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Celebrating Multiple 
Literacies with 
Harry Potter

Lisa Arter

Arter conjures a cauldron 
of hands-on literacy 
activities inspired by 
J. K. Rowling’s famous 
characters. Th e activities 
develop various literacy 
skills and can be adapted 
for diff erent ability levels.

An alternative for sorting students is to go 
online and look for fan-based websites that provide 
quizzes that can be used to divide students. A fairly 
simple one is “An Intelligent Harry Potter House 
Sorting Quiz” (http://www.quizilla.com/quizzes/
101302/an-intelligent-harry-potter-house-sorting-
quiz), while a more complex one is “Find Your 
Hogwarts House” (http://www.personalitylab.org/
tests/ccq_hogwarts.htm). The latter poses 122 
questions that participants answer by ranking their 
position on a nine-point scale. If you have access to 
a computer lab you can easily complete it in class; 
otherwise, have students complete it at home and 
print off their “answer” page. 

Another idea for sorting is to identify a spe-
cialty for each of the four houses and let students 
choose which they wish to join. For example, one 
house can be The Artists, another The Entrepreneurs, 
another The Scholars, and the fourth The Chefs and 
Baristas. In this system, each house would be re-
sponsible for one pre-event contribution and for ap-
proximately eight minutes of entertainment at the 
party. For example, The Artists would be responsi-
ble for decorating the room and at the party for pro-
viding a sketching table and/or a wand-making 
table. The Entrepreneurs would plan the fi nances 
and the prizes and also fi gure out a fair distribution 
of responsibilities. At the party they could direct 
their fellow students in designing and marketing a 
new magical product. The Scholars could collect 
Harry Potter items for a hands-on trivia contest, 
while at the party they could sponsor a Lord Volde-
mort’s Name Game (see below), or they could be 
the judges and the ones who total the scores and 
decide who gets the prizes. The Chefs and Baristas 

he secret to any good celebration is 
to involve as many students as pos-
sible and to give them genuine re-
sponsibilities and encouragement 

to be creative. Literacy celebrations offer students, 
and teachers, the opportunity to have fun and show 
off what they have learned during their deeper ex-
ploration of various literacy studies. I have had 
Harry Potter celebrations in English classes with 
students ranging in age from 12 to 30. The level of 
sophistication in college classes was different from 
that in the middle school, but across the spectrum 
students have found the celebrations fun and 
worthwhile. 

You can fi nd lots of ideas on the Internet for 
organizing fan conferences and special author 
events, but for school celebrations, the Harry Potter 
books are ideal because they are of interest to both 
males and females. And the fact that they are set in 
a school—even one quite different from ours—
makes it easy to involve students and create inter-
esting related activities.

Performing a “Sorting Ceremony”

If you are planning a Harry Potter celebration, I 
suggest you begin by dividing students into the 
four houses of Gryffi ndor, Slytherin, Huffl epuff, 
and Ravenclaw. The quickest and easiest process is 
to have students come to the front of the room in 
alphabetical order and sit on the “Sorting Stool.” 
They reach into a pointed, black witches’ hat and 
pull out a scrap of paper with the name of a house 
on it. Then they go immediately to the part of the 
room identifi ed as their house. 

T
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would be in charge of food and drinks, but they 
might also sponsor a recipe contest with points 
given for names as memorable as Rowling’s “Bertie 
Bott’s Every Flavor Beans” or the Weasley twins’ 
“Puking Pastilles” and “Ton Tongue Toffee.” 

Selecting Prefects

Once everyone has been sorted, a prefect for each 
house must be assigned or elected. At Hogwarts, 
prefects are chosen by the faculty and are usually 
students who have exhibited exceptional grades and 

a mature sense of responsibil-
ity. If you are appointing the 
prefects, you might want to 
go through some kind of a 
process—maybe a quiz based 
on the books or on proposals 

that students make for the event. The four prefects 
become the planning committee. 

At the fi rst meeting of the planning commit-
tee, I introduce the timeline and explain the amount 

of class time we will have for our Harry Potter Day. 
After offering a few, brief ideas, I shut my mouth 
and let the students plan. I take notes on their dis-
cussion and keep my suggestions to small nudges 
away from ideas that are infeasible due to cost or 
time. The students never fail to impress me with 
their creativity. For my most recent Hogwarts feast, 
the students came up with their idea of the four 
basic food groups: (1) Sweets: candy, cookies, and 
cakes; (2) Crunchies: chips and dips plus pretzels 
and nuts; (3) Liquids: juice, soda, and ice; and (4) 
Paper Goods: plates, napkins, and cups. Each house 
was put in charge of one food group, and the pre-
fects were responsible for getting their house mem-
bers to sign up to bring creatively named or 
decorated items. 

House Decor

In addition, each house was responsible for creating 
a house banner. They could replicate banners from 
the books or movies or create their own version, but 
they had to remain faithful to house colors (Gryffi n-
dor: red and gold; Slytherin: green and silver; 
Ravenclaw: blue and bronze; Huffl epuff: yellow and 
black). I’ve always said costumes were optional, but 
it’s surprising how many students want to whip 
something out of their backpack and amaze every-
one. Most costume shops have witch’s robes for sale, 
but I would rather recycle old graduation gowns. 
Thanks to donations from friends, I now have one 
for each prefect. 

Students also like to create identifying marks 
for their house—a pin, a badge, or a scarf. In the 
middle school, several students—males and fe-
males—spent lunch times in my classroom learning 
to knit scarves in their house colors. The pattern is 
the two house colors repeated in rows as narrow or as 
wide as each student prefers. In my college class, one 
of the prefects, a graduating senior now attending 
medical school, wore his graduation robe along with 
a striped Harry Potter tie that he had made. The 
women in the class didn’t know whether to be more 
impressed by the magic tricks he performed at the 
party or by the fact that he had made his tie. 

Amusements

As part of the entertainment at the celebration, 
trivia contests are fun, and you can fi nd dozens, if 

The students never fail 

to impress me with 

their creativity. 

Tea shows off the Griffi ndor fl ag, which was part of a set that she 
made at home and brought to decorate the room.
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not hundreds, of ready-made quizzes online. How-
ever, I suggest having students create their own. A 
system that has worked for me is to have each stu-
dent write three trivia questions: one on general 
knowledge, one specifi cally related to their house, 
and one specifi cally related to another house. Each 
question has to include the answer and cite the book 
and page where they found the information. These 
questions are given to the prefects, who choose the 
three best from each category. Then I take these 36 
questions and create a Jeopardy-like game, basing 
the point values on the diffi culty of the questions. 

Another good party activity is creating wands. 
I ordered materials from Oriental Trading Com-
pany (http://www.orientaltrading.com) including 
24 chopsticks for under $5.00 and 24 trophies for 
under $15.00. The trophies come with labels that 
can be printed and then attached before they are 
awarded to prize winners. I also searched through 
my cupboards and at the local dollar store for strong 
glue and glitter, ribbons, feathers, scraps of leather, 
beads, and pom-poms. During the party, students 
select from the supply table and create unique 
wands, which years later they tell me they still have. 
Once the wands are created, the house members 
work together to create new charms and spells. All 
spells have to use appropriate Latin roots and must 
be accompanied by wand movements. As each house 
takes turns teaching their new spells to the rest of 
the class, judges decide on the points. Winners in 
one class included the following: 

Lostis Returnus: A charm to fi nd something 
you lost.

Kissamous Amoré: A love charm

Lipporiddius: A charm to lose weight

Distortio: A charm to change the shape of 
something

Another activity that works well, if started a 
couple of weeks in advance, is for each house to cre-
ate a “Wizarding Wonder”—a new product to be 
marketed to wizards—and an accompanying ad-
vertising campaign, such as a magazine ad or a 
media spot. At the party each house presents its 
product and advertisement. With the easy avail-
ability of today’s digital media and the willingness 
of teens to get in front of a camera, this has been 
one of the most memorable parts of our Harry Pot-

Lisa Arter

ter days. The product I remember the best is the 
Luftreise, which was advertised as “A Better Quid-
ditch Broom” because of its 
German engineering and 
which provides a seat more 
like a bicycle, plus optional 
handlebars. In Arizona, one 
group invented a Geriatric 
Gobbler, a giant turkey that 
eats snowbirds (the retired 
people who arrive each fall 
to spend their winters in 
our favorable climate). An-
other group invented a 
Swiffoffator, a new broom 
that is an improvement 
over the Swiffer products currently being adver-
tised. It is such a precision instrument that it can 
pick up owl dander. 

The following are a few other ideas that also 
work well, but you won’t have time to do all of them, 
especially if you are trying to squeeze the whole 
event into a typical class period. Maybe you can 
combine classes or join forces with another teacher 
so that students can travel from one house to another 
choosing the activities they would most enjoy.

Another activity that 

works well, if started a 

couple of weeks in 

advance, is for each 

house to create a 

“Wizarding Wonder”—

a new product to be 

marketed to wizards—

and an accompanying 

advertising campaign.

Chia-Yen, wearing her Minerva McGonagall hat, samples a goodie she 
plucked from the cauldron.
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Latin as a Living Language

If your students have been studying Latin roots and 
affi xes as a foundation for vocabulary lessons, which 
many educators suggest is one of the best ways to 
teach vocabulary, they will be well prepared to excel 
in this activity. For this game, a teacher-appointed 
Magical Language Committee prints the names of 
charms or spells from the books, such as Levicorpus 
(to lift the victim’s body and hang it upside down); 
Lumos! (to bring light); Oppugno! (to attack); and 
Petrifi cus Totalus (to turn a victim to stone). Next 
to each charm, committee members list the respec-
tive Latin roots from the names of the charms and 
their English translations: levis, meaning “not 
heavy”; corpus, meaning “body”; lumen, meaning “to 
bring light”; pugno, meaning “to fi ght”; petra, mean-
ing “stone”; and totus, meaning “total or complete.” 
On the numbered spaces beneath each Latin charm, 
students see how many English words they can write 
that are based on the Latin roots. Modern English 
words related to levicorpus, for example, could in-
clude levitate, alleviate, elevate, elevation, elevator, levee, 
and unleavened bread, as well as corpse, corporation, Ma-
rine Corps, corpsman, corpulent, and incorporated. Words 
related to lumos include illuminate, luminance, lumi-
nous, and luminary. Words related to oppugno include 
pugilist, pugnacious, pug nosed, and repugnant, while 
words related to petrifi cus totalus include petrifi ed, the 
name Peter, petroglyph, petrol, and petrology, along with 
total, totally, and totalitarian. 

More Than a Party: Celebrating Literacy

However simple or complex you make your Harry 
Potter Day, it can be educational as well as fun. 
With some creative curriculum planning, teachers 
can develop many activities to showcase particular 
literacy skills. For example, a sketch table enables 
students to create an archetypal “family tree” that 
starts with the Harry Potter novels but moves to 
other literature students have read. For example, 
students might choose to create an archetypal fam-
ily tree for Mrs. Weasley that shows how her char-
acter comes from a long line of literary caregivers; 
or, students might draw a tree showing how Ron 
Weasley exemplifi es the literary importance of the 
hero’s best friend. 

Take plenty of pictures of student activities 
and their projects to use for examples and inspira-

A Sketching Table

Provide pencils, art paper, and erasers, along with 
posters and pictures for students to use as models. 
It’s surprising how many students enjoy drawing 
characters, magical items, insignia, or important 
scenes from the Potter books. You will need a bul-
letin board and pins for posting the fi nished prod-
ucts, or scan them to a class website for everyone to 
admire. It’s also a good idea to save a few framed 
pictures from one year to use as inspiration for the 
next year. 

Harry Potter Memorabilia Game

This is a variation on trivia quizzes, but instead of 
asking questions, the sponsor pulls objects related 
to the Harry Potter books from a cauldron or some 
other mysterious container and gives students a 
chance to raise their hands and be the fi rst to iden-
tify or make a connection. Objects can range from 
something as simple as a toothpick saved from a 
restaurant sandwich (a toothpick was what the 
Dursleys gave Harry as a Christmas present one 
year) to commercial products ranging from T-shirts 
and stuffed pets to professionally made wands. 

Playing Lord Voldemort’s Name Game

For this game, the sponsor divides a sheet of paper 
into quarters and prints on each section an intrigu-
ing name from the Harry Potter books (e.g., Her-
mione, Draco Malfoy, Mad-Eye Moody, or Albus 

Dumbledore) with numbered 
lines printed underneath each 
name. Contestants see how 
many names they can create 
and write on the lines using 
only letters from the given 
name. If they manage to use 
all the letters from the origi-
nal name, then they have cre-
ated a true anagram. Tell 
them to put a star by their 

true anagrams so that the judges will know to 
award double points. The longer the names, the 
harder it will be for students to use all the letters, 
which is why it was such a surprise to readers when 
J. K. Rowling led them to the discovery that Tom 
Marvolo Riddle is an anagram for I Am Lord 
Voldemort.

Once you’ve thrown your 

fi rst literacy celebration, 

you and your students 

will fi nd dozens of ways 

to adapt these ideas to 

celebrate multiple 

literacies. 
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tion in future years. Also, save the best banners, 
trivia questions, student drawings, and extra art 
supplies so that next time you’ll have a head start. 
Maybe as the excitement of the books fades, enthu-
siasm will wane, but ever since my fi rst Harry Potter 
day, future students have been stopping by to make 
sure that I’m still planning “that fun day.” And 
surely there are other books that can inspire literacy 
celebrations like the ones I’ve hosted with Harry 
and his friends.

Literacy celebrations can be thrown for any 
texts students are excited about. Additionally, cel-
ebrations can easily be adapted for a specifi c type 

of literacy (e.g., each student chooses an example 
of a trope or scheme from a different book to intro-
duce to the class at a “Tropes and Schemes 
Celebration,”1 or students can give a talk on their 
favorite nonfi ction book at a “Nonfi ction Genre 
Celebration”). Once you’ve thrown your fi rst liter-
acy celebration, you and your students will fi nd 
dozens of ways to adapt these ideas to celebrate 
multiple literacies. 

Note

1. See Don L. F. Nilsen and Alleen Pace Nilsen’s 
article on tropes and schemes in Harry Potter in this issue.

Lisa Arter taught language arts and literacy intervention classes at the middle school grades in Beaumont, California, for 
seven years and has taught college courses in composition, special education, and classroom organization and management. 
She is completing a doctorate in Curriculum and Instruction—English Education at Arizona State University, where she is writ-
ing a dissertation on “Grammatical Gender Related to Children’s Perception of Male and Female Roles.” Arter is also project 
coordinator for the Urban Professional Learning Schools Initiative and is a lecturer in the Mary Lou Fulton College of Education 
at ASU. Email her at Lisa.Arter@asu.edu.

READWRITETHINK CONNECTION Joyce Bruett, RWT

Many students and teachers have been looking forward to the sixth Harry Potter fi lm due out summer 2009. Arter 
describes how to capitalize on the excitement by hosting a celebration—and fi tting some creative literacy projects 
in as well. In “Beyond the Story: A Dickens of a Party,” students study the characters and time period of Charles 
Dickens and then craft character sketches to present to the class during a “celebration” focusing on the events of 
the text. http://www.readwritethink.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=238

Search for New Editor of English Leadership Quarterly

NCTE is seeking a new editor of English Leadership Quarterly. In April 2011, the term of the present editors 
(Lisa Scherff and Susan L. Groenke) will end. Interested persons should send a letter of application to be re-
ceived no later than August 14, 2009. Letters should include the applicant’s vision for the journal and be 
accompanied by the applicant’s vita and one sample of published writing. If applicable, please send at least 
one letter of general support from appropriate administrators at the applicant’s institution. Do not send 
books, monographs, or other materials that cannot be easily copied for the Search Committee. Classroom 
teachers are both eligible and encouraged to apply. The applicant appointed by the CEL Executive Commit-
tee will effect a transition, preparing for his or her fi rst issue in August 2011. The initial appointment is for 
four years, renewable for three years. Applications should be addressed to Kurt Austin, English Leadership 
Quarterly Search Committee, NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1096. Questions regarding 
any aspect of the editorship should be directed to Kurt Austin, Publications Division Director: kaustin@
ncte.org; (800) 369-6283, extension 3619.
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