obstacles in their lives, both characters develop a friendship that helps them 

overcome these disabilities and other difficult thighs that young people can potentially face as they grow 

up. While  Freak the Mighty does not focus on anything that ELL/ML students can culturally relate to, it 

does show how friendship can help overcome adversity which may be relatable to this population of 

students. The story also shows how Max's disability causes him to struggle in school and newly 

immigrated students can relate to the struggle because of the language barriers they face. The characters 

in the story face loss and bullying as well. These are experiences most children can relate to or have 

experienced at one point or another in their lives, no matter where they come from. 

 

 As previously mentioned, the story does take place in the 90s and there are some pop culture 

references that may be unfamiliar to ELLs and even other students as well since they're currently outdated 

concepts. This does not hinder the story from being useful and impactful. Some of these references are 

easily explained and others are irrelevant to the story and may not even be worth diving into. The main 

characters are in middle school, so the age range is right at the level of my students. The text is written in 

the way students conventionally see the English language day-to-day, but there are some slang terms that 

are specific to the time and place of the story, which may need to be explained. Freak and Max's families 

may be seen as unconventional, but I believe that the students can relate to them and possibly see their 

families within the story. Freak lives with his single mom and Max lives with his grandparents since his 

mother is deceased and his dad is incarcerated.  Freak the Mighty is rich in vocabulary and presents the 

story in a structured form divided into paragraphs and chapters. 

 

 

Chapter 3 
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 Freak the Mighty is a book for grades 6 through 8. The Lexile level of the book is 1000L. 

Chapter three of the book is called American Flyer and has a Lexile level of 970L. In this chapter, Max 

(one of the main characters) escapes back to his basement after meeting Freak. Max thinks about how 

Freak called him an earthling, and he heads back outside. When he heads back, he sees Freak swinging 

his crutches at the branches of a tree because he was trying to get the ornithopter that was stuck up there. 

The subject matter that is presented in the chapter is organized in a logical manner. The chapter 

demonstrates how people in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. In the chapter you see how a friendship among 

the boys starts to develop through teasing and being helpful to one another. The text uses authentic 

English dialog and the conversations show proper grammatical structure with a combination of simple 

and complex sentences. 

 

Since this is a novel, there are no activities included, and all the instruction was created by myself 

and my colleagues. There is no teacher's manual for Freak the Mighty, so as a result of this there is no 

methodological guidance or supplementary exercises and materials to choose from. There are other 

outside resources that can be used, such as Teachers Pay Teachers, but they're not from the publisher or 

within the text itself. The content of the book itself is appropriate for the curriculum. In my school, we 

focus on identity, friendship, overcoming disabilities and helping one another, and this book displays 

those themes. The novel lends itself to the concepts we are expected to teach in a 6th grade classroom 

(i.e., figurative language, comparing and contrasting, theme, point of view/perspective, character 

development, setting and how it affects the plot).  

 

The book does have some language that can be considered offensive, but it is an example of the 

way children bully themselves and each other, and these topics are prevalent in society today. It is 

important for students to see examples of this and how these difficult situations can be overcome. It is an 

enjoyable read despite any challenges. Freak the Mighty can be an accessible text for most students and 

teachers. However, modifications would improve the likelihood of this for special education and ELL 

students. There are words that may be difficult or outdated for students to understand. Some of the words 

that come up in this chapter that may fall into that category are ornithopter, bulkhead, earthling, humanoid 

and propulsion.  

 

I would redesign this chapter by using BookBuilder. BookBuilder is a website you can use to 

simplify text and create pages. I designed the pages with a vocabulary page first with the words I 

mentioned in the previous paragraph. As well as providing vocabulary cards that have the words in both 

Spanish and Chinese including visuals. Then, I presented the key ideas of the story in the pages with 

visual aids in order to help the students to visualize and internalize the text. I ensured that key dialog was 

present in the BookBuilder pages so that the students could get a full grasp of the story and so that they 

could be exposed to the interactions between those characters. Those interactions are beneficial for ELL 

students to see so they can understand American culture and the concept of identity and how physical and 

learning disabilities affect children. 
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Chapter 7 

 

The next chapter I am analyzing and redesigning is chapter seven of Freak the Mighty. This 

chapter is called Walking High Above the World and the Lexile level of this chapter is 980L. In this 

chapter, Max wants to get a drink after the fireworks and he quickly heads towards the food cart. He runs 

into Blade (Tony D.) and his gang who bully him and Freak. Freak is on Max's shoulders when Blade and 

his gang come along. Max struggles to figure out which way to go, so Freak nudges his side with his foot 

to indicate where they need to go. Max begins to catch on and so he just runs for his life. At one point, the 
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boys end up in front of the mill pond and Freak nudges Max to go in. Max trudges into the pond with 

Freak still on his shoulders, and Blade follows, but gets stuck in the mud before Max does. Max gets 

stuck too, and nearly drowns himself trying to save Freak. Freak whistles as loud as he can to attract the 

police's attention, and that catches Blade and his gang. Max and Freak are rescued from the pond, and 

Max goes home. When his grandparents see the police, they think that he got into trouble, but they find 

out that he's done something heroic. After that, Grim gives Max a cup of coffee with sugar, and calls him 

son, instead of "that kid" like he usually does. Gram tells Max how proud she is of him.  

 

The content of the chapter is organized like a traditional novel in paragraph form. The content 

itself demonstrates American culture through its use of language and the set-up of the storyline. The 

chapter takes place after a fireworks show at a carnival on the Fourth of July, which is a tradition in many 

states. The demonstration of bullying and violence that occurs at times among children is shown in the 

chapter, which shows real-life issues children face. The content can be complex for ELL students due to 

the multiple complex structures and there's no guidance provided by the text as to how to navigate this 

because it is not a textbook. The novel presents most grammar rules effectively except for some of the 

dialog that is used in American slang. New vocabulary is presented in every chapter, but there is no 

guidance given as to how to present it, but it can be accessible to students through teacher support. The 

novel doesn't provide any exercises and activities in the text and the role of the teacher is to create them 

using the text itself.  

 

The book itself is presented in an appealing way. The cover shows both Freak and Max. Max is 

riding on his shoulders, as he does for most of the story. There are no other illustrations presented within 

the book, which is a downside for ELL students since visual aids are so beneficial. The content of the 

story is appealing to all students in spite of the lack of illustrations. The themes discussed are relatable 

and the wording that Rodman Philbrick uses provides lots of imagery. For example On pages 36 and 37 

there's a description that says "The pond is right ahead of me, and I'm sort of running along the edge, 

crunching over the bottles and cans and candy wrappers, and then I hear this zingy sound and I just know 

that Blade is swinging a knife, cutting the air right behind us, and there's nowhere to go but into the pond, 

like Freak wants me to." This is a great example of how detailed the text is and how easy it can be for 

students to visualize it, but some of the wording can be confusing or new to ELL students.  

 

In context, the chapter is appropriate for our students and the curriculum. This chapter in 

particular is useful for teaching students how the setting affects the plot in a story. This is a significant 

element in our curriculum that comes up on the state test and this chapter lends itself to a beneficial class 

discussion. This chapter does have some offensive content since bullying is a topic that is a major part of 

the story. The content isn’t offensive enough to be inappropriate or decrease the enjoyment of the story. 

The text also has some figurative language that can be confusing to ELL students because they do not 

have a clear meaning. I always introduce figurative language in the beginning of the unit because of how 

prevalent it is in the text. If properly presented by an educator, the text can be adapted to fulfill the needs 

of ELL/ML students.  

 

I would redesign this chapter in three different ways. The first thing I would do is have a pre-

reading activity. I would use Quizlet and assign vocabulary flashcards for homework the day before we 

read the chapter. The five words that I would present are perspective, trajectory, converging, swaggering 
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and nanosecond. The flashcards would have the word in English, Spanish and Chinese, the page number 

the word is located in, a visual aid and the definition of the word. The use of Quizlet is great for students 

because they can review the flashcards the traditional way as well as through games generated by the 

website. There is also the option of having the words and definitions read to the students by pressing the 

speakerphone button. The day of the reading, I would quickly review figurative language and provide 

students with a mini anchor chart with key figurative language meanings and examples that can be put 

into their book or taped onto their desks. I will then partner students up for paired reading: one proficient 

English speaker and one ELL/ML student. The students will read together and we will stop to think 

alouds or review certain parts in the chapter that present either vocabulary they learned for homework, 

key details or figurative language. This will help all students build their comprehension and my ELL 

students will be able to grasp the text with support and minimal decoding concerns. 

 

Link to the Quizlet flashcards: https://quizlet.com/686290337/freak-the-mighty-chapter-7-vocabulary-

flash-cards/ 

 

https://quizlet.com/686290337/freak-the-mighty-chapter-7-vocabulary-flash-cards/
https://quizlet.com/686290337/freak-the-mighty-chapter-7-vocabulary-flash-cards/
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Chapter 25 

 

 The last chapter I will be analyzing and redesigning is chapter 25. The title of this chapter is What 

Loretta Said and the Lexile level is 1080L. In this chapter, Max hides in the basement after Freak's death, 

and because of this he misses the funeral. His grandparents Grim and Gram try to help him through it, but 

he just wants to grieve by himself. When school  starts again, Max really doesn't want to go. Grim tells 

him he has to go and he does. Max hates being in school now because of the pity the other students show 

him. Even Tony D. tries to show him empathy, but Max isn't having it and he threatens him, so they 

become enemies again. One day, Max sees Loretta Lee and she tells him (Fair) Gwen is living in 

California and she has a boyfriend. Loretta asks Max what he's been up to of late, and he tells her nothing. 

Loretta encourages him to do something by telling him that "doing nothing is a drag". This inspires Max 

to find the blank book Freak gave him, and he writes their story in it.  

 

  The content of the chapter is organized like the previous paragraphs discussed in paragraph form. 

The chapter is written in an organized manner that shows proper use of the English language. but does 
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have figurative language and slang terms that can be difficult for ELL/ML students to comprehend. The 

content can also be complex for ELL students due to the multiple complex structures and the lack of 

guidance provided by the text as to how to navigate this text because it is not a textbook. New vocabulary 

is presented in every chapter, but there is no guidance given as to how to present it, but it can be 

accessible to students through teacher support. The novel doesn't provide any exercises and activities in 

the text and the role of the teacher is to create them using the text itself.  

 

 The context of the chapter is appropriate for our students and our curriculum. This chapter in 

particular is useful for teaching students about character development and figurative language. This 

chapter is the last one in the novel, and it shows Max's growth from a closed-off child struggling with a 

learning disability to a young man who has the confidence to write his story with his friend. We also see 

in this chapter that Loretta may still be an alcoholic, but she became more caring and sympathetic for 

others due to her experience with Freak and Max. This is a significant element in our curriculum that 

comes up on the state test and this chapter lends itself to a beneficial class discussion. The chapter also 

provides us with life lessons presented by two unexpected characters, Grim and Loretta. This chapter 

helps students tie together all they have learned. This chapter does have some offensive content since 

bullying is a topic that is a major part of the story. The content isn't offensive enough to be inappropriate 

or decrease the enjoyment of the story. The text also has some figurative language that can be confusing 

to ELL students because they may struggle to comprehend the meaning behind it. I always introduce 

figurative language at the beginning of the unit because of how prevalent it is in the text and circle back to 

it often. If properly presented by an educator, the text can be adapted to fulfill the needs of ELL/ML 

students.  

 

 I would redesign this chapter by creating a screencast video of me reading the chapter to the 

students. As I read the chapter, I will ensure that I am reading at a slow pace and pronouncing all of the 

words as clearly as possible. This is very important for ELL students' comprehension and a great tool to 

properly model how to read in the English language. There will be times in the video where I take a pause 

to do a think-aloud in order to help students better comprehend the text. The first think-aloud will be on 

page 158 when Max says "I don't know if this makes sense, but for a long time I felt like I was a balloon 

and somebody had let the air out of me." Although the students learn about figurative language 

throughout the unit, I think it's important to explain this quote in the screencast so that students can 

understand its meaning and how it shows the level of Max's grief. It is also important for students to see 

how important it is to stop as we read and think about what we're reading. I also stop on page 158 to 

think-aloud about the life lesson Grim is trying to teach Max when he says, "Grim tried to tell me it isn't 

how long you've got that matters, it's what you do with it." This is another example of a theme which is 

something we teach in this unit as well. At the end of the video, I encourage students to have their own 

think-aloud moment about what Loretta says to Max, "She gives me this long look and she goes, 

"Nothing is a drag, kid. Think about it." This quote is pivotal to the ending of the story and is useful for 

class discussion in class, which is vital for all students, especially ELL students, to build comprehension. 

 

 

 

 



16 

Below is the screencast and created. When you double-click the image the video will open up and 

you can press play. 
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