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  The heart of every well-heard story is gratitude, and 
it is in the hearing of stories that we truly become hu-
man. (C.W. Christian, 1995)

  I’m thinking a lot about gratitude these days. Grat-
itude is a stance more than a response, one that was 
actively encouraged in me from a very early age and 
something I teach my own children. Traci Sorrel writes 
beautifully about gratitude as a Cherokee cultural 
touchstone and guide in We Are Grateful: Otsaliheliga 
(2018). I’m currently rereading a glorious poetry collec-
tion, Thanku: Poems of Gratitude illustrated by Marle-
na Myles and edited by Miranda Paul (2019). To live in 
gratitude is to live acutely aware, with a generousness 
of spirit. Reaching gratitude requires intentional aware-
ness and seeking, determined appreciation. Gratitude is, 
in essence, a moral stance, as morality concerns how we 
relate to other human being in this world. Story expands 
our scope of possibilities for relating—providing a vi-
brant venue for moral deliberation and growth, a path 
toward seeing, understanding, and appreciating—with 
gratitude—those with whom we share this world.

  The authors of articles in this edition of The Drag-
on Lode explore the potential for children’s literature 
to nurture moral awareness, appreciation, stance, and 
action. Izumi-Taylor, Bubrig, and Meredith write of the 
importance of literature in nurturing children’s spirits. 
The authors use “spirit” here in the Japanese sense, relat-
ing it to moral development and examining possibilities 
for literature-rich pedagogy that takes advantage of the 
moral capacity of quality books. Morell and Morell ex-
amine teacher action, suggesting that in a climate where 
teachers’ curricular choices may feel restrained, it is all 
the more imperative that we purposefully—through 
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book choices and pedagogical decisions—engage 
learners critically with the multicultural, multifaceted 
world around us. Julia M. López-Robertson, Jeanne G. 
Fain, Janine M. Schall, and Maya Christina González 
examine how immigration and immigrants are repre-
sented authentically and in appropriately complex ways 
in picture books, offering readers counterstories to the 
dominant narrative that “guide us to listen to the voices 
of those who are exploited and to respect their truth.” 
Pearson and Lemke, noting multicultural literature as 
a “natural medium” for developing critical literacy, ad-
dress the use of text sets to help readers understand the 
complexities of complex social issues. (See Parsons et 
al in the Spring 2016 The Dragon Lode for more about 
using text sets with Notable Books for a Global Society 
winners. Past editions of The Dragon Lode and NBGS 
award lists are available on the ILA Children’s Litera-
ture and Reading SIG website—clrsig.org.)

  As I read this edition’s offerings, I celebrate with 
you the incredible power of children’s literature to evoke 
good in the world and our lives. And I am immense-
ly grateful to be in community with teachers, authors, 
publishers, and scholars who insist upon and work to-
ward all the stories—many voices, many ways—being 
heard, considered, and embraced. Children’s literature 
can, indeed, make us better humans together. 

Best, 

Collegially,
Suzii Christian Parsons, President,
ILA Children’s Literature and Reading SIG
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  This issue of The Dragon Lode has a theme of 
award-winning books. Each article addresses this theme 
in some way. Three of the four articles focus on issues 
of diversity. The articles merge diverse characters with 
multicultural themes. In “The Reciprocity of Diverse 
and Universal Themes,” the authors discuss the need 
for high-quality children’s literature in today’s diverse 
society. 
  “Glimpses of Humanity and Hope” presents pic-
turebooks that characterize refugee children. In 2017, 
about 420 million children lived in conflict zones due to 
war or armed conflict (CNN, 2019). This is a substantial 
number of children who need to see themselves por-
trayed in children’s literature. Sunah Chung’s article, 
“The Diversity of Protagonists,” reflects on diversity in 
ILA choices. “Learning to read is part of the process 
of socialization and an important mechanism through 
which culture is transmitted from one generation to the 
next (Taylor, 2003, p. 301).” ILA choices represent the 
diversity of children in today’s society. 
  “Enough is Enough” does not reflect on diversity; 
rather, it reflects on the quality inherent in Caldecott and 
Newbery award winning books. When choosing books 
for their classrooms, teachers often rely on award-win-
ning books. “Enough is Enough” explains how these 
books are selected.  
In our twenty-first century society, it is important for 
children to be exposed to diverse cultures and to find 
themselves in the books they read. As “Diversity of 
Protagonists” notes, award-winning books present di-
verse characters. However according to the Coopera-
tive Children’s Book Center (CCBC) (2018), over 50% 
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of children’s books still represent white middle class 
children. This statistic impacts books available to be 
chosen for awards. We hope articles found in this issue 
raise awareness of the need for more diverse selections. 
  We are very grateful for the many authors that 
serve as columnists for The Dragon Lode. In this issue, 
we have The Poet’s Corner written by Janet Wong and 
Children’s Book Reviews written by a team of authors. 
Thanks to all of you for your contributions.
  We hope you enjoy this issue as much as we do.

Dr. Stacie Garrett  
Cameron University
sgarrett@cameron.edu

Dr. Lynda Robinson 
Cameron University
lrobinson@cameron.edu
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ENOUGH IS ENOUGH! TIME TO RETHINK
THE PRESTIGE OF THE 
NEWBERY MEDAL

Meghan Valerio

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

in libraries and schools (Ventura, 2017; Kidd, 2017). I begin 
by providing an overview of the history and research about 
the Newbery. 

JOHN NEWBERY 
  Founded by Frederic Melcher in the 1920s (Bittner & 
Superle, 2017), the Newbery’s intent was and is to award chil-
dren’s literature representing American literature.  Melcher 
named the medal after John Newbery, “often dubbed the fa-
ther of children’s literature” (Kidd, 2007, p.40). The medal is 
considered the second most popular literature prize, second 
to the Pulitzer (Kidd, 2007). Selected by a committee, the 
medal’s purpose and qualifications are stated here: 

Encourage original creative work in the field of 
work for children. The qualifications of the award 
include: 1) Must be a form of nonfiction, poetry, or 
play that represents American Literature; 2) Must 
be a contribution to American Literature for chil-
dren… in which children are the intended potential 
audience; and 3) Must be distinguished including 
by significant achievement, quality, and excellence 
(ALSC, 2019). 
Other details, including the author being a resident 
of the United States, are also considered (ALSC, 
2019). The committee evaluates a theme, exam-
ines story elements including the characters, set-
ting, and plot, and considers the text style. No oth-
er details are provided.

DEBATES SURROUNDING THE NEWBERY
  Earning the Newbery, while an honor on one hand, has 
been argued by others as a way to sift through what is really 
American literature (Kidd, 2007). This is not a surprise as 
prized texts (in general) have been criticized for their narrow 
selections, often leaving out representations of cultures be-
sides the dominate Western Culture (Ventura, 2017). Literary 
texts affirm the current values of the culture surrounding it 
(Eliot, 1919), which is really then acting as an enacted cur-
riculum, carrying out messages that are reflective of current 
socio-culture practices and beliefs (Gershon, 2017; Flinders 
et al., 1986). While it is no secret that published literature 
often contains hidden agendas, or a hidden curriculum (Ap-
ple, 1971; Gershon, 2017), the Newbery is given to children’s 

  “I want to get big too and ride the bus just like the boy 
did,” my three-year-old son said as I closed the book we were 
reading, Last Stop on Market Street, by the 2016 Newbery 
Medal winning author Peña and Caldecott winning illustrator 
Robinson.  As a classroom teacher and Reading Specialist, 
I frequently used and even recommended award-winning 
texts, like the Newbery Medal, with my students and col-
leagues. I can even admit to making a hurried selection in the 
bookroom, reaching for the medal winner over a non-medal 
winner with the assumption it must be good, it won some-
thing! 

  My son’s comment claiming he wanted to be just like 
the character, stopped me dead in my tracks. If teachers and 
parents are relying on medals, specifically the Newbery Med-
al, a historically debated award (Kidd, 2007; Maugh, 2014; 
Bittner & Superle, 2017); then what do we know about this 
Newbery Medal (here-to-for referred to as Newbery) and the 
messages it sends to the intended audience, our children? To 
answer this question, I have provided an overview analyzing 
the history and debates surrounding the Newbery. I then see if 
the findings from the literature review reign true by analyzing 
themes in the 1950s and 2000s Newbery winners. These de-
cades were selected because a) The fifty year gap in analysis 
offers a significant amount of time that is close enough to 
present day to see if the criticisms of the award remain true; 
and b) These decades were of particular interest because of 
the timeliness of the children who read them: Children who 
grew up in the 1950s reading the winning texts are now lead-
ers in America today, while children from the 2010s will be 
the next generation of leaders. 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
  Winning a Newbery is not just a one-time honor, but also 
serves as a lifetime of recognition in schools, libraries and 
bookstores. Although the Newbery, like the Caldecott, does 
not reward authors with money, it has been shown to increase 
sales when compared to other prized texts and children’s lit-
erature (Ventura, 2017; Kidd, 2017). Winning the medal not 
only establishes the text as a part of a canon of children’s 
literature, it guarantees a longevity that exceeds other texts 
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literature. Adults are awarding the texts, and children are re-
lying, in most cases, on adults to make text selections for 
them (McNeil, 2017).   

  Many children’s literature advocates reported issues with 
prizing a text. Some argue that prizing is biased when done 
by a single group of individuals (Bittner & Superle, 2017); 
others criticize the award’s qualifications, or lack there-of 
(Murphy, 2017; Kidd 2007; Kidd 2017). The committee for 
selecting the Newbery, which has followed the same qualifi-
cations with few changes since the 1920s, is comprised of 15 
librarians, “Seven of which are elected by the general mem-
bership, as is the Chair, who appoints the other seven” (Kidd, 
2007, p. 41). The committee established the guidelines for 
winning the Newbery award as excellent American literature 
(ALSC, 2019); but does not clearly define what “excellence” 
nor “American literature” mean. Murphy (2017) contended 
the Newbery leaves out explanations of socio-cultural, race, 
or ethnic background. Bittner and Superle (2017) found the 
medal to have limited, if any, representation of feminism, 
queer, or post-colonial literacy.  Excellence then, an unde-
fined term, is secretly defined by the committee.

  The committee formation and lack of definition for the 
award is not the only troubling issue with the Newbery (Kidd 
2017). Authors themselves feed into the cycle of prizing by 
wanting and even needing a prize to guarantee book sales and 
a long-term shelf life.  Often, winning a prize can be a career 
boost after years of unrecognition with limited book sales 
(Kidd, 2017). Compromising a lifetime of fame is unlikely is 
enough reason for authors to remain silent over the debates 
of the Newbery.   

  The Newbery has been argued to contribute to the can-
on wars (Bittner & Superle; Ventura, 2017). The canon of 
literature though was not started by the Newbery itself, as 
canons have existed for quite some time (Kliebard, 1970), 
even beginning in the early 1900s as a way to separate liter-
ature for children of certain races and classes (Bobbit, 1909). 
Beginning in the 1920s, librarians in the United States were 
seen as facilitators establishing a canon of literature. Working 
with book publishing companies, they weeded what would 
or would not be allowed into the library for children to read 
(Lundin, 2004; Kidd 2007). In this same decade, librarians 
lobbied to increase authentic literature in school systems 
in order to broaden then current curricular materials (Kidd, 
2007). This change began a transition from the McGuffey 
Readers of the 1800s to basal readers that flourished in the 
1960s (Deford & Klein, 2008). Books awarded and stamped 
with the Newbery became quality literature recommended for 
use in school systems. Having the award meant and continues 
to mean that these books are in the hands of readers who fre-
quent the library and in the hands of public-school children 
nationwide (Kidd, 2007). 

A HISTORY OF DISTURBANCES 
  It is no secret that the Newbery has faced accusations for 
using undefinable criterion (Breed, 1942; Kidd, 2007; Bittner 
& Superle, 2017; Lathey, 2018). In a recent content analysis, 
Lathey (2018) investigated themes in Newbery winners from 
2005- 2018. He found little to no representation of lower- or 
working-class families, and instead high representations of 
middle-class families. Other studies (Kidd, 2007) reported 
and criticized the Newbery for not representing race accu-
rately. Kidd (2007) found limited and questionable repre-
sentations of race, such as Elizabeth Yates’s (1951) Newbery 
winner, Amos Fortune, Free Man, a text about a slave that not 
only downplays slavery, but also states that the slave is better 
off in America.  It wasn’t until 19 years later that another 
text, Sounder (Armstrong, 1969), addressed African Ameri-
can life. Its author was also white (Kidd, 2007).  

  If educators, parents, curriculum writers and even chil-
dren are choosing these winning American literature texts, it 
is most important to know the criteria for prizing the texts.  
Therefore, my research examines the thematic messages in 
specific texts in an attempt to put the historical debate of the 
Newbery to rest: Does the Newbery promote gender stereo-
types and white, Christian, Western Civilized norms?  

METHODOLOGY
  Content analysis was used to analyze several Newbery 
winners. Content analysis is defined as a “research technique 
for making replicable and valid inferences from texts” (Krip-
pendorff, 2004, p.18) and is used to infer messages upon 
analysis of a text’s content (White & Marsh, 2006). Every 
other text was chosen from the 1950s (1950, 1952, 1954, etc.) 
and the 2000s. These decades were selected for two critical 
reasons: 1) The time between both decades, an equal fifty 
years, is ample enough to see what themes remain consis-
tent or inconsistent; and 2) Children who read texts from the 
1950s are now adults in established careers with authoritative 
positions; readers of the 2010s’ texts are the next generation 
of leaders. 
 
  Data collection involved coding messages present in 
each text. The coded messages were then categorized into 
themes of gender roles, race, religion, socio economic status, 
family, and education. Only the first three themes are reported 
in this manuscript. Table 1 provides the questions that guided 
the content analysis for each theme.
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Table 1.
Defined Themes Used During the Newbery Content Analysis

Theme  Analytic Questions 
Gender Roles What gender roles are seen in the texts and are they considered stereotypical? Specifically, are men seen 

doing masculine work while women are taking on traditional roles including domestic chores or housework 
and nurturing children? Are both men and women working? Do children participate in tasks that are gen-
der-stereotyped? What future roles are modeled for children or explicitly stated as expectations for their 
future?

 
Race What races are revealed in the winning texts? Is it representative of the melting pot of American, meaning 

are there a variety of Caucasian, African-Americans, Latinos, Asians, etc.? Or, is there a biased represen-
tation of race? And, are the races seen in stereotypical manner, even a negative one? For example, are 
Caucasian characters seen as educated while African American uneducated and lower class?

Religion Is organized religion present in the Newbery winners? Are characters attending church, praying, mention-
ing the Christian God or other spiritual beings or spiritual traditions? If religion is found, is there a common 
one presented in the texts?

  Analyzing gender roles, race, and religion representations required further examination into the explicit and hidden cur-
riculum of the texts. My findings explain the explicit curriculum of the selected prized texts, or what transparent messages are 
found within the text (Eisner, 1985; Flinders et al., 1986).  The historical and current concepts surrounding the themes selected 
then explore if there is indeed a hidden curriculum, or what is implied but not always talked about (Apple, 1971) in the books. 
Through this analysis, conclusions are then drawn about the sociocultural norms and values represented within the texts that 
are reflective of the society of which they are a part (Gershon, 2018; Flinders et al., 1986). 
 

FINDINGS
Table 2 lists the books analyzed. Each book title is shortened in the following discussions.
Table 2.
Newbery Winning Texts Analyzed from the 1950s and 2000s

Title Author Year Awarded Shortened Title
The Door in the Wall Angeli, M. 1950 Wall
Ginger Pye Estes, E. 1952 Ginger Pye
….and Now Miguel Krumgold, J. 1954 Miguel
Carry on, Mr. Bowditch Latham, J. L. 1956 Mr. Bowditch
Rifles for Watie Keith, H. 1958 Watie
Bud, Not Buddy Curtis, C.P. 2000 Bud
A Single Shard Park, L.S. 2002 Shard
The Tale of Despereaux DiCamillo, K. 2004 Despereaux
Criss Cross Perkins, L. 2006 Criss Cross
Good Masters! Sweet Ladies!  Schlitz, L.A. 2008 Medieval Village
Voices from a Medieval Village
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____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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GENDER ROLES             
  The first theme examined gender roles and whether gender was portrayed in stereotypical ways.  A stereotype by definition 
is grouping individuals together based on ostensible characteristics (Robles & Kurylo, 2017). Stereotypes by gender can be 
classified with two binary definitions: a) Women are seen as nurturing caregivers of their families, and b) Men are seen as mas-
culine, powerful, unemotional, and providers of their family (Prentice & Carranza, 2002).  Stereotypes are not a new paradigm; 
many researchers have spent time examining and criticizing them (Robles & Kuryla, 2017; Cox & Devine, 2015). 
  Robles and Kurylo (2017) explained that stereotypes are the result of social interactions. That is, through one’s discourse, 
both speaking and writing, a construction of gender stereotypes begins. Role congruity theory and social role theory explain 
further that hearing and reading these constructs creates a trickle-down effect: We read the message, we start thinking about 

ENOUGH IS ENOUGH! TIME TO RETHINK THE PRESTIGE OF THE NEWBERY MEDAL

THE DRAGON LODE // 38:1 // 2019

11



lis, 2015; Whitehead et al., 2018; Kinloch & Penn, 2019). 
Schlesinger (1998) argued that America really consists of 
one race which has been upheld by the promotion of one 
language, one type of education (Apple, 1971; Schlesinger, 
1998; Gershon, 2012), and one perspective of history taught 
in schools (Willis, 2015). Malcom X said it best: “Being born 
here in America doesn’t make you American” (Malcom X 
& Breitman, 1966, n.p.). Malcom X’s statement supports 
Schlesinger (1998), Asante (1998), Willis (2015), and more 
recently Whitehead et al. (2018) and Kinloch and Penn’s 
(2019) claim that America runs on Western Civilized ideolo-
gies with one race in mind.  

  The argument of who is human and who is not human 
remains unresolved (Kinloch & Penn, 2019; Snaza, 2019; 
Beliso-De Jesús, 2018). Some feel more than ever before, 
white supremacy is on the rise (Whitehead et al., 2018; Beli-
so-De Jesús, 2018). Historically, it can be argued that white 
supremacy began during slavery, when Caucasians needed a 
clear distinction between what is and is not human, depen-
dent on skin color and the binary of who was educated and 
who was not (Snaza, 2019; Willis, 2015).  The fear of becom-
ing a white slave (Beliso-De Jesús, 2018), was enough to fuel 
white supremacy. If America has been fighting a long battle 
of racism and equality, then a critical look into representa-
tions of race in children’s literature is essential, specifically 
literature prized by the Newbery as representing American 
values.

  In the 1950s’ Newbery winners studied, only Watie fea-
tured an African American family, living during Abraham’s 
Lincoln’s presidency while the United States was a divided 
nation. The main character, Jeff, was caught between fighting 
on both sides of the war, while also having a romantic rela-
tionship with a Cherokee Indian. Jeff ultimately joined the 
army to fight for the nation as opposed to remaining on “his 
side.” Similarly, although Miguel told a story of a Hispanic 
family, the plot followed a familiar Caucasian pathway when 
his brother was drafted to the army at first unwillingly, but 
ultimately became happy by justifying it would allow him 
to see the world. Wall, Ginger Pye and Mr. Bowditch were 
stories depicting only Caucasian people. 

  Although the 1950s’ winners then did show diversi-
ty in all 5 texts including African American, Native Amer-
ican, Caucasian and Hispanic characters, the plots aligned 
with what Sims (1982) referred to as a melting pot category: 
There were racial representations, but beliefs, behaviors and 
thoughts more closely followed white culture.

  Criss Cross and Medieval Village, 2000s winners, fea-
tured Caucasians while Despereaux included fictional per-
sonified characters of mice and rats.  Bud was the only text 
featuring an African American by skin color, although it ap-
peared his actions or words did not usually align with racial 
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these ideas, and this potentially shapes our beliefs about oth-
er people (Ruce & Barth, 2016). While it could be argued 
that it is hard to prove if one truly is affected by what they 
hear and read, current research supports that gender stereo-
types persist today in hiring, promotion, and salary between 
men and women (Rice & Barth, 2016), and even the types of 
jobs women vs. men apply for and get (Weisgram, Bigler, & 
Liben, 2010). The present-day existence of stereotypes, sug-
gesting they are alive and well, calls us to examine gender 
roles in the literature our children are reading, specifically 
award-winning texts like the Newbery, that could potentially 
shape readers’ minds.  

  The 1950s and 2000s’ Newbery winners had similarly 
stereotyped male and female roles. When both male and fe-
male characters were present in the 1950s’ Newbery winners, 
men were authoritative and dominant figures while women 
were nurturing, feminine, and passive. In Mr. Bowditch, the 
youngest daughter Lizza stated that she would help bring fire-
wood to the house, until her Grandmother stopped her and 
said it’s “a man’s job.” Later in the same text, when the main 
character Nat walked into the house to deliver news about 
going away to war, his brothers were found studying while 
the girls were “sitting pretty and knitting their own socks” 
(Latham, 1955, p. 62). The women in this decade were of-
ten portrayed as uneducated females whose purpose in life 
was to find true love, make a man happy and perform do-
mestic tasks. For example, in Miguel, the mother’s duty was 
preparing meals for the men. She also waited until the men 
finished eating to enjoy her own dinner. The discourse and 
narration of the discourse between female and male charac-
ters stressed inequality among genders, and even subservient 
roles, as seen in the Wall when a wife responds to her hus-
band, “‘Yes, my husband,’ Lady Constance said obediently” 
(Angeli, 1949, p. 84).

  In the 2000s’ winners, men were frequently seen as mas-
culine, dominant over the women, and responsible for family 
finances. In Despereaux, the princess waited helplessly to be 
rescued by the strong, decision-making male king. Women 
were typically nurturing and participated in gender specific 
tasks, like the potter’s wife in Shard preparing meals for the 
working men. Women, like Debbie in Criss Cross, assumed 
they could not perform masculine roles such as driving a 
stick-shift truck when a male friend offered to teach her.  
When she did successfully drive the truck, she compared it to 
working the pedal on a sewing machine. 

  The common theme revealed in both decades suggested 
that women remain nurturing-caregivers whose responsibil-
ity was to ensure their husbands and children were happy, 
while leaving the hard, physical work up to the men.  
Race 
  Racial identity wars are both a historical and current 
conflict in America (Schlesinger, 1998; Asante 1998; Wil-
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(Dawson, 1957).  Christian Nationalism, rooted in the Old 
Testament, seeks to maintain a “cultural and blood purity, of-
ten through war, conquest, and separatism” (Whitehead et al., 
2018, p.150). Christian Nationalism represented in Newbery 
winners promotes norms and values intended to maintain the 
status quo, or the cultural and book purity of the land of one 
American race (Schlesinger, 1998).   

  Above, I reported that religion is often best understood 
by also examining the gender stereotypes and race identities 
it is wrapped in. For the sake of having an unbiased and clear 
lens, my analysis separated religion to identify what religion 
or religious trends are present in the Newbery winners, even 
if these simultaneously did also represent race and gender 
identities. 

  Organized religion was present in every Newbery 1950s’ 
book. Wall included many direct messages about the power 
of prayer.  Robin was relieved of illness after praying to God; 
continual pause for prayer was included while characters par-
took in daily activities, and there was dialogue about God, 
such as “God’s good time, his sunshine, and the love that is 
borne thee, are healing” (Angeli, 1949, p.29). The book’s last 
sentence reads “AMEN.” in capital letters and large font. Es-
tes’s characters attended Sunday School; Miguel gave thanks 
in prayer to the Lord; and Granny in Mr. Bowditch explained 
rules to her grandson saying, “It isn’t Christian to throw out 
good food” (Latham, 1955, p.59). The only religion refer-
enced in the selected 1950s’ Newbery winners was Christi-
anity, suggesting that Christianity was not only the preferred 
religion but essential in shaping the identity of young readers. 

  Religion was mentioned in 3 out of the 5 2000s’ win-
ners. Shard’s characters celebrated Buddha’s birthday and 
discussed the possibility of an afterlife. Hector and Debbie 
in Criss Cross rationalized that God has a plan for everything 
and two minor characters, Lenny and Phil, explained the sac-
rament of Confession. Schlitz’s characters celebrated The 
Feast of All Soul’s Day, a Christian holiday, and discussed 
the possibility of a man burning in hell. 

  Religion was abundant in the Newbery winners as seen 
in 8 of the 10 texts suggesting its importance of inclusion 
in the winning texts, making religion an enacted curricu-
lum within the texts (Gershon, 2017; Flinders et al., 1986). 
While the 1950s’ religion referenced Christianity, the 2000s 
attempted to include other religions such as Buddhism. Some 
kind of spirituality is present in most of the Newbery winners, 
suggesting the Newbery Committee members may believe 
children need a religious compass in order to be American. 

CONCLUSION 
  This study supports that although the Newbery has made 
some adaptations, such as expanding the religion seen in the 
2000s to include Buddhism, the prized texts have ultimately 
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representations. Like the 1950s, the 2000s’ winners again 
took a melting pot approach; the texts included characters of 
color and race is mentioned but not necessarily represented 
(Sims, 1982). Shards broke the cycle of underrepresentation 
of accurate racial representations. It was set in Korea with 
Korean characters and included cultural representations of 
Korean identity including both apprenticeship paths to mas-
ter craftsmanship and the important role pottery plays in Ko-
rean culture and history.    

  Newbery characters’ race representations could be con-
sidered somewhat diverse. Out of the 10 books, 50% cen-
tered on Caucasian characters.  Two books included African 
American characters, 1 represented Koreans, and 1 book por-
trayed Hispanic. Although other racial groups besides Cau-
casians were represented, the plots that African American 
and Hispanic children suggested that African American and 
Hispanic children were not the intended audience for these 
texts (Simm, 1982). These characters still took on Caucasian 
characteristics as seen in their discourse and actions. Chil-
dren, specifically children of color, need to accurately see 
themselves in the texts in order to relate to the text (Kinloch 
& Penn, 2017). 

  Like the 1950s Newbery winners, the 2000s’ winners 
included racial diversity using a melting pot approach in 2 
of the 5 texts and attempted to place the characters in unique 
situations not characterized as White more effectively than 
the 1950s’ winners. This lack of accurate, defined racial iden-
tity is perpetuating a status quo; in other words, by saying the 
books are “color blind” while meekly representing diversity, 
the Newbery is supporting a hidden agenda (Apple, 1971) 
which keeps boundaries within the societal hierarchy of race 
intact.

RELIGION
  Religion, argued by Power and Cook (2017) cannot be 
studied without recognizing it as an entanglement of a per-
son’s gender and identity.  In a recent study showing the con-
nection between religion and gender stereotypes, Power and 
Cook (2017) reported the Christian Bible included many pas-
sages promoting women in domestic roles, such as staying 
home to care for the family, which they contend leads to the  
conclusion that if someone supports the Christian Bible, that 
person may also believe in the gender stereotypes portrayed 
in the Bible. For these reasons it is recommended not to sep-
arate gender stereotypes and religion because to understand 
one is to understand the other (Cole, 2009; Schlosser, 2003). 

  It is no secret that Western culture is rooted in Christi-
anity (Dawson, 1957; Habib, 2017), and could even be con-
sidered another assigned quality to be American in addition 
to being white (Beliso-De Jesús, 2018).  Although many reli-
gions (i.e. Judaism, Islamic, Hindu to name a few) live in the 
U.S., Christianity has been argued to be the law of the land 
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remained consistent with themes in the 1950s. Gender ste-
reotypes were often present with men as providers perform-
ing masculine tasks while women were nurturing caregivers. 
While the Newbery winners did attempt to represent differ-
ent races, the race representations in the texts analyzed were 
predominately Caucasian or other races taking on Caucasian 
characteristics.  
  Unlike other attempts to culturally bridge marginalized 
groups (Gershon, 2018), I argue the Newbery is actually cre-
ating a moat between Western Civilization and marginalized 
groups. The medal hides behind the loose terms of “contribu-
tion to American literature” (ASCL, 2019). By failing to de-
fine what contributes to distinguishable American literature, 
the Newbery has created its own hidden curriculum related 
to gender, race, and religion that in turn potentially shape 
the minds, values, and beliefs of the intended audience of 
children which the ASCL (2019) defines up to age fourteen. 
Using Kinloch and Penn’s (2019) striking points of conflict 
today in American society and culture related to race, gender, 
and sex identity, there were no representations of LGBTQ 
individuals, mixed families (such as same sex marriages, or 
alternative traditional “male and female” parental roles), or 
even an absence of religion in the books. These missing ideas 
contribute to the null curriculum, or the curriculum absent 
from the text (Flinders et al., 1986). What is not included is 
just as important as what is included. 
  Teachers, literacy specialists, parents (myself included 
in all three of these identities) find canons of literature to be 
helpful when selecting quality texts for children. Awards like 
the Coretta Scott King Award, Pura Belpré Medal, Batch-
elder Award are examples of awards given to texts that es-
tablish a firm understanding and diverse representations of 
identity, which are reflective of the America we live in today. 
The Newbery hides behind a broad definition of terms for 
an award that appears to be colorblind and not linked to any 
one identity, which in turn gives leverage to select texts that 
uphold the status quo: a gender stereotyped, Christian, and 
white supremacy America. If after fifty years the Newbery 
does not reflect the socio-cultural events and people in the 
U.S., perhaps it’s time we reconsider the prestige given to the 
Newbery Medal. 
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  “I think books can open one’s eyes to what else is in 
the world, but it’s also nice if one can see oneself. I think as 
a boy I liked both kinds of books — I liked books that let me 
see that the world was wide and large but I also loved books 
where a character might have the same feeling that I had 
about something — that makes one feel like one is not alone 
in the world” (NPR, 2015).

  As today’s society grows increasingly more diverse, the 
need for high quality, award winning children’s literature that 
reflects this diversity becomes increasingly urgent. Literature 
provides spaces for children to learn about and embrace di-
versity through the cultural windows and mirrors found in 
books (Bishop, 1990). For those who share books with chil-
dren, a challenge lies in locating quality representations of 
diversity in the literature we select and share. We challenge 
that diversity in literature is not simply the use of a different 
color crayon, but is also reflected in universal stories that are 
inclusive of diverse contexts.  

  This article will illustrate the importance of the univer-
sal story through examples from Kevin Henkes, an award 
winning author and illustrator. We provide a description of a 
rubric that can be used as a tool to evaluate the diversity in the 
literature shared with children. Finally, we provide practical 
examples of text sets that can reflect the universal and diverse 
experiences of our world (Ciecierski, 2017).  

REPRESENTATIONS OF DIVERSITY
AND THE UNIVERSAL STORY

  One of the primary challenges in discussing books of 
diversity is defining the term itself. Diversity is a complex 
term that can hold different meanings across groups of peo-
ple. As we continue to examine children’s literature for the 
diversity present across texts, our understanding of diversity 
broadens and evolves. Therefore, our definition of diversity 
reflects that of the larger conversation, in that it is shifting 
and responsive to evolving current conceptions of diversity. 
Our view of diversity is all-encompassing in that it “mirrors 
the racial, ethnic, and other dimensions of diversity that are 
representative of our society and in our world, rather than 

solely portraying perspectives of ‘the other’ - any people oth-
er than white, middle class, able-bodied Americans” (Pen-
nell, Wollak, & Koppenhaver, 2017, p. 2).  Bishop (1992) 
articulated this understanding of diversity in literature as 
reflective of our pluralistic society, not just a representation 
of non-dominant groups. Literature that reflects the way our 
society looks and feels represents the diversity that exists. 
Diversity in children’s literature can be seen through various 
representations of race, class, gender, orientation, and ability 
(Bickmore, Xu, & Sheridan, 2017; Boyd, Causey, & Galda, 
2015; Hermann-Wilmarth, 2007; Smolkin & Young, 2015).

  For the purposes of our research, we define diversity in 
children’s literature as reflective of our pluralistic society, in-
cluding the representation of groups outside of the dominant, 
majority population (Caucasian, middle class, able-bodied, 
etc.). Another way to state this may be found in Crisp, et al’s 
(2016) definition of diverse groups as “a result of their sub-
ordination by dominant groups” (p. 32).  The term “parallel 
cultures” is used to describe these groups, and provides a ref-
erence point for determining representations of diversity in 
literature (Bishop, 2003).  Given this description, diversity in 
children’s literature can be described as various representa-
tions of race, class, gender, orientation, and ability (Smolkin 
& Young, 2015; Bickmore, et al, 2017) reflective of our plu-
ralistic society.  

  Including books of a range of diversity in the classroom 
library is a critical component to fostering engagement in 
the classroom. Worthy, Moorman, & Turner’s (1999) sem-
inal work identified that what students want to read, they 
often cannot find. Conversations with children quickly iden-
tify their longing for diverse books with complex topics. 
Children want diverse texts. Children need and want to see 
themselves and others represented in the literature they read 
(Author & Author, 2017; Schrodt, Fain, & Hasty, 2015). And 
yet, for over seven decades, scholars have documented the 
overwhelming lack of diversity represented in children’s lit-
erature (Bickmore, Xu, & Sheridan 2017; Crisp, et al. 2016; 
Larrick, 1965). 
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  Diverse books do not only serve the populations they 
mirror; rather, they have a universal audience (Bickmore, Xu, 
& Sheridan, 2017). Lopez-Robertson (2017) writes, “Engag-
ing children with multicultural literature increases students’ 
awareness that there are others like them in the world with 
stories of greatness to tell, encourages them to know they 
have stories of their own to share, and shows them doors can 
open up to anything” (p. 48). In short, as previously cited, di-
verse books serve as a mirror, window, and sliding glass door 
to help readers see a range of experiences, including their 
own.  Further, stories that do not overtly represent diverse 
audiences, but rather, tell stories that may be universal to the 
experiences across groups of people, are critical to include in 
classroom libraries, as well.  Diverse stories, as well as those 
that unite children around shared experiences, both have crit-
ical roles in shaping children’s identities as members of one 
community.  As children seek to hear and experience diverse 
perspectives, the reciprocity inherent across both the univer-
sal story and diverse texts should not be overlooked.  

  Movements such as the instrumental #WeNeedDiverse-
Books initiative have brought needed attention to diverse 
authors, illustrators, and representation in children’s litera-
ture. However, we also posit that attention to universal sto-
ries that implicitly represent diversity can highlight shared 
experiences of our diverse society. Without doubt, the field of 
children’s literature needs more diverse authors and illustra-
tors to share their stories; however, the voices of all authors 
and illustrators who create quality literature for children can 
and should work as one to provide children windows, mirrors 
and sliding glass doors through literature (Johnson, Koss & 
Martinez, 2018). Quality literature that communicates uni-
versal messages to which all children can relate gives them 
windows, mirrors, and sliding glass doors to see how their 
own experiences are universal. As Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor 
(2014) described, going beyond the single story to include 
the experiences of all children is a critical component to con-
sider when sharing literature.  In the next section, the work of 
Kevin Henkes will provide an example of how the universal 
story can be an integral part of literature selections.

THE UNIVERSAL STORIES OF KEVIN HENKES
  As an artist and storyteller, Henkes continues to win 
multiple book accolades, including Caldecott and Newbery 
medals. Henkes’ works range from picture books to nov-
els, reaching an exceedingly wide audience. Kevin Henkes 
is well known for his focus on the universal experiences of 
childhood, inviting children to the story through the common 
experiences they share. Henkes believes that “exposing chil-
dren to good books will lead to good things,” (NPR, 2015) 
and that when adults model appreciation for literature, chil-
dren will grow in this same understanding. His work gives 
children access to quality literature that they can relate to, 
encouraging their growth as readers and writers. 

  The connected characters and themes of his many books 
also support an in-depth examination of his techniques across 
multiple stories. Henkes’ work lends itself to the study of spe-
cial moments in which he takes a childhood experience and 
writes about it with strong detail. His work presents charac-
ters who are unique in their personalities and experiences, but 
appeal to all children regardless of their backgrounds. Hen-
kes’ animal characters face bullies, anxiety, and other chal-
lenging situations, and always end up growing and changing, 
mirroring real-life events. These authentic, relatable experi-
ences can engage all children as they make connections to 
their own lives and to the lives of others.  

  Four examples of Henkes’ work will be used throughout 
this piece to highlight the universal story. Bailey Goes Camp-
ing tells the story of Bailey, a rabbit, who is distraught when 
he is told he is too little to go on an outdoor camping trip with 
his older brother and sister. However, his mother’s ingenuity 
transforms the household environment, and Bailey is able to 
have his own indoor family camping experience. Henkes rec-
reates the universal theme of feeling left out, something we 
have all experienced, with a satisfying ending that leaves any 
reader content. 
 
  A Good Day tells the story of four animals who figure 
out how to turn a bad day into a good one. Using limited text 
and detailed illustrations, the story communicates a message 
of ingenuity and positive thinking as the animals experience 
the events of the day. All readers can relate to the experience 
of having a bad day, and can take away the messages of per-
sistence and positivity to help turn those bad days around.

  In Waiting, five little toys sit on a window ledge, watch-
ing the world pass by. The story centers around the theme 
of waiting, building the reader’s anticipation throughout the 
story to discover what the toys are waiting for. To the reader’s 
delight, the toys are joined by a sixth little toy that holds a 
special surprise for them, four more toys nested inside of her, 
who jump out to join the fun. The experience of waiting for 
something to happen, whether it be for a new baby to join 
the family, school to begin, or a special visitor, is universally 
shared through this book.

  In the wordless picture book Egg, Henkes tells the story 
of four different colored eggs, three that hatch baby birds that 
fly away and one egg that does not hatch. Upon returning to 
the fourth egg, the birds find someone different than them-
selves and are at first afraid but quickly accept and appreciate 
who they find. Through pictures alone, Henkes reminds us of 
the universal importance of acceptance and appreciation of 
each and every “egg.”
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SHARING THE UNIVERSAL STORY
  One of the authors, Patricia, utilized Henkes’ books with 
a small group of young children. The four books were read 
over the course of multiple separate sessions. With the group, 
she discussed the “big events” in the story, what the children 
noticed about the characters’ feelings, and how those feelings 
were conveyed through language in the text and through de-
tails in the art. Patricia followed the What Do You Notice and 
How Do You Know structure to support children’s observa-
tions (Barnhouse, 2014). 

  Throughout the study of Henkes’ work, the children fo-
cused their observations on the ways Henkes created animal 
characters in several of his books. Their observations of the 
emotions communicated through the illustrations and the text 
pointed to the universality of Henkes’ stories. Animal char-
acters brought everyone to the story, inclusive of skin color, 
background, and ability. Children noticed the varying thick-
ness of the lines in the art, the ways in which Henkes placed 
his characters in situations based on how they feel, and how 
the animals’ ears and tails revealed their emotions. For exam-
ple, they excitedly realized and commented upon how Bai-
ley’s ears looked “droopy” when he was sad and “stood up 
tall” when he was excited or happy. Using their hands like 
rabbit ears, the students walked around the room and pretend-
ed to be Bailey at various points in the story. Their body lan-
guage demonstrated a clear connection to and understanding 
of Bailey’s emotions, which led to conversations about times 
when they felt left out, were jealous, or enjoyed one-on-one 
time with their parents.
  
  After reading Bailey Goes Camping, Patricia shared 
Waiting with the children. A lively discussion about wheth-
er the characters were toys or real animals occurred, but the 
children were especially attracted to the notion of waiting. 
One child talked about waiting for a birthday party and an-
other shared how he had to wait for his mother to come home 
from work. Although they were inanimate objects, the chil-
dren appeared to connect easily to the toys perched on the 
windowsill waiting for important events in their lives. A few 
days later when Patricia shared A Good Day with the class, 
one of the students pointed to Waiting sitting on the chalk 
ledge and concluded, “It’s all about waiting. If you just wait, 

good things will happen.” The children related to the experi-
ences of the toys and animals in these two stories. Comments 
about the words and art Henkes included to describe emo-
tions were shared by the students, but the connections the 
children made to how the characters felt when waiting were 
prominent in the discussion. Having to exercise patience and 
wait for things to occur is a universal experience. Reading 
and discussing several books by Kevin Henkes resulted in 
a deep exploration of his work, and it prompted the children 
to see how emotions, and the conveying of these emotions in 
literature and in art, are universal.

LOOKING THROUGH A DIFFERENT LENS
  Henkes’ books are exemplary representations of univer-
sal stories to help children unite around common experiences 
they share. However, utilized in isolation from other texts, 
Henkes’ work would not present windows and mirrors for all 
children. As we select literature for children, consideration 
of the role books play in helping them identify their common 
experiences, as well as appreciating, and celebrating, their in-
herent differences, is critical. As stated previously, diversity 
in literature can be challenging to define, and thus challeng-
ing to identify in children’s literature. We maintain the im-
portance of considering the universal story in sharing books 
with children, and we advocate for the intentional inclusion 
of books that bring to light and celebrate difference (Möller, 
2016). In this section, we will discuss a tool that can be used 
to guide book selections, giving consideration to all types of 
diversity.

  Using a tool, such as a rubric (see Table 1) to evaluate 
the diversity in the books we select for children can bring to 
light areas of under (or over) representation in our literature 
selections. We developed this rubric to provide a guide for 
selecting literature representing a range of diversity (Author 
& Author, 2017). The rubric begins with a zero, indicating 
that the book includes no diversity. Often these books are 
books with animals as main characters, such as many of Hen-
kes’ books. The highest level of the rubric is a three, indicat-
ing that the book is intentionally designed to communicate 
a message of diversity. For example, the book Last Stop on 
Market Street by Matt de la Pena intentionally communicates 
a message of acceptance of diversity in the world around us. 
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Table 1. Diversity rubric

 Rating 0 1 2 3

 Characteristics     

  The rubric evaluates only the observable diversity pres-
ent in books, and does not address the quality of the books, or 
the diverse backgrounds of the author or illustrator. A book 
receiving a zero on this rubric could also be considered an 
example of high quality literature, while a book receiving a 
three does not necessarily adhere to the criteria for quality 
literature. In addition, a book receiving a three is not neces-
sarily written by a diverse author or illustrator, as in Henkes’ 
Egg. This rubric is intended to guide selections concerning 
the representation of diversity, but other measures of qual-
ity, such as the Caldecott and other award lists, should be 
used to insure books we select represent standards of quality. 
In addition, using resources such as those provided through 
#WeNeedDiverseBooks will help to purposefully include se-
lections by authors and illustrators with diverse backgrounds.

  Henkes’ past awards, including a Caldecott medal, 
demonstrate that his work is of high literary quality. A score 
of zero on this particular rubric indicates only that there are 
no explicit representations of diversity, so this absence should 
be considered when selecting other books to share with chil-
dren. As described previously, Henkes’ books communicate 
the important message of the universal story, helping children 
see the common elements of our shared experiences. Howev-
er, children also need to be able to experience differences as a 
critical component to our universal stories through the books 
they read. Thus, books that receive a zero on the rubric would 
benefit from being paired with books representing a broader 
range of diverse experiences, and books by diverse authors 
and illustrators. The examples shared previously demonstrate 
the application of this rubric to the book selection process. 
Bailey Goes Camping, A Good Day, and Waiting would each 
receive a zero on this rubric, as their themes communicate 
a universal message through animal characters. Egg, how-

There is no diversi-
ty represented at all.  
Books in this catego-
ry often have animals 
as the main charac-
ters, or contain only 
characters who are 
from the dominant 
culture.

In this category, di-
verse characters 
may be present but 
are highly limited in 
scope and incidental.  
Diverse characters 
may be present in the 
background but are 
not main or support-
ing characters. There 
is no mention of the 
diverse nature of the 
characters nor do they 
“stand out” or have 
any role other than to 
be present in the text.

A book rated at a two 
would have diversity 
as part of the story 
or part of the central 
theme.  However, the 
distinction of a level 
two book is that the 
book could stand on 
its own without con-
sideration of the di-
versity context.   The 
book has cultural 
overtones that lend 
themselves to the sto-
ry.

Books in this catego-
ry intentionally and 
explicitly display a 
theme of diversity. 
The author’s goal is 
to provide informa-
tion or background 
experiences about di-
versity.  
These books cannot 
be read without con-
sidering the theme of 
diversity throughout 
the text.   

ever, would receive a three on this rubric due to its inten-
tional message of diversity and acceptance. When identifying 
books for children, an awareness of the message the books 
communicate to children regarding diversity, and considering 
how other book selections can complement this message, will 
provide children with a richer understanding of how univer-
sality and diversity can coexist. 

   Selecting literature for children involves multiple con-
siderations. Using a tool such as the rubric described here 
calls attention to the range of diversity represented in the lit-
erature we share with children. Books can provide windows, 
mirrors, and sliding glass doors for children as they develop 
their individual identities and understandings of how these 
fit into the world around and beyond them (Koss, Martinez 
& Johnson, 2016). In the next section, we will provide prac-
tical examples of how this process of selecting a range of 
texts across the levels of the rubric can enrich the reader’s 
experience.

A TEXT SET APPROACH
  Though Henkes’ work is a strong example of quality lit-
erature, a potential complication comes from primarily focus-
ing on books that are given a zero on the previously described 
rubric. Since the rubric does not address literary quality, but 
only the presence of diverse elements, this categorization 
does not preclude books from being used meaningfully and 
purposefully with children. A dilemma can arise, however, 
when books are consistently used that do not explicitly repre-
sent diverse components (zero on the rubric). Rather than rul-
ing out books of quality that do not specifically incorporate 
diversity, one might consider the utilization of a text set. In a 
text set, one can now purposefully combine texts across the 
rubric scale. Through this text set approach, a common theme 
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can be addressed with texts that might be seen as related to 
one another but that give purposeful and conscious attention 
to diverse representation (Ciecierski, 2017).  

  For example, in Henkes’ story, Bailey Goes Camping, 
Bailey is too young to go camping with his siblings, but his 
parents find a way for him to do so in a developmentally ap-
propriate way. Texts that could accompany this piece include 
My Three Best Friends and Me and Emmanuel’s Dream: The 
True Story of Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah. In My Three Best 
Friends and Me, Cari Best writes a beautiful story, in which, 
Zulay who is blind, volunteers to run a race on Field Day. Her 
friends and an aid help her to find a way to participate in the 
race despite her disability. In Emmanuel’s Dream: The True 
Story of Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah, Laurie Ann Thompson 
shares the story of Emmanuel who could not do things like 
every other child because of his deformed leg, but finds ways 
to do things in a different way. His mom supports alternative 
paths for his inclusion with friends. 
 
 Both of these texts would receive a three on the rubric, 
since they intentionally communicate a message of diverse 
abilities. Emmanuel’s Dream also exposes children to an Af-
rican cultural context of which they may not be aware if they 
come from the United States. Incorporating these three texts 
into a set provides opportunities for children to share the uni-
versal experience of being left out, yet opens new doors and 
windows into other ways people are often excluded, broaden-
ing their understandings and perspectives.

  Egg is also a touchstone example of the universal theme 
of learning to accept someone’s differences and developing 
friendships. Although this book would receive a three on the 
rubric, it does not represent diverse human characters, mak-
ing any mirror images absent from the text.  Books that could 
align with this important universal theme with a stronger fo-
cus on diversity include Each Kindness by Jacqueline Wood-
son and No English by Jacqueline Jules. In Each Kindness, 
Chloe rejects a new student, Mia, who is struggling to fit in 
because of her socioeconomic status. Though Chloe eventu-
ally sees the error of her ways, it is not in time as Mia moves 
before Chloe can make amends, leaving Chloe with a lifelong 
lesson regarding embracing difference and choosing kind-
ness. In No English, Blanca is a student from Argentina who 
spends all of her time drawing rather than doing classwork. 
This seems unfair to her classmates (particularly a student 
named Diane) until they begin to see that how she must feel 
being in a new place. Diane makes amends and the two girls 
become friends despite speaking different languages.

  In this text set the universal theme of understanding and 
appreciating differences can also be seen through the com-
mon yet contrasting texts. Each Kindness and No English 
would each receive a three on the rubric, as they intentionally 

communicate a message of diversity. In all three texts, the 
main characters reject someone based on differences. In two 
texts the story incorporates a “happy” ending and in Each 
Kindness the story ends unresolved and more despondent 
as Chloe does not get to amend her rejection of Mia. As we 
know, life does not always incorporate the happy ending we 
for hope it to have. These universal themes embedded with-
in diverse experiences facilitate important conversations for 
children and adults alike. 
 
  A text set approach to sharing diverse and universal sto-
ries with children can help balance opportunities for students 
to both see themselves in the texts, as well as see that the 
world is “wide and large” (NPR, 2015). Books by non-di-
verse authors and illustrators who create universal stories for 
children, such as Kevin Henkes, should be surrounded by 
books that more explicitly communicate a diverse perspec-
tive about a common experience. Attention to the quality of 
the books and the diverse perspective the authors and illustra-
tors bring, such as those examples utilized in this piece, will 
strengthen the text set.  

IMPLICATIONS
  As we all seek to consciously include literature of great-
er diversity in our work with children, this article provides an 
example of how to use universal stories to both reflect and 
learn about diversity. Diversity in children’s literature should 
include broader considerations than the incidental inclusion 
of diverse characters. Rather, diverse children’s literature 
should include consideration of more complex elements, 
such as the background characters, purpose of the story, and 
the role of diverse characters in the text. 

  Using diverse children’s literature can and should be so 
much more than simply placing books with diverse charac-
ters on a shelf for those students who need them. All students 
need diverse stories, and all students can identify with the 
universal story as they experience it. The intentional focus on 
Kevin Henkes’ work described here is one way to structure 
an examination of the universal story with children while still 
paying close attention to diversity. Adults can play a critical 
role in facilitating and guiding discussions to help children 
notice the universal elements of character, theme, setting, etc. 
Once children engage in a study such as this, they are better 
equipped to experience the universal story in other literature 
they read beyond adult guidance.

  The work of Kevin Henkes is an example of the univer-
sal elements of books including animal characters and prev-
alent childhood experiences. We can utilize these unifying 
pieces to help children see how story transcends difference. 
However, we will also need to consider the role of diverse 
literature as windows and mirrors in their environment, so 
that students can see themselves and others in the books they 
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read. Selecting quality literature representing a range of di-
verse perspectives will also prepare students to respond to 
the diversity they will experience in their lives in positive, 
inclusive ways.

 Those selecting literature to use with children can 
consider the use of a tool like the diversity rubric to aid in 
the selection of diverse books that represent windows, mir-
rors, and universal stories. Grassroots movements, such as 
#WeNeedDiverseBooks, can also provide support for the se-
lection of diverse children’s literature. A critical component 
to our work is the focus that a book should or should not 
necessarily be selected based on a rubric score. Instead, we 
challenge everyone to look across their text selections for the 
overarching themes of who is being represented and who is 
not. Text sets such as those examples detailed in this arti-
cle can facilitate books that represent a universal story with 
other texts that represent a more specific diverse experience. 
Conversations with colleagues are critical elements to select-
ing diverse children’s literature representing a multiplicity of 
perspectives.

CONCLUSION
  Our society requires a more intentional focus on authors 
who help children see within and beyond the diversity sur-
rounding them, to also identifying the universal stories we all 
share. Through the use of a tool such as the rubric described 
here, literature selections can be balanced to represent a 
range of diverse experiences, including universal experienc-
es, which can unite and strengthen connections across com-
munities. Children want and need to see themselves reflected 
in the literature they read, and those who share literature with 
children can help them see how their experiences are both 
unique and universal through the books they select. As we 
seek to develop citizens who can contribute to the greater 
good in our increasingly diverse society, this deep apprecia-
tion for their uniqueness, as well as what they have in com-
mon with others who may seem different from themselves, 
will help our children grow into adults prepared to bring 
diverse people together around our universal human expe-
rience.
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PLAY IT AGAIN: “EXTREME”
RE-READING OF POETRY

  In the category of research-that-tells-us-what-we-al-
ready-know-to-be-true, last year the University of Michigan 
Institute for Social Research released a study that shared 
the following: people enjoy replaying a favorite song many 
times. About a third of the study’s 204 participants confessed 
to listening to their favorite song at least three times daily. 
The study’s authors called this “extreme re-listening” and 
suggested that there has been an increase in the intensity in 
this behavior “due to the availability of digital music through 
streaming services and YouTube [making] it easier than ever 
for people to listen to virtually any song any time.” The mean 
in the sample was listening to a song “more than 300 times.” 

  Anyone who has had read a favorite picture book with 
a toddler understands that the same phenomenon applies to 
books. I remember dreading the last pages of my two-year-
old son’s favorite books, knowing that I would hear the im-
mediate command, “Read it again!” I also remember playing 
his favorite Richard Scarry video over and over, at least a 
hundred times. This was twenty-four years ago, in the days of 
VHS tapes. Now this Richard Scarry video can be summoned 
on a smartphone by simply typing in “Richard Scarry Mother 
Goose”; if he were two years old today, would I need to hear 
it a hundred times a week? 

MEMORIZING VERSUS “EXTREME RE-READING”
  It used to be that memorizing poems was a staple of the 
school curriculum. This requirement was a disaster for me. I 
remember an embarrassing moment in front of my 4th grade 
class where I forgot the poem I supposedly had memorized. 
I decided, right then, that I hated poetry—a dislike so strong 
that it persisted until I heard the master poet Myra Cohn Liv-
ingston speak twenty years later. So while I understand the 
reasons for memorization, I can support it only as an optional 
exercise. A better choice: “extreme re-reading.” Share a poem 
multiple times and you’ll give students the gift of being able 
to replay the poem in their own heads anytime, anywhere. 
But maybe we should read poems in a dozen different ways, 
in a dozen different contexts. Let me give you an example.

“LOOK FOR THE HELPERS”
  In my Spring 2019 column for The Poet’s Corner, I 
highlighted several poems that, in my opinion, help to make 
us brave. One of those poems was “Look for the Helpers” 
by Michelle Heidenrich Barnes. This poem first appeared in 
2015 in The Poetry Friday Anthology for Celebrations, ac-
companied by a “Take 5!” mini-lesson that provides strate-
gies for sharing the poem, such as involving students in dis-
cussing the experience of needing help in an emergency. The 
Take 5! mini-lesson for this poem suggests (as each mini-les-
son for each of the 156 poems in that book suggest), that 
you read this poem twice—first by yourself, and then inviting 
students to participate. You can find the poem and its Take 5! 
Mini-Lesson on Pinterest and can also hear it on SoundCloud 
(see Internet Resources).

  The popularity of this poem seems to be growing, espe-
cially as traumatic incidents and the need to comfort students 
become increasingly common; in fact, I’ve heard teachers 
say that they consider it one of their “go-to” poems. For this 
reason, Sylvia Vardell and I decided to include it in GREAT 
Morning! Poems for School Leaders to Read Aloud—but this 
time, with a different approach. In this book, poems are sand-
wiched between a “Did You Know?” introduction and a “Fol-
low Up” paragraph that can be read aloud during morning 
announcements. Here is the poem along with the introduction 
and follow up.
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CROSSING GENRES AND EXPLORING
MULTIPLE FORMATS

  Another way to share a poem is to pair it with a picture 
book that extends the theme. Cross-genre analysis and the 
exploration of multiple formats have become standard re-
quirements in the curriculum; we often find these elements 
in standardized tests, such as where students are asked to 
compare ideas presented in an essay or article with similar 
ideas from a poem. Why not introduce this concept with our 
youngest thinkers—by pairing poems and picture books? In 
The Poetry Friday Anthology for Celebrations, Sylvia Var-
dell invites students not just to make a text-to-text connection 
with another poem in the book, but she also recommends a 
picture book pairing for each of the 156 poems. “Look for the 
Helpers” is paired with Clara and Davie by Patricia Polacco, 
and can be used as part of a social studies lesson about Clara 
Barton, the founder of the American Red Cross. Additionally, 
you can “read” the poem in yet another fresh way by present-
ing it in a video. Show the one-minute “poem movie” created 
by Michelle Heidenrich Barnes and found on her Today’s Lit-
tle Ditty blog (see Internet Resources).

FIND ADDITIONAL POEMS BY STARTING WITH 
PICTURE BOOKS OR VIDEOS

  In fact, you might want to approach poetry “backwards” 
by first finding poem movies or favorite picture books—and 
then looking for the related poem texts. A great source for 
videos of poets reading their work is Renée M. LaTulippe’s 
No Water River website. Or, find picture books that have 
poem pairings by using a three-page resource found in the 
back matter of The Poetry Friday Anthology for Celebra-
tions. 

  Quickly scan this list for picture books that you are al-
ready using as part of your teaching, and then pair them with 
the recommended poems. For instance, if you are using the 
popular picture book Children Make Terrible Pets by Peter 
Brown, you can flip to its paired poem, “Pet Week Show-and-
Tell” by Eric Ode, and read it in the two ways suggested by 
the Take 5! mini-lesson.

  Then, for a third or fourth reading, you can play Eric 
Ode’s poem movie and sing the poem: “Pet Week! Pet Week! 
/ Frogs croak, mice squeak.” 

  After you hear the poem read in two ways, and then 
paired with a picture book, and then sung as a simple song, 
you will be able to summon it in your own mind anytime, 
anywhere—and it will bring you joy forever. 
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Duck!%Rabbit!'by'Amy'Krouse'Rosenthal'and'Tom'Lichtenheld'(Chronicle,'2009)' ' ' 62263
Earth%Day,%Birthday'by'Maureen'Wright'(Two'Lions,'2012)'' ' ' ' ' 2822283
Every%Friday'by'Dan'Yaccarino'(Holt,'2007)'' ' ' ' ' ' ' 2282229
Everyone%Can%Learn%to%Ride%a%Bicycle'by'Chris'Raschka'(Schwartz'&'Wade,'2013)'' ' 1322133
Extra%Yarn'by'Mac'BarneN'(Balzer'&'Bray,'2012)' ' ' ' ' 30231
Fireboy%to%the%Rescue!'by'Edward'Miller'(Holiday'House,'2010)'' ' ' ' ' 2642265
Flip,%Float,%Fly!:%Seeds%on%the%Move'by'JoAnn'Early'Macken'(Holiday'House,'2008)'' ' 1182119
Follow%Me'by'Tricia'Tusa'(Houghton'Mifflin'Harcourt,'2011)'' ' ' ' ' 2542255
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Green'by'Laura'Vaccaro'Seeger'(Roaring'Brook,'2012)'' ' ' ' ' ' 88289
H.O.R.S.E.:%A%Game%of%Basketball%and%ImaginaIon'by'Christopher'Myers'(Egmont,'2012)' 2122213
Hands%around%the%Library'by'Susan'L.'Roth'and'Karen'LeggeN'Abouraya'(Dial,'2012)   1062107
Hanukkah%Bear%by'Eric'Kimmel'(Holiday'House,'2013)'' ' ' ' ' ' 3102311
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365%Penguins'by'Jean2Luc'Fromental'(Abrams,'2006)'' ' ' ' ' 28229
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Brownie%Groundhog%and%the%February%Fox%by'Susan'Blackaby'(Sterling,'2011)'' ' ' 56257
Can%We%Save%the%Tiger'by'MarKn'Jenkins'(Candlewick,'2011)'' ' ' ' ' 3162317
Carl’s%Summer%VacaIon'by'Alexandra'Day'(Farrar,'Straus'&'Giroux,'2008)'' ' ' 1982199
Children%Make%Terrible%Pets'by'Peter'Brown'(LiNle,'Brown,'2010)'' ' ' ' 1362137
Christmas%Tree!'By'Florence'Minor'(HarperCollins,'2005)'' ' ' ' ' 3262327
Clara%and%Davie'by'Patricia'Polacco'(ScholasKc,'2014)' ' ' ' ' 1422143
Count%the%Monkeys'by'Mac'BarneN'(Disney2Hyperion,'2013)'' ' ' ' 38239
Dad%and%Pop:%An%Ode%to%Fathers%&%Stepfathers'by'Kelly'BenneN'(Candlewick,'2010)'''' ' 1682169
Dale,%Dale,%Dale:%Hit%It,%Hit%It,%Hit%It'by'René'Saldaña,'Jr.'(Piñata'Books,'2014)'' ' ' 2562257
Dear%Primo:%A%Le`er%to%My%Cousin'by'Duncan'TonaKuh'(Abrams,'2010)'' ' ' ' 2382239
Desert%Elephants'by'Helen'Cowcher'(Farrar,'Straus'&'Giroux,'2011)'' ' ' ' 2182219
Dog%Loves%Books'by'Louise'Yates'(Knopf,'2010)'' ' ' ' ' ' ' 1442145
Drum%Dream%Girl%by'Margarita'Engle'(Houghton'Mifflin'Harcourt,'2015)''' ' ' 1922193
Duck%for%Turkey%Day'by'Jacqueline'Jules'(Albert'Whitman,'2009)''' ' ' 3062307
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  Childhood is often portrayed as a carefree and innocent 
time filled with fun, but Save the Children (2017) reports that 
for almost one in five children who live in today’s conflict 
zones, childhood is anything but carefree.  In 2017, about 420 
million children, the largest in twenty years, lived in conflict 
zones due to war or armed conflict [CNN, 2019].  Finding 
picturebooks to aid in including all students, especially refu-
gees, in today’s diverse classrooms is important. Therefore, 
encountering beautiful picturebooks, such as Stepping Stones 
(Ruurs, 2016), which contain quite bleak, yet ironically joy-
ful portrayals of today’s vulnerable and threatened lives of 
refugees, intrigued us as books ripe for exploration.  This 
picturebook delivered interesting perspectives through its 
unique illustrations using stones to depict equally frighten-
ing, yet courageous and hopeful transitions for refugee fam-
ilies, punctuated by threats of hunger, violence, and harsh 
uncertainties. 

 Through the rich interanimation (Wolfenbarger & 
Sipe, 2008) of words and illustrations, Stepping Stones: A ref-
ugee family’s journey (Ruurs, 2016) is a kind of prototypical 
tale of the quest for home after forced evacuation.  The pho-
tographs of actual stones from the area capture the anomaly 
of being at once a wanderer and one who is vitally aware of 
the permanent significance of place.  Set in Syria, this pic-
turebook gives young readers safe glimpses of refugee life 
that is both timely and timeless; one in which the rocks offer 
the sturdiness of home, even a home lost, and the humanity 
contained within the quest to find a new home.  

  This book, which was included in a preliminary pilot 
study by the authors (2018), led to the larger study presented 
here which explores portrayals of refugees in picturebooks.  
As exemplified by this book, picturebooks often convey im-
portant information in their words and their pictures about 
war and related events.  Moreover, this study was approached 
with the assumption that these texts serve as powerful tools 
for seeing impactful events through very human eyes. Teach-
ers and students may consider the statistics surrounding vic-
tims of war and displaced individuals as a mass group per the 
numbers. However, considering the personal perspectives, 
the consequences on life trajectories, and human portrayals 

within the pages of a book for children is quite another ex-
perience.

  Therefore, this research seeks to explore representations 
of war-related refugees in picturebooks of the 21st century 
and to consider prominent patterns that might provide insights 
for today’s classrooms facing today’s world situations.  By 
contemplating prominent themes in recent refugee-themed 
picturebooks as the goal, this piece might also serve as a 
source for helping young readers develop empathy and affect 
action.  To this end, we engaged in a content analysis of 21st 
century picturebooks, published from 2000 to 2017, in which 
the lives of war-based refugees were portrayed.  This report 
also offers a rationale for exploring the lives of war-based 
refugees in picturebooks as well as our findings and discus-
sion related to implications for children.

WAR, ARMED CONFLICT, REFUGEES,
AND PICTUREBOOKS

  Regrettably, war and all its by-products endure at this 
present moment and are ongoing realities in our world.  The 
United Nations Refugee Agency (2015) in 2015 reported that 
because of war-torn conflicts, 59.5 million refugees were dis-
placed. The CEO and President of U. S. Funds for UNICEF, 
Caryl Stern noted, “A staggering 1 in 10 of the world’s chil-
dren – or more than 230 million – currently live in countries 
and areas affected by armed conflicts. Children have the right 
to grow up happy and safe, and should not have to fear that 
they will be targeted by combatants... I have seen firsthand 
the devastating impact that living in a conflict zone – with-
out protection or access to water, medicine, food and school 
– can have on children” (UNICEF, 2015).  War is clearly a 
worldwide matter; the armed conflicts, the terror, the blood-
shed, death, and displacement that accompany war persist as 
modern issues affecting a disturbing number of young chil-
dren whose daily lives must navigate horrible, even unthink-
able situations.  Comparatively, an even greater number of 
children vicariously experience the violence and depravity of 
war through related news and social media and our round-
the-clock news cycle.

  No doubt, war has been a frequent subject addressed in 
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children’s books.  Many of these books for younger readers 
deal with wars set in the past (Crawford & Roberts, 2009: 
Kidd, 2005; O’Sullivan, 2005). Recently, the publishing 
world notes an increase of juvenile titles with  recent or ongo-
ing armed conflicts, wars, asylum seekers, and accompany-
ing displacements (Dolan, 2014; Dooley, Tait, & Sar, 2016; 
Nuth & Grote-Garcia, 2017).  The overall tone and content 
of many of these books have also changed, shifting from an 
emphasis on the seemingly exotic experiences of refugees 
moving about the globe, to a more grounded look at ordi-
nary, everyday people, who are displaced and living in cir-
cumstances that are extraordinarily complicated and difficult 
(Hope, 2008). 

  Building on the original pilot study (Crawford & Rob-
erts, 2018), the corpus of children’s books  about war-related 
refugee experiences were expanded to highlight the lives of 
the young children within the pages of the 24 identified books 
who were caught in the violent turmoil of war.  Because pic-
turebooks are multimodal tools (Serafini, 2010), they have 
the potential to humanize the refugee experience; adding the 
aesthetic of human faces and emotionally powerful storylines 
to the daunting, yet sanitized, statistics related to war-based 
refugees.  Prior researchers have noted the realistic, yet pos-
itive responses to strife provided in picturebooks (Roberts & 
Crawford, 2008; Leland, Lewison, & Harste, 2013).  Others 
remind educators and parents that picturebooks serve as ve-
hicles for vicariously experiencing the stressors of life, while 
simultaneously offering comfort to children during stress-
ful times (Crawford & Roberts, 2009; Crawford & Roberts, 
2017; Roberts & Crawford, 2008; Short, 2009).  Given the 
world’s abundance of displaced peoples from armed conflicts 
and war-related contexts, examining picturebooks published 
between 2000-2017 became the priority for this study. There-
fore, this content analysis looks deeply at 21st century pic-
turebooks that depict the complex and fluid messages and 
themes arising from the journeys of today’s refugees as seen 
through the eyes of children.

METHODOLOGY
  We approached the texts in the corpus through a critical 
perspective, believing that picturebooks serve as cultural arti-
facts with the potential to both reflect and shape sociocultural 
values and understandings.  Picturebooks are tools that can 
help children to read both the word and and the world, offer-
ing insights about societal relationships and inviting readers 
to question why things are the way they are, both in literature 
and life (Koss, 2015; Short, 2009).  They are also texts that 
have potential to ignite a sense of empathy and action among 
young readers (Leland, Lewison, & Harste, 2013).  Since our 
interest was in looking at depictions of war-related refugees 
and considering the way their stories could move readers to 
praxis, we approached this study using critical content anal-
ysis, a method used to interpret texts by noting themes and 
patterns, with a particular eye given to issues of identity and 

power (Botelho & Rudman, 2009; Johnson, Mathis, & Short, 
2017).

  To expand our prior analysis, the entire population of 
recent picturebooks depicting refugees of war were identified 
and analyzed for the portrayals and patterns formerly synthe-
sized as related to refugee displacement due to armed conflict 
or war.  The search engine Children’s Literature Comprehen-
sive Database (CLCD) and our university and local librar-
ies search engine allowed us to expand our original work to 
books recently published and available picturebooks meet-
ing the following established criteria: 1) revealed through a 
search of the Children’s Literature Comprehensive Database 
using synonymous keywords to include war, armed conflict, 
refugees, immigrant, and displacement, 2) upon first read-
ing, revealed a narrative arc in either a fiction or narrative 
nonfiction format, 3) revealed a publication date from 2000 
and 2017, and 4) aligned with the one-word definition of au-
thentic picturebooks as inextricably linked and interdepen-
dent fusion of text and illustration per Wolfenbarger and Sipe 
(2008). 

  After procuring the texts that met the search criteria, 
we then engaged in repeated readings in order to analyze the 
ways in which the plight of war-based refugees was portrayed 
for young readers.  Our search produced an original cadre of 
31 books, which was eventually narrowed to 24.  We limited 
the current study to picturebooks that portrayed the explicit 
impacts of today’s war and armed conflicts, rather than books 
focusing solely on political dissidents or religious refugees, 
although certainly these topics often intersect with war.  Our 
initial search produced six additional titles from this publica-
tion time period that focused exclusively on new and difficult 
cultural terrains, without mention of war, that often come 
with relocation: loneliness, differences, and new friendships.  
Thus, while we recommend the following outstanding pic-
turebooks, this content analysis was delimited to exclude 
One Green Apple (Bunting, 2006), I’m New Here (O’Brien, 
2015), Yoon and the Jade Bracelet, (Recorvits, 2008), My 
Two Blankets (Kobald, 2015), The Name Jar (Choi, 2001), 
and Big Red Lollipop (Khan, 2010), because we intended to 
focus our analysis specifically on texts featuring war-based 
refugees.  Another fine book that search engines identified 
was also excluded from our content analysis for being purely 
nonfiction with subheadings and chapters; however, Refugees 
and Migrants (Roberts, 2017) would prove quite helpful as a 
companion text for classrooms and communities looking for 
ways to engender understanding and caring around this topic. 

  Based on Johnson, Mathis, and Short’s (2018) guide-
lines, our research questions revolved around (a) Who are 
the protagonists portrayed as refugees of war in current pic-
turebooks?, and (b) What are common themes or messages 
might be derived from the narrative arcs of picturebooks 
portraying the refugee experiences for young children?  In 
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terms of the first research question, a coding and summary 
sheet was employed to capture gender, country of origin, year 
of publication, genre, summary, and possible themes.  Then, 
using a constant comparative method, the emerging themes 
across texts and refugee representations in 21st century pic-
turebooks (Corbin & Strauss, 2014; Marsh & White, 2006) 
were considered. Since our pilot study had revealed themes 
related to courage, identity, human connection, and hope, we 
began our examination with these in mind, as well as the pos-
sibilities that the books might offer paths for empathy and 
action.  Separately, the researchers coded and noted themes 
based on our reading and rereading these 24 picturebooks.  
We noted the journeys of refugees and the depictions of expe-
riences, emotions, realities, kindnesses, and harm that these 
books exemplified.  Then together, we revisited, developed, 
revised, and carefully crafted and fleshed out the themes pre-
sented in this larger study.  Finally, touchstone texts (Sturgill, 
2008), books considered highly valued and lending authen-
ticity, were identified as exemplars for the findings regarding 
each theme. 

FINDINGS
  As we began to examine this corpus, we noted that each 
of these 24 books offer readers invitations for empathetic re-
sponses and hope for their futures. Meanwhile, with the ex-
ception of the Seeking Refuge series books, approximately 
80% of these books present clear insights into helpful action 
that could be taken to improve these human crises. 

  Our first research question was aimed at better under-
standing the identities of these literary refugees:  Who are 
the protagonists portrayed as refugees of war in current 
picturebooks? Notably, of these 24 books, 15 protagonists 
were male (63%), 6 were female (25%), and 3 included dual 
protagonists, such as siblings, who were both male and fe-
male. Various countries of origins were represented in these 
picturebooks depicting current times and with most settings 
from Eurasian countries, Africa, and the Middle East.  An 
overview of these findings is presented in Table 1.

  Per Johnson, Mathis, and Short’s (2018) guidelines for 
analysis, a reiterative process was undertaken by the co-au-
thors of reading, reviewing, and extracting redundant themes 
across all 24 books. Without a doubt, collectively and in-
dividually, these books provide important glimpses of hu-
manity and hope, exploring both obvious and the nuanced 
revelations regarding the refugee experience, for readers of 
all ages.  Intertextual messages that plumb the depth of expe-
rience, emotion, and reality that accompany the journeys of 
refugees are found within the art work and the words within.  
Again, the prominent themes of this study echoed our pilot 
study and related to courage, identity, human connection, 
and hope, we utilized our notes from each book to go deeper 
into common messages or theme statements regarding these. 
Therefore, in terms of the second research question, What 

are common themes or messages might be derived from the 
narrative arcs of picturebooks portraying the refugee expe-
riences for young children?, this content analysis of 24 pic-
turebooks arrived at four common themes with deeper theme 
statements that crossover all of the books: (a) Courage: The 
difficult journeys associated with war, conflicts, evictions, 
and dislocations require courage; (b) Identity: The trau-
matic circumstances of war, violence, dislocation, and loss 
bring disequilibrium and often necessitate re-centering 
oneself for personal balance; (c) Human Connection: Ref-
ugees face unfamiliar and unpredictable situations, but 
the power of universal human connection can ultimately 
overcome; and (d) Hope: Because war and forced disloca-
tion bring such horror, especially to the most vulnerable, 
hope is an essential ingredient for moving forward.  These 
themes, and related theme statements, are shared below along 
with evidence from each of the touchstone texts provided.

COURAGE
  The difficult journeys associated with war, conflicts, 
evictions, and dislocations require courage.  Through the 
analysis of these texts, the reality of war is the daily con-
text in which refugees, and often their families, must act in 
authentic and courageous ways. Both the prose and the illus-
trations in these books highlight not only the harsh general 
realities of war, but they also convey the true courage indi-
viduals had to muster in order to surpass the everyday reali-
ties of their war-torn lives.  All books exemplified the cour-
age of children in these circumstances, beginning with the 
more metaphorical Teacup (Young, 2016), wherein a young 
boy must courageously travel alone with sparse possessions 
to then triumphantly find his strength within.  We also ana-
lyzed more examples of courage in real life books, such as 
the Seeking Refuge series in children’s own voices that intro-
duce young readers to Ali (Glynne, 2014), Rachel (Glynne, 
2014), Juliane (Glynne, 2017), Navid (Glynne, 2017), and 
Hamid (Glynne, 2017).

  As mentioned in the introduction, Stepping Stones: A 
Refugee Family’s Journey (Ruurs, 2016) exposes a power-
ful narrative of courage through the dual languages of Arabic 
and English as well as the unique photographs of arranged 
rock art from Syria that physically represent the heavy loads 
that the exiled family must lift along their journeys.  The dai-
ly burdens pictured on each page embody the critical need for 
courage and show tangible confirmation of one family’s great 
courage in enduring the journey of refugees. A foreword ex-
plains that the illustrator-sculptor, Badr, a native Syrian col-
lected the rocks to depict the hard, yet hopeful paths provid-
ed by the stepping stones.  The fly pages, with depictions of 
random rocks, provide the entree into the book’s secondary 
themes of courageous persistence despite sorrow, weariness, 
and scary circumstances.  “The lucky ones, they call us. New 
memories, new hopes, new dreams. Not of war, but of peace.” 
(n.p.).  Bravely carrying their most treasured possessions 

The Dragon Lode Volume 38, Number 1, pp 28-37, 2019. © CL/R SIG ISSN 1098-6448

GLIMPSES OF HUMANITY AND HOPE: CHILDREN’S PICTUREBOOK PORTRAYALS OF REFUGEES
THE DRAGON LODE // 38:1 // 2019

30



 

new class how to 
say his name.    

Four Feet, Two 
Sandals (Williams 
& Mohammed, 
2007) 
  

female Afghanistan Two Afghani girls 
emerge from a 
refugee camp with 
only two shoes 
between them. After 
some thought, they 
share the sandals 
which cements their 
friendship within 
this harsh, weary 
refugee camp. 
When one must 
leave, they decide to 
honor the memory 
of their friendship 
by each keeping a 
sandal. 

A Path of Stars 
(O’Brien, 2012) 
  

female Cambodia Dara’s (meaning 
Star) grandmother 
tells of her escape 
from Cambodia’s 
violent war, using 
stars to guide her.  

Lost and Found Cat: 
The True Story of 
Kunkush’s 
Incredible Journey 
(Kuntz  
& Shrodes, 2017) 
  

 female Iraq An Iraqi family is 
forced to leave their 
home and their cat, 
yet many ordinary 
acts of compassion 
and hope result in 
the reunification of 
them with Kunkush. 

My Beautiful Birds 
(Del Rizzo, 2017) 
  

 male Syria When Sami leaves 
behind a smokey 
sky of his homeland 
of Syria, his sad 

 

 

Table 1:  21st Century Picturebooks Featuring War-Based Refugees 
 

Title Gender of 
Protagonist 

Country of Origin Brief Summary 

Alfredito Flies 
Home 
(Argueta, 2007) 
  

male  El Salvador Alfredito’s flies 
back to his home of 
El Salvador, but 
struggles with 
border and identity 
crossing on his way  
back to the U.S.  

Gleam and Glow 
(Bunting, 2005) 
  

 male  Bosnia Viktor and his 
Bosnian family are 
forced into exile; 
however, the one 
affirmation of life 
are a pair of 
goldfish abandoned 
while fleeing the 
war. 

The Colour of Home 
(Hoffman, 2003) 
  

 male  Somalia Hassan, a young 
Muslim refugee, 
was displaced by 
Somolia’s violent 
civil war, uses art to 
remember both the 
beautiful and the 
horrifying scenes of 
his past.  

Stepping Stones: A 
Refugee Family’s 
Journey (Ruurs, 
2016) 
  

 female  Syria Told in both Arabic 
and English, the 
almost tangible 
stones tell the story 
and show the heavy 
loads of the 

 

courageous, 
arduous, and painful 
journey of one 
exiled Syrian 
family.  

The Journey (Sanna, 
2016) 
  

female & male  
(siblings) 

Likely Syria, but 
many countries 

This complicated 
story of a family 
forced to leave their 
home presents the 
threats along the 
way, the loss 
experienced in 
leaving, and the 
hope of safe haven 
for new beginnings. 

How I Learned 
Geography 
(Shulevitz, 2008) 
  

male  Multiple locations  Throughout his life, 
a young boy learns 
from the map his 
exiled father buys 
instead of needed 
bread. This book 
encapsulates the 
experiences of 
refugees as one that 
is both timeless and 
timely, as wanderers 
vitally aware of 
geography and 
place.   

My Name is Sangoel 
(Williams & 
Mohammed, 2009) 
  

male  Sudan Sangoel is a 
Sudanese refugee 
with few 
possessions, except 
his Dinka name. 
Lonely, homesick, 
and confused, 
Sangoel creates a 
way to teach his 

 

of the refugee camp. 
Later in America, 
when he repairs a 
girl’s bike, his 
opportunity is 
realized.    

Muktar and the 
Camels (Graber, 
2009) 
  

 male Somalian orphan on 
the border of 
Somalia and Kenya 

Seeing a chance to 
prove himself as a 
contributing human 
being, Mukar 
restores the visitors’ 
injured camel and is 
offered hope for a 
new life. 

Brothers in Hope: 
The Story of the Lost 
Boys of Sudan 
(Williams, 2005) 

male Sudan This book shows 
Garang’s courage in 
saving orphaned 
boys out of certain 
slavery. They 
endure daily hunger, 
drink urine, and 
mourn the dead. A 
joyful reunion 
punctuates the 
ending. 

The Little Refugee 
(Do & Do, 2011) 
  

male  Vietnam A beautiful 
picturebook 
showing the true 
story of a young, 
scared boy conveys 
a positive spirit 
despite the 
frightening, 
crowded voyage to 
escape Vietnam.   

 

journey is 
punctuated by many 
birds, which remind 
him of the loss of 
his pet pigeons and 
of hope. 

Oskar and the Eight 
Blessings (Simon & 
Simon, 2015) 

male Germany  
 

Travelling alone to 
NYC in his escape 
from Kristallnicht 
with only a photo 
and his aunt’s 
address, unexpected 
kindnesses greet 
him along the way. 

Ali’s Story: A Real-
life Account of his 
Journey from 
Afghanistan 
(Glynne, 2014) 
  

 male Afghanistan 
*One of Seeking 
Refuge series 
highlighting various 
countries; originally 
produced by BBC 
animated series 

This is a true, 
straightforward, and 
sympathetic story of 
Ali and his 
grandmother who 
are refugees fleeing 
Afghanistan.  

Rachel’s Story: A 
Real-life Account of 
her Journey from a 
Country in Eurasia. 
(Glynne, 2014). 
  

 female Eurasian country; 
Predominantly 
Muslim 
*One of Seeking 
Refuge series 
highlighting various 
countries; originally 
produced by BBC 
animated series 

This frightening 
story of Rachel’s 
journey, as though 
in her own words, 
conveys a child’s 
sense of loss and 
struggle as she 
escapes Eurasia 
because of the 
violent aggression 
toward her Christian 
mother. 

Joseph’s Big Ride 
(Farish, 2016) 
  

male  Sudan Joseph’s dream to 
ride a bike is unable 
to be realized in the 
harsh surroundings 

 

new class how to 
say his name.    

Four Feet, Two 
Sandals (Williams 
& Mohammed, 
2007) 
  

female Afghanistan Two Afghani girls 
emerge from a 
refugee camp with 
only two shoes 
between them. After 
some thought, they 
share the sandals 
which cements their 
friendship within 
this harsh, weary 
refugee camp. 
When one must 
leave, they decide to 
honor the memory 
of their friendship 
by each keeping a 
sandal. 

A Path of Stars 
(O’Brien, 2012) 
  

female Cambodia Dara’s (meaning 
Star) grandmother 
tells of her escape 
from Cambodia’s 
violent war, using 
stars to guide her.  

Lost and Found Cat: 
The True Story of 
Kunkush’s 
Incredible Journey 
(Kuntz  
& Shrodes, 2017) 
  

 female Iraq An Iraqi family is 
forced to leave their 
home and their cat, 
yet many ordinary 
acts of compassion 
and hope result in 
the reunification of 
them with Kunkush. 

My Beautiful Birds 
(Del Rizzo, 2017) 
  

 male Syria When Sami leaves 
behind a smokey 
sky of his homeland 
of Syria, his sad 

 

her Journey from 
Zimbabwe (Glynne, 
2017) 

(One of Seeking 
Refuge series 
highlighting various 
countries; originally 
produced by BBC 
animated series) 

up in an orphanage 
refugee camp, 
Juliane tells her true 
story of reuniting 
with her mother and 
fleeing to start a 
new life together.  

  

 

Somos como las 
nubes/We are like 
the clouds (Argueta, 
2016)* 
  

 male and female El Salvador/ Central 
America 

This powerful book 
contains 
contemplative 
poems related to the 
treacherous trek 
many children take 
to a new life across 
the border. 

Teacup (Young, 
2016) 

male Universal current 
refugees; forced 
journeys 
 

With a teacup of his 
homeland’s soil, a 
little boy takes a 
lonely, dangerous 
solo voyage to a 
new land where he 
uses his possession 
to grow an apple 
tree that provides 
for him.  

Navid’s Story: A 
Real-life Account of 
His Journey from 
Iran (Glynne, 2017)   

male Iran 
(One of Seeking 
Refuge series 
highlighting various 
countries; originally 
produced by BBC 
animated series) 

Told in his own 
words, Navid’s 
family is escaping 
the violence of Iran. 
This story shares 
both the harshness 
and the hope that 
are revealed in a 
journey of this 
intensity.  

Hamid’s Story: A 
Real-life Account of 
His Journey from 
Eritrea (Glynne, 
2017) 

male Eritrea 
(One of Seeking 
Refuge series 
highlighting various 
countries; originally 
produced by BBC 
animated series) 

Hamid tells the true 
story of escaping 
the violence of 
Eritrea in his 
harrowing journey 
to a safe haven. 

Juliane’s Story: A 
Real-life Account of 

female Zimbabwe Separated from her 
mother and growing 

 

of the refugee camp. 
Later in America, 
when he repairs a 
girl’s bike, his 
opportunity is 
realized.    

Muktar and the 
Camels (Graber, 
2009) 
  

 male Somalian orphan on 
the border of 
Somalia and Kenya 

Seeing a chance to 
prove himself as a 
contributing human 
being, Mukar 
restores the visitors’ 
injured camel and is 
offered hope for a 
new life. 

Brothers in Hope: 
The Story of the Lost 
Boys of Sudan 
(Williams, 2005) 

male Sudan This book shows 
Garang’s courage in 
saving orphaned 
boys out of certain 
slavery. They 
endure daily hunger, 
drink urine, and 
mourn the dead. A 
joyful reunion 
punctuates the 
ending. 

The Little Refugee 
(Do & Do, 2011) 
  

male  Vietnam A beautiful 
picturebook 
showing the true 
story of a young, 
scared boy conveys 
a positive spirit 
despite the 
frightening, 
crowded voyage to 
escape Vietnam.   

throughout this enchanting picturebook, the stepping stones 
assure both the characters and readers that a bright new future 
is possible if we have the courage to stay the course.  

  The long, difficult journeys of refugees require courage 
by all.  The peritext features, including the aforementioned 
endpapers, an informative foreword, and the extensions pro-
vided at the end for future action, supply courageous means 
to address the difficult journeys of refugees.  The author and 
Syrian sculptor collaborated to share the plight of war ref-
ugees while simultaneously fundraising for Syrian refugees 
caught in the chaos through book proceeds.  Young readers 

may similarly advance their own charitable actions given the 
many paths provided on the final pages to “make a differ-
ence.”  Doctors Without Borders, the United Nations Ref-
ugee Agency, UNICEF, and Oxfam links allow students to 
imagine how to contribute in order to assist refugees in gar-
nering the courage for their journeys.
Similarly, Bunting’s (2005) Gleam and Glow shares the per-
sistent courage needed for this Bosnian family forced into ex-
ile with their mom, after the father leaves to fight in the war.  
“Everyday we heard distant gunshots and saw smoke rise into 
faraway skies,” explains young Viktor and his younger sister 
Marina.  Amidst this poignant and moving plotline, Bunting 
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inserts a positive and symbolic affirmation of two goldfish 
left when the owner fled the war and abandoned the fish with 
his home: “An extra day or two of life is as important to a 
fish as it is to us.” (n.p.).  Later, Victor releases these fish 
to a pond, when his family must also flee before the ene-
my comes.  The desolate emptiness of war’s destruction that 
resonates through Sylveda’s rich oils abides in thoughtful 
contrast to the colorful pond full of fish found at the tale’s 
conclusion, representing the hope of life’s enduring qualities.  
The hopeful pond is revealed after Victor, Marina, and their 
mom are jubilantly reunited with their dad.  Their elongated 
and courageous stay in the refugee camp and the long, weary 
journey home seem forgotten when readers see the many vi-
brant fish, multiplied throughout the war. 

IDENTITY
  The traumatic circumstances of war, violence, dislo-
cation, and loss brings disequilibrium and  often neces-
sitates re-centering oneself for personal balance.  These 
books highlight many types of border crossings, including 
physical and the emotional crossings.  All of the books pro-
vide insights into the cognitive dissonance that often comes 
with changing identity, with strong examples of the theme 
related to identity being seen in Muktar and his Camels (Gra-
ber, 2009), The Little Refugee (Do & Do, 2011), and Somos 
Como las nubes/ We are Like the Clouds (Argueta, 2016).  
Although leaving home and adjusting to new physical sur-
roundings can be daunting, navigating shifts in identity that 
come with these border crossings can be even more difficult.  
Protagonists in the midst of the refugee experience must ad-
dress complicated questions:  Who am I in this new place?  
Who was I in my once upon a time home?  Where do I be-
long?  What home is my real home?  What is my culture?  
Mirroring these changing roles, Argueta’s poem (2016) en-
titled “We Introduce Ourselves to the Border Patrol” echoes 
the themes of identity with these lines, 

“I remember my name.
 It is Misael.  I came from El Salvador, 

from Soyapango.
 I’m from San Jacinto….

on my way to Washington… 
Here in the desert 

We are a huge family of stars.” (n.p.). 

 Another book exemplifying how refugees wrestle with 
questions of identity, also by Argueto, is entitled Alfredito 
Flies Home (2007).  In an atypical, nonlinear plot, young Al-
fredito returns to El Salvador for a visit, after fleeing their 
violent homeland only four years ago.  Alfredito’s multifac-
eted, interwoven emotions, including the joy of reuniting 
with family and friends, the comforting surroundings where 
people know and understand, the excited release of finally 
going home, and then, the disappointing dissonance as he 

must leave again to return to the United States.  Ultimately, 
Alfredito realizes that he is a person who will live in two 
worlds, not one home, after his struggles with where he “real-
ly” belongs.  Alfredito, although now a resident of the United 
States, realizes his heart will always be crossing borders.

  Similar themes of shifting identities are also appar-
ent in The Colour of Home (Hoffman, 2003).  Readers are 
introduced to a young Muslim refugee, Hassan, who was 
displaced by Somolia’s violent civil war, through the illus-
trator’s (Littlewood, 2003) impressionistic watercolors in 
beautiful, full-page spreads.  In this powerful picturebook, 
Hassan’s new teacher gives him art supplies which free his 
mind to reveal both the realism of the pastoral scenes in his 
childhood African village as well as the realism in the horrif-
ic, recent scenes of Hassan being hidden under his bed while 
bullets whizz all around him.  Hassan’s therapeutic artwork 
stimulates him to move from his traumatic, gray experiences 
with war toward his new life, full of color, and of his new 
identity.  This poignant narrative closes on a positive note as 
Hoffman and Littlewood’s fusion of words and illustrations 
point readers to a clear understanding, revealed through Has-
san’s artwork, of the vibrant colors of his new home.  Often 
as characters move between their identity and the worlds of 
the past and the future, the known and the unknown, it is the 
human connection that releases them to realize a better place.

HUMAN CONNECTION
  Refugees face unfamiliar and unpredictable situa-
tions, but the power of universal human connection can 
ultimately overcome.  Children thrust into refugee status 
enter a world that is quite different from their comfortable 
past, but that is also frightening, unsettling, and often in-
cludes poverty, hunger, isolation, scarcity, and unending 
accommodations.  The picturebooks in this study reveal a 
depth of trauma to its audiences that is undeniable. Several 
of the harshest portrayals of war, such as The Journey (San-
na, 2016), Stepping Stones (Ruurs, 2016), and Oskar and the 
Eight Blessings (Simon & Simon, 2015), however, remind 
readers of the human connection and kindnesses offered by 
complete strangers to refugees.  Despite the harrowing jour-
neys thrust on these young characters, these picturebooks all 
point to a common lifeline in the midst of trauma: the hu-
man connection.  Whether themes rely on a new relationship, 
as in Joseph’s Big Ride (Farish, 2016), or rely on a lifelong, 
special friend, as in Brothers in Hope (Williams, 2005); over 
and over, human connections reveal the potential to make tre-
mendous differences in the lives of refugees. 

  The theme of human connection is also clearly pres-
ent in Williams and Mohammed’s (2009) My Name is San-
goel.  An eight year old Sudanese refugee, Sangoel, comes 
to America with his mother and sister.  Except for the Dinka 
name bequeathed by his late father and grandfather, who died 
in the war, Sangoel has very few possessions.  In the midst 
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of so many new and confusing experiences, Sangoel’s lone-
liness is punctuated by the fact that despite his learning some 
English, none of his new mates can correctly pronounce his 
name.  This picturebook’s soft watercolor illustrations by 
Stock and the striking prose by Williams carry readers to an 
isolated and sad place alongside Sangoel.  Wanting to show 
his new colleagues how to say Sangoel, his futility is met 
with a memory of an old man’s sage advice, “Remember, you 
will always be a Dinka. You will be Sangoel. Even in Ameri-
ca.” (n.p.).  When he decides to draw a sun and a soccer ball 
on his t-shirt to teach his new comrades to say Sun-Goal! 
Eureka, his old and new identities are simultaneously main-
tained and celebrated.  Current or recent immigrants, as well 
as others in our diverse classrooms, will particularly appre-
ciate the themes resonating throughout this book of belong-
ing, fitting in, friendships, and the importance of human con-
nection.  The peritext of this heartfelt book includes a quite 
stimulating appendix of all sorts of concepts regarding the 
salience of cultural names, Americanized monikers as well 
as interesting facts and important statistics about the current 
state of refugees.  

  Another favorite text by Williams and Mohammed 
(2007) depicting the refugee experience, Four Feet, Two 
Sandals, foregrounds the power of the human connection 
set in a Peshawar refugee camp, and beyond.  Two Afghani 
girls in the refugee camp are in search of needed shoes and 
clothing, as a relief worker provides aid.  Curiously, each 
girl emerges from the search in possession of a single san-
dal.  They resolve the situation, after some thought, by de-
ciding to alternate sharing the sandals, with Lina wearing the 
pair one day and Feroza wearing the sandals the next.  The 
problem solved, their friendship’s enchanted rhythm is inter-
rupted when one of the girls learns she and her mother are 
approved to go to the United States. With this new problem, 
what’s to become of the shoes? How will they decide their 
fate?  Although each clearly values the utility of the sandals, 
they prize their relationship during this hard time even more, 
so they each take one shoe, splitting the pair, as a reminder 
of their special friendship and as a glimpse of better times, 
looking forward to their futures with hope. 

HOPE
  Because war and forced dislocation bring such hor-
ror, especially to the most vulnerable, hope is an essential 
ingredient for moving forward.  Despite the younger pic-
turebook audience, the majority of the books in this study 
artfully temper the horrors of war, showing how war can dis-
place, wound, hurt, and kill those caught in its grip.  However 
dark the portrayals of war, each picturebook reviewed also 
revealed rays of hope and light.  When the young characters 
in the pages of these books are forced to confront the harsh 
realities of war, each book also models how important a sense 
of hope is to proceed.  Young characters, such as Sami in 
My Beautiful Birds (Del Rizzo, 2017), and the family in Lost 

and Found Cat (Kuntz & Shrodes, 2017) persist through their 
unshakeable hope throughout their life-threatening journeys.  
Even inanimate stars offer hope in A Path of Stars (O’Brien, 
2012), and they continue to serve as the next generation’s 
hopeful namesake.

  One book that provides powerful windows into both the 
horror and hope is The Journey, written and illustrated by 
Francesca Sanna (2016).  Sanna’s draws us into the darkness 
of the unknown, with lovely artwork and into the light with 
almost whimsical font to tell a tale of those forced to flee to 
a new home through unknown and scary paths.  The book 
spares the reader by using symbolic terms to present the terri-
fying details of a family running away through shadowy for-
ests, escaping detection, crossing vast emptiness and oceans, 
and hiding from dark forces through multiple, full-page 
spreads.  The author-illustrator’s interviews with two young 
girls in an Italian refugee center give this book its authentic-
ity as a true story of refugees.  Readers will also appreciate 
the images of birds migrating, flying free across the page, as a 
metaphor for understanding the melancholy of leaving home 
and the arduousness of the journey. Barbed wire, drips and 
drops of red give tiny glimpses of the intensity and reality of 
war.  Through the eyes of a child, the associated losses and 
grief reverberates through this line, “The further we go… the 
more we leave behind” (n.p.).  In spite of that reality, Sanna’s 
text also calmly and sensitively offers young readers strong, 
yet small, peeks of safe havens, new beginnings, and solid 
hope for the future. 

  Another book considered a touchstone in this study and 
recognized as a Coretta Scott King Honor Award is aptly ti-
tled.  Brothers in Hope: The Story of the Lost Boys of Sudan 
(Williams, 2005) explores how young ‘lost’ boys facing one 
of the most violent wars in modern history maintain their 
stalwart faith and persistent hope. This book opens with an 
impactful  Foreword to respectfully reveal a startling fact, 
that more than 2 million people, mostly southern Sudanese, 
were killed in this civil strife.  Working in a refugee resettle-
ment agency, the author also founded the Lost Boys Founda-
tion in 2001.  This powerful picturebook also works to raise 
awareness and funds by telling the horrifying and unsettling 
story of the Lost Boys.  Forced to travel nearly 1,000 miles 
to seek refuge, this picturebook tells the saga of some 30,000 
southern Sudanese children, mostly ten and under, and their 
journey.  Forceful brushstrokes in dark browns, greens, and 
tans with occasionally magenta backdrops simultaneously 
camouflage and capture the journey’s wide mood swings 
of danger and desolation as well as the green, vibrant mood 
of exhilaration and hope for the future.  Told in first person 
from Garang, this narrative exhibits courage, friendship, and 
hope as he leads about 35 Lost boys to ultimate safety. Telling 
his account to Tom, an aide worker, harsh existences are not 
precluded for the audience, as we learn of the severe hunger 
pain of no food, of forced to drink their own urine to survive 
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dehydration, of the deaths and mourning along the way, and 
of a jubilant reunion with his little buddy, five year old Chuti.

  Despite the pain of sharing his loss, Garang is encour-
aged by Tom to share the Lost Boys’ journey: “Your story can 
help prevent war from creating more lost children, and you 
can help find a home for yourself and your brothers.  Your 
words can move caring people to help.” (n.p.).  When Tom’s 
aid work takes him away for years, Garang and others forge 
on, tutoring, feeding, and nurturing their Sudanese broth-
ers.  This picturebook spares few details as we learn how the 
Lost Boys endure incomprehensible challenges, yet the book 
comes full circle when Garang (now 21) and Chuti are reunit-
ed finally with Tom who presents the lost boys with the most 
hopeful gift: a home in the United States.  Some of the most 
impressive components of this picturebook are the abundance 
of rich peritext features, maps to trace the unbelievably long 
journey in Africa, and additional Foreword and Afterword 
statistics with photographic updates that describe the reset-
tlement efforts in 2000 of some 3,800 Lost Boys.  The last 
lines of the book resonate with Garang’s courage and hope: 
“I was no longer afraid. I would find the strength to make a 
new life. I would find a new future.” (Williams, 2005, n.p.).  
All of the books in this content analysis were similar in the 
ways that the harsh realities of situations and emotions were 
juxtaposed with the need for courage, and all similarly served 
as clear reminders that personal balance in our identities and 
the power of human connection can resonate throughout life 
circumstances and relationships to engender the hope needed 
for survival.

CONCLUDING REMARKS:
GLIMPSES OF HUMANITY AND HOPE 

  Each of these multilayered, sensitive themes throughout 
this corpus of children’s books exemplified humanity, dis-
placed and wandering.  Because war often brings exacting 
and irrevocable outcomes to children, picturebooks in this 
study could not help but portray associated nightmares, but 
they also find a way to show hope as a necessary ingredient to 
survive.  The High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) was 
created by the United Nations in 1951 to focus on the growing 
numbers of refugees, approximately one million then.  Again 
in 2008, the UNHCR brought attention to and raised funds to 
address an estimated 33 million refugees. This number has 
continued to mushroom, with almost 60 million reported in 
2015, and sadly reportedly increasing (UNHCR, 2015).  Each 
of these books was heartbreaking and complicated; yet, in 
each book, readers will find glimpses of the courage needed 
to make difficult journeys, ways to frame difficult questions 
related to identity, the power of humanity to form important 
connections, and the hope necessary for a better life in order 
to offer children positive paths to productive adulthoods.  The 
picturebooks analyzed here present themes that evoke empa-
thy, and even action, through their glimmers of compassion 

and hopefulness in the face of dark and confusing times for 
children.  Furthermore, Wolk (2013) strongly asserts that “[g]
iven how destructive the twentieth century was, with wars 
and genocide and poverty and ecological damage, teach-
ing caring may be the most important…” (p. 38).  There-
fore, literature circles, teacher read-alouds, text sets, book 
groups, inquiry groups, class discussions, and free reading 
utilizing these salient portrayals of refugee circumstances for 
today’s world are vital and necessary (Gangi & Barowsky, 
2009; Hope, 2008; Lacina, Baumi, & Taylor, 2016; Nath & 
Grote-Garcia, 2017).  When the next world crisis is revealed 
on the news, many will immediately see the multifaceted rela-
tionships to refugees and war, armed conflicts, refugees, pov-
erty, and genocide.  When all seems lost, children’s literature 
often posits hopeful stances that stand courageously beside 
war’s cruel impacts on vulnerable children and families.  The 
work of Johnson and Grasiewicz (2016) notes that the plight 
of refugees is presented as undesirable, yet in our analysis 
of these beautiful and sensitive pages, each offered glimpses 
of hope in situations that seem hopeless.  While the themes 
of picturebooks cannot truly counter the terror of war, they 
can offer hopeful, positive perspectives of the vulnerable and 
fragile contexts of war torn displacements.  Some might even 
say that these picturebooks, while specifically focused on 
war-based refugees, offer broader lessons of courage, iden-
tity, human connection, and hope for all of life’s challenges.  
The picturebooks in this study offer more nuanced images, 
contextualized themes, and profound life lessons surrounding 
the full humanity of individuals experiencing the challenges 
involuntary displacement due to war.  Yet, despite these often 
unimaginable and devastating impacts on the human condi-
tion surrounding violent armed conflicts and war refugees, 
the books in this study allow readers critical glimpses of hu-
manity and hope, so as to envision positive possibilities and 
lay claim to their futures. 
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INTRODUCTION
  As educators, we remain committed to providing access 
to high-quality literature in the hands of our readers. With 
so many titles published on an annual basis, we often turn to 
respected voices in the field of children’s literature to support 
our literacy instruction. In this column, we highlight “less-
er-known” awards to remind educators that these are valuable 
books to share with students and to have in our classroom 
libraries. 
  We were also inspired to create Book Bentos for a few 
titles to facilitate book talks and to think about these books 
differently. Book Bentos, similar to Jackdaws, contain items 
that are significant to each title and displayed in a “bento” 
fashion. These may be a wonderful addition to use in class-
rooms to spark creativity and authentic responses to litera-
ture. 

The Amelia Bloomer Book List
Reviewed by Lesley Colabucci

  The Amelia Bloomer Award launched in 2002 and is ad-
ministered by the Feminist Task Force of the Social Respon-
sibilities Round Table of the American Library Association. 
The committee creates a list of books that feature “significant 
feminist content” and the top ten books are highlighted in 
an announcement in January. The question of what feminist 
content might include is quite open-ended, but some ideas 
include books that show an awareness of gender-based 
inequalities with action to change these inequalities and 
books that show an awareness of the intersections between 
sexism and other systems of oppression.  Visit http://www.
ala.org/awardsgrants/amelia-bloomer-book-list for more in-
formation. 

 
Spanyol, Jessica. (2016). 

Clive and his Babies. 
Swindon, UK: Child’s 
Play International Un-
limited.

  One interpretation of feminism acknowledges that both 
men and women can be liberated through the questioning 
of traditional gender roles. The Bloomer award notes that 
feminism should focus on “equality of people of all sexes 
and genders” and seeks books in which “traditional gender 
roles are challenged or defied.” This simple board book eas-
ily meets those standards for feminist content in a children’s 
book. Clive, a young white boy, is shown playing with his 
dolls along with his friends – both male and female. The cast 
of characters is diverse, and no one questions that children of 
different genders can play together or that boys can play with 
dolls. Clive and His Babies is a celebration of the imagina-
tion, play, friendship, and the joys of caregiving. The book 
has a distinctively British feel and the cartoon-style illustra-
tions are playful and appealing. Very young children will be 
able to navigate this book due to the simplicity of the text and 
clear illustrations. The book affirms boys who want to play 
with dolls, defying stereotypes and encouraging nurturing 
behaviors in all children. 
 

Bardoe, Cheryl. (2018). Nothing Stopped Sophie. Ill. by 
Barbara McClintock. New York, NY: Little Brown and 
Company.

  This picture book biography introduces readers to math-
ematician Sophie Germain. As a girl growing up in the 18th 
century France, Sophie was not free to study mathematics. 
Readers may be familiar with other women who defied ex-
pectations and broke barriers, but Sophie’s story stands out 
because of her creative determination and accomplishments. 
Sophie’s personality comes through as the author describes 
her passion for mathematics, her covert tactics for fair treat-
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ment, and her persistence in her study of patterns of vibra-
tion. As a Bloomer award winner, Sophie Never Stopped 
stands out because of the honesty with which it presents sex-
ism and highlights the work of an inspirational woman in a 
STEM field. McClintock’s illustrations playfully add energy 
to the story and help convey details of the setting. The use of 
marker and collage elements (such as the swirling numbers 
on the endpapers) keep the book light-hearted and positive. 
The picture book includes ample back matter with more con-
tent as well as a bibliography and author’s note.

Asian/Pacific American Award for Literature
Reviewed by Tadayuki Suzuki 

  Each year this award honors and recognizes individual 
literary works about the history, tradition, and/or heritage of 
Asian/Pacific Americans http://www.apalaweb.org/awards/
literature-awards/. The following five categories are consid-
ered in choosing titles: (1) adult fiction, (2) adult nonfiction, 
(3) children’s literature, (4) young adult literature, and (5) 
picture books at the annual American Library Association 
(ALA) Midwinter Meeting. 

Lê, Minh. (2018). Drawn together. Illus. by Dan Santat.  
New York, NY: Disney ∙ Hyperion.  

Drawn Together is a dynamically and luminously illustrated 
picture book written by Minh Lê (2018) and is based on his 
own personal experience with his Vietnamese grandfather. 
After school, a young Asian American boy must stay with 
his grandfather while his mother is at work. The old man and 
the young boy have little in common. The grandfather speaks 
only Vietnamese, while the boy speaks only English. When 
they are hungry, the boy eats a hot dog, but his grandfather 

eats ramen noodles. Since 
they are unable to commu-
nicate, each withdraws into 
his own world, leading to 
frustrating and awkward si-
lence between them. The boy 
finally gives up trying to talk 
with his grandfather and in-
stead takes a piece of paper 
and draws a picture of him-
self as a wizard. Suddenly, 
his grandfather surprises him 
by getting his calligraphy 
pens and papers. He starts to 

draw his own childhood heroes, revealing a world beyond 
words. For the first time, the boy feels close to his grandfa-
ther. Through their shared drawing, these two discover and 
explore their love for each other through their mutual love 
of art. 
 

Phi, Bao. (2017). A Different Pond. Illus. by Thi Bui. Manka-
to, MN: Capstone Young Readers.  

  This poignant Caldecott Honor Book is based on poet 
Bao Phi’s personal experience as an immigrant from Viet-
nam. When he was a child, his father often took him fishing 
at a pond near their home in Minnesota. The purpose of these 
excursions was not recreation, but rather to catch food to put 
on the family table. When Bao questioned why his father had 
to go out and catch fish for the family despite having a second 
job, his father told him that “everything in America costs a 
lot of money.” Their life was obviously not easy. While they 
were fishing, Bao’s father told him stories about another pond 
in Vietnam where he used to fish with his brother. Both broth-
ers were soldiers in the Vietnam War, but Bao’s uncle never 
returned home. After catching some fish, they returned home 
so Bao’s father could get ready for work. It was Bao’s re-
sponsibility to take care of his baby brother while his parents 
were both at work. This story illustrates the gap between the 
American Dream and the harsh reality that many immigrants 
encounter when they try to attain it.  
 

Quan, Betty. (2018). Grandmother’s Visit. Illus. by Carmen 
Mok. Toronto, Canada: Groundwood Books.

For Grace, Grandmother 
is a source of wisdom and 
knowledge, as well as her 
best friend. Grace cherish-
es the time that she spends 
with Grandmother, who 
teaches her how to mea-
sure water for rice while 
recounting stories of her 
early days in China. In her 
pocket, Grandmother al-
ways keeps salty and sweet 
pickled plums, and she shares these with Grace as she talks 
about her childhood memories. Every morning, Grandmother 
walks Grace to school and then meets her so they can walk 
home together. One day, however, Mother makes Father put a 
hook in Grandmother’s bedroom for a house key, so that she 
could see it when she reached for her jacket. Grace notices 
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that Grandmother is becoming more forgetful, and she stops 
cooking rice.  Father begins walking Grace to school and 
back, and he cooks them dinner now. Then one day, Grand-
mother’s bedroom becomes empty, which makes Grace sad. 
That night, Mother turns on all of the outside lights so that 
Grandmother’s spirit will find her way back to say a final 
goodbye to them. When Grace re-enters her grandmother’s 
empty bedroom, she discovers a photo album. In one of the 
pictures, Grandmother is holding a baby girl on her lap. That 
baby is Grace. Through this story, Quan helps readers face 
losing a loved one and embrace precious memories forever.

Book Bento for Grandmother’s Visit (Quan, 2018)

  Incense, incense burner, and a candle recall loving mem-
ories between Grace and her grandmother. The house key is 
in the album like a bookmark in Grandmother’s empty room. 
The rice cups and chopsticks remind Grace of the memories 
her grandmother shared with her when they cooked rice to-
gether.

Jane Addams Children’s Book Award 
Reviewed by Barbara Ward

Since 1953, the Jane Addams Peace Association has honored 
annually children’s books with literary and aesthetic excel-
lence that encourage young readers to think about peace, 
social  justice, global community, and equity for all people. 
The books on the 2019 list represent the sixty-seventh year 
the Jane Addams Children’s Book Award list has been an-
nounced. The award-winning books are usually announced in 
April. Visit http://www.janeaddamschildrensbookaward.org/ 
for more information. 

Woodson, Jacqueline. (2018). The Day You Begin. Illus. Ra-
fael Lopez. New York, NY: Penguin/Random House/
Nancy Paulsen Books.

  Chosen as the 2019 Books 
for Younger Children award win-
ner, this picture book highlights 
situations that will be familiar 
to many youngsters--feelings of 
fear or anxiety because of some 
perceived differences or inade-
quacies. Perhaps they were teased 
because of their language or an 
unfamiliar or hard-to-pronounce 

name or stared at because of the unfamiliar foods they eat for 
lunch or feel less worthy than their classmates because their 
summer vacation was spent at home rather than in exotic lo-
cales. The text suggests that by being open to new experi-
ences, “the world opens itself up a little wider to make some 
space for you.” By taking those first small steps, reaching 
out, and being brave enough to share parts of our identity, it is 
possible to find commonalities while also celebrating unique-
ness. This picture book would be an excellent title to share 
on the first day of class to welcome all students, providing a 
gentle reminder of the cruelty that may come from ignorance 
or misunderstanding but also the counterpoint of hope that 
there will be those who will listen and get to know someone 
whose life experiences have been different from their own. 

 
Davies, Nicola. (2018). The Day War Came. Illus. Rebecca 

Cobb. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.

  The day starts in a very ordinary fashion as a girl and 
her family share a meal and conversation. But while she is at 
school, War comes and destroys her home, leaving her alone 
and homeless. The minimalist text follows her after she ar-
rives home to find nothing, “I can’t say the words that tell 
you about the blackened hole that had been my home” and 
then must find a way to go on. Haunted by War, she leaves 
the area, scurrying from place to place, joining others who 
are walking and riding, trudging across unfamiliar lands and 
crossing bodies of water in boats, finally landing at a place 
that might provide sanctuary. All the time, she and her fellow 
travelers are seeking refuge and trying to keep War at bay. 
But even when she reaches a classroom, there is no room for 
her, not even an extra chair. Eventually, a young boy follows 
her to her hiding place, offering hope and bringing a chair so 
that she can attend class. Inspired by actual events during the 
European refugee crisis, this book shows how one simple act 
of kindness can make all the difference in the world and start 
someone on the road to healing. An afterword from the au-
thor provides additional context. The text is deliberately not 
specific about the story’s setting. Stark pencil, colored pencil, 
and watercolor illustrations accompany simple but moving 
lines. For instance, the phrase “up a beach where shoes lay 
empty in the sand” (unpaged) is accompanied by a series of 
panels tracing her journey to safety, only to show the young 
girl covering her mouth in horror as she comes upon tiny 
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red shoes on the beach and realizes their significance.  This 
picture book prompts empathy for those who have managed 
to survive violence and enormous losses only to face even 
more judgment and rejection as they seek sanctuary. This is 
an Honor Book in the Books for Younger Children category.
 
Love, Jessica. (2018). Julian is a Mermaid. Somerville, MA: 

Candlewick.

  With lively and in-
credibly detailed illustra-
tions, created in water-
color, gouache, and ink, 
this empowering picture 
book is brimming with 
messages of acceptance 
and embracing one’s in-
ner self. Even the initial 
end papers depict wom-
en of different shapes 

and sizes with wrinkled skin as they swim in an indoor pool. 
In the water, Julian, accompanied by his abuela, imagines 
himself as a mermaid. This dream is heightened when he 
sees what he thinks are three mermaids on the subway ride 
home. Julian is simply mesmerized by their clothing, hair, 
and physical stances. These are proud, statuesque mermaids, 
bedecked with jewels and makeup. Once he and his abuela 
arrive home, Julian is still caught up in the magic of what he 
saw and creates his own mermaid costume from the curtains 
hanging in the window, from ferns, and his grandmother’s 
makeup. When his abuela emerges from her bath and comes 
upon him in this regalia, her facial expression seems to hint at 
annoyance at first while Julian’s posture goes from proud to 
almost ashamed. She leaves the room and then returns with a 
necklace to complete his ensemble and an invitation to ven-
ture forth to join the mermaid parade. This is an Honor Book 
in the Books for Younger Children category.

Rhodes, Jewell Parker. (2018). Ghost Boys. New York, NY: 
Little, Brown Books for Young Readers.

  Selected as the Books 
for Older Children award 
winner, this carefully crafted 
story might have been ripped 
from today’s headlines. The 
author juxtaposes the recent 
death of Jerome, a 12-year-old 
Chicago boy, with a murder 
that occurred more than 50 
years before, that of 14-year-
old Chicagoan Emmett Till in 
Money, Mississippi. Gently 
but unflinchingly, the story 
moves back and forth in time 

and place as Jerome regards his own body after being shot 
by a white police officer who felt threatened when he mis-
took Jerome’s toy gun for the real thing. In his supernatural 
form, Jerome observes the reactions of his community and 
his family to what they consider to be an unjustified killing, 
coming to understand the fear that caused his death. He also 
visits Sarah, the daughter of the police officer who killed him, 
and meets the ghost of Emmett Till whose murder was also 
motivated by fear and a lack of understanding. Stories such as 
Jerome’s and Emmett’s may leave readers floundering for a 
solution to the widespread problem of violence and brutality, 
but this book encourages readers to become agents of change, 
working to make the world a fairer place for everyone.
 
Hiranandani, Veera. (2018). The Night Diary. New York, 

NY: Penguin Young  Readers/Kokila.

  The 1947 division of India into 
two countries changes the lives of 
many of its citizens since they are 
forced to leave their homes due to re-
ligious strife. Twelve-year-old Nisha 
finds solace and a place to express 
her innermost thoughts in a diary. She 
writes to her mother who died giving 
birth to her and her brother Amil. Her 
father is Hindu, and her mother was 
Muslim, and their marriage wasn’t 
accepted by either side of the family. 
Now, as the country is divided, and tensions escalate into vi-
olence, the family must move because they aren’t safe living 
where they are. Because train travel is no longer safe, they 
must walk to their maternal uncle’s house, where they face 
all sorts of dangers, including threats from other travelers, 
and extreme heat. After Amil has an accident with part of 
their water supplies, they almost die in the desert. Nisha’s 
confusion at losing everything that has been familiar to her 
is palpable throughout her diary. Through her writing, Nisha 
finds her voice and provides readers with her personal insight 
into the political events that mean nothing will be the same 
for her family. There are scenes that will be seared into read-
ers’ memories as they ponder the actions taken in the name 
of religious dogma and intolerance. This is an Honor Book in 
the Books for Older Children category.
 

Hudson, Wade, & Hudson, Cheryl 
Willis (Eds.). (2018). We Rise, We 
Resist, We Raise our Voices. Toron-
to, ON: Penguin/Random House/
Crown Books for Young Readers.

  In this inspiring collection 
of poetry, essays, stories, and let-
ters, 30 well-known children’s and 
YA authors offer suggestions and 
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encouragement for how to rise past life’s challenges, resist 
what seems to be wrong in the world, and speak out, often 
drawing from their own life experiences. If adults often feel 
powerless to change anything, how much more do those who 
cannot vote yet feel marginalized? Many of the entries are 
personal, often drawing from their creators’ own life experi-
ences. Along with original artwork or photographs to accom-
pany the written offerings, this book encourages and urges 
the next generation to become activists. This book can easily 
be shared with a class, perhaps reading one selection at a time 
and considering what next steps students might want to take 
to fix what’s wrong in their worlds. Taken individually or a 
whole, the selections will surely inspire and excite young-
sters, steering them toward taking positive actions. This is an 
Honor Book in the Books for Older Children category. Ed-
ucators may also download a poster and an activity kit with 
further information to spark student interest at: https://imag-
es.randomhouse.com/promo_image/9780525580423_5320.
pdf

Mildred L. Batchelder Award and Honor Books
Reviewed by Xenia Hadjioannou

  Each year the Mildred L Batchelder Award is present-
ed to a publisher of the year’s “most outstanding” children’s 
book translated into English and published in the United 
States. For more information, visit: http://www.ala.org/alsc/
awardsgrants/bookmedia/batchelderaward

 
  
Daciūtė, Evelina. (2018). The Fox on the Swing. Illus. by 

Aušra Kiudulaitė, Trans. from Lithuanian by the Trans-
lation Bureau. New York: Thames & Hudson.

  This 2019 Batchelder 
Award recipient, original-
ly published in Lithuanian 
in 2016, tells the story of 
the friendship between 
a boy and a fox, with 
equal nods to affect and 
absurdity. The boy, Paul, 
lives with his parents in a 
tall tree, and often walks 
through the park to bring 

home three fresh rolls from the bakery. On these trips, Paul 
often encounters a fox in blue-striped boots and the two be-
come friends who share stories and favorite treats, manage 
the ups and downs of moods and confusing conversations, 
and take turns on the swing, yelling out loud the things that 
make them happy. When Paul’s family moves to a bigger 
city, he struggles, but things get brighter and decidedly more 
happily “Fox-orange” by the end. Throughout, Kiudulaitė’s 
mixed-media and collage illustrations brace the unusual plot 
while adding a myriad of surreal touches; some obvious, like 

the “Lost” poster for Fox’s good mood, and oh-so-many oth-
ers, like eyes on shelves and plants with personalities, hidden 
in the details. The written text and illustrations are delight-
fully quirky and complex, inviting repeated readings. Some 
readers may find the all-caps lettering, particularly in text-
heavy pages, a bit uninviting.

 
 
Scotto, Thomas. (2018). Jerome by Heart. Illus. by Olivier 

Tallec, Trans. from French by  Claudia Zoe Bedrick and 
Karin Snelson. Brooklyn, NY: Enchanted Lion Books.

  The book begins with a contrast. On the cover, two boys 
ride their bikes, holding hands and looking straight at the 
reader with affable smiles. On the very first spread, a wid-
er angle reveals a row of cars with angry occupants behind 
them. Raphael, the first-person narrator, ignores this negative 
context, saying instead, “He always holds my hand. It’s true. 
Really tight.” As the story continues, this book treats read-
ers to a sensitive, child-centered exploration of the strong, 
unabashed love two children can share. Jerome and Raphael 
share snacks and stories, stick up for each other, laugh to-
gether until their stomachs hurt, while the expression of this 
relationship challenges social norms and makes others un-
comfortable. Tallec’s watercolor and line illustrations sensi-
tively capture both the beauty and joy of togetherness and 
the gloomy tension of adult awkwardness, as well as Rapha-
el’s frustrated response. Scotto’s poetic text is equally skill-
ful, avoiding adult framings of the relationship between the 
two boys. This intention is underscored by a Jacques Prévert 
quote: “And the passers-by pointed their fingers at them. But 
the children who love each other aren’t there for anyone else.”

 

Mello, Roger. (2017). You Can’t be too Careful! Trans. from 
Portuguese by Daniel Hahn. Brooklyn, NY: Elsewhere 
Editions.
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  Roger Mello, winner of the 2014 Hans Christian Ander-
sen Illustrator Award, is the creator of this 2018 Batchelder 
Honor Book. Originally published in Brazil in Portuguese, 
this circular tale playfully foreshadows its genre through end-
papers adorned with groupings of lithe stick figures enclosed 
in circles. The story begins with a gardener guarding a white 
rose, not moving from his post because of a cold he caught 
while looking for his shoes, which were hidden by the cat, 
which was given to him by his brother. As the yarn of connec-
tions unspools, readers are treated to a series of affecting, ex-
pressionist illustrations, rendered in colored pencils and torn 
paper. These are coupled with interconnected, sentence-long 
stories of a collection of eccentric characters ranging from 
a monochromatic, disillusioned goldsmith to a fumbling 
fake doctor, and culminating with the White Rose stealing 
a much-needed map compass. In a fun twist, the narrator as-
serts that White Rose could not possibly have been the thief 
since she is “safely in her pen.” As the story respools, effec-
tively undoing every previously narrated event, we end up 
with a familiar scene in a garden. Only this time the rose is 
not as closely guarded.

Book Bento for You Can’t be too Careful (Mello, 2017)
 
  Items represent the inter-
connected stories that unfold 
in this circular tale.  The rose-
adorned scarf represents this 
circular connectivity across 
characters and stories. The cir-
cle includes a tree and a white 
rose, an antique envelope with 
a love letter, and the pin cush-
ion representing the story of 
the seamstress and her fiancé. The circus poster connects to 
the story of the performing monkey and the globe to the cir-
cus manager. The rose brooch represents the annoying cous-
in, the screwdriver depicts the sad goldsmith, and the jewelry 
of Agripino who lost his wealth on the way to Mauritania. 
Finally, the golden bird represents the shining bird who flew 
to fetch Agripino in the first half of the story but was kept 
safely in a cage in the reverse side of the story.

Children’s Africana Book Awards (CABA) 
Reviewed by Dywanna E. Smith 

  The Children’s Africana Book Award (CABA) is be-
stowed annually to authors and illustrators who create the 
best publication about Africa.  Award Winners can be pub-
lished in the United States or in Africa. CABA is committed 
to celebrating children’s or young adult literature which as-
sist in creating an understanding of Africa, its society and its 
issues. This award honors literary excellence in three catego-
ries (1) young children, (2) older readers and (3) young adult 
literature. Visit http://africaaccessreview.org/childrens-afri-
cana-book-awards/ for more information. 

 
Adeyemi, T. (2018). Children of Blood and Bone. Water-

ville, ME: Thorndike Press.

  In the lands of Orisha, two 
tribes exist: the Maji, whose mag-
ic flows within their blood, and the 
nobles who possess wealth but cov-
et and fear magic. Zélie, grew up 
watching Reapers summon souls; 
Tiders control the waves, and Burn-
ers make fire ignite and dance. Zé-
lie reveled in her ancestor’s magic 
until one fateful night the magic 
disappears. The nobles under the 
ruthless leadership of King Saran 
ordered the execution of all Maji 
including Zélie’s mother, a powerful Reaper. Although Zélie 
is no longer a Maji, she is blessed with white hair signifying 
a Diviner. As she struggles to survive alongside her father 
and brother, Tzain, Zélie desperately seeks a way to help her 
family pay the large taxes. Her journey to sell a prized fish for 
money, reveals a startling truth: magic is not truly dead; Maji 
exists, but remains hidden. With her unlikely comrade, King 
Saran’s daughter, Amari, Zélie journeys to restore magic to 
Orisha. To do so, she must learn ancient rituals, harness her 
powers, all while outrunning King Saran’s guards who seek 
to end her quest and life.  

 
LaTeef, N. (2018).  Animal Village. Legon-Accra, Ghana: 

Sub-Saharan.

  This vividly colored picture book depicts a peaceful 
West African animal village, ruled by the Chief Zamboha, 
the lion. The community leaves in peaceful harmony until 
tragedy strikes: a drought which surpasses the dry season, 
places the village in peril. A wise king, Zamboha seeks the 
knowledge and ideas of his village to help end their water 
crisis. The brave tortoise, Timba, suggests that water might 
be found by digging. Zamboha is at first skeptical, but trusts 
Timba, and the villagers begin to dig and dig and dig. Timba 
encourages her friends by repeating the words, “everything is 
possible, by and by.” As the days turn into weeks, Chief Zam-
boha watches as his villagers become angry and force Timba 
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to leave the village. Timba is disheartened by the treatment of 
her once-friends and quietly leaves the village vowing nev-
er to return. As she travels, she stops by a dry riverbed and 
listens to her heart which tells her to dig once more.  Timba 
digs and digs and digs, this time finding water beneath the dry 
earth. Although she is hurt, Timba makes the brave decision 
to return to her village and shares the water. The village re-
wards Timba’s bravery by making her their chief.  The mixed 
medium collage, paint, and ink illustrations add depth and 
invite the reader into the story to learn from the wisdom of 
animals.  This captivating tale reminds us of the power of 
determination and a compassionate heart. 

Tomás Rivera Mexican American
Children’s Book Award
Reviewed by Deanna Day

  Texas State University College of Education created The 
Tomás Rivera Mexican American Children’s Book Award in 
1995 to honor authors and illustrators who create literature 
that depicts the Mexican American experience. It is named 
in honor of Texas State University distinguished alumnus Dr. 
Tomás Rivera. For more information, visit https://www.edu-
cation.txstate.edu/ci/riverabookaward/

 
Pérez, Celia C. (2017). The First Rule of Punk. New York: 

Penguin Random House.

  María Luisa, or Malú, is not happy about moving to Chi-
cago with her mom. One, she is going to miss her dad who 
owns a record shop and shares her passion for punk music. 
Two, she will be gone for two years—all of middle school. 
Three, she has a difficult time relating to her mom, who is 
Mexican American, and tries to get her to learn about their 
culture and act like a señorita. Malú prefers making zines, 
self-published homemade magazines about her life in a col-
lage fashion. These zines are interspersed between many of 
the chapters sharing her thoughts and feelings. Malú forms 
a Mexican American punk rock band at school, which helps 

her fit in and meet friends. This tween is a spunky heroine 
that girls will easily relate to. This is a “must have” novel for 
every intermediate and middle school classroom library.

  Book Bento for The First Rule of Punk (Pérez, 2017)

 
  A vinyl record, magazines, glue, scissors, black eyeliner, 
microphone, coconut, coffee cup, map of the United States 
and a sprig of cilantro
 

Bowles, David. (2018). They Call Me Güero: A Border Kid’s 
Poems. El Paso, TX: Cinco  Puntos Press. 

  Pale skinned, red-headed, freckled face Güero is a Mex-
icano teenager who writes poetry about lazy Sundays, late 
night mischief and learning history from his uncle. He is part 
of the “Bookworm Squad” because he hangs out with friends 
in the school library where they read and discuss books (p. 
29). In this collection, readers will discover 49 poems that 
discuss what it is like to be a border kid with one foot in 
America and another in Mexico. He describes his feelings 
about being stopped by the border patrol at a checkpoint and 
hearing “Go back, wetbacks! Build that wall!” at a basketball 
game (p. 83). Music and storytelling have a special place in 
Güero’s family. “Light as feathers” his mom places her fin-
gers on his to help him learn the organ (p. 16). Each week 
he visits his great-grandmother’s home to listen to records 
that transport them back to the past. Everyone in his family 
tells stories about screech owls, monster claws or trickster 
shamans. This beautiful verse novel is an unforgettable and 
timely story.
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González, Xelena. (2017). All Around Us. Illus., Adriana M. 
Garcia. El Paso, TX: Cinco  Puntos Press.

  “Grandpa says circles are all around us. We just have 
to look for them,” begins this gorgeous picturebook where 
the elder is teaching his granddaughter about life, death and 
all of the milestones in between. A rainbow high in the sky 
is half a circle. Another circle is gardening and returning the 
compost to the Earth. Bicycle wheels, irises in our eyes and 
the sun shining in the sky—showcase circles are everywhere. 
Later, they both sit under a pecan tree and reminisce about 
the ancestors who are buried underneath. He explains that 
their bodies will return to the Earth, but that is only half of the 
circle. In fact, she is the other half because she brings new life 
to their family. Garcia created the vibrant illustrations using 
painting software with circles throughout that look like they 
have been etched into the paintings. Even the sentences are 
placed in a circular fashion on every page.

CONTRIBUTORS
  Lesley Colabucci is an Associate Professor of Early, 
Middle, and Exceptional Education at Millersville Universi-
ty. She teaches classes in children’s literature at the graduate 
and undergraduate level. Her research interests include multi-
cultural children’s literature and responses to literature. 

  Deanna Day teaches literacy and technology courses 
for Washington State University, Vancouver. Her research 
interests include children’s literature, reader response, and 
digital literacy. 

  Xenia Hadjioannou is an Associate Professor at the 
Harrisburg campus of Penn State University, where she 
teaches undergraduate and graduate courses in literacy edu-
cation. Her research includes work on language arts methods, 
classroom discourse, linguistic diversity in education, and 
children’s literature. 

  Mary Napoli is an Associate Professor at Penn State 
Harrisburg where she coordinates the M.Ed. in Literacy Ed-
ucation program and teaches undergraduate and graduate 
courses in children’s literature and literacy methods.

  Dywanna E. Smith is a professor of literacy and middle 
level education at Claflin University; a Historical Black Uni-
versity located in Orangeburg, South Carolina.  As a schol-
ar-educator, Dywanna’s research focuses on two interrelated 
interests: 1) examining the intersections of race, literacies, 
and education and 2) equipping teachers with equity pedago-
gies to successfully teach linguistically and culturally diverse 
students. She has presented nationally and internationally on 
these subjects. 

  Tadayuki Suzuki is an associate professor in the literacy 
education program at SUNY Cortland in New York, where he 
teaches both undergraduate and graduate literacy courses.  He 
is interested in the implementation of culturally responsive 
pedagogy, teaching ESL, and multicultural education, espe-
cially the use of multicultural literature in literacy instruction.
Barbara A. Ward is a passionate reader with a strong convic-
tion that children’s literature enables readers to explore dif-
ficult topics. She is an Associate Clinical Professor at Wash-
ington State University in Pullman, Washington, where she 
coordinates the Elementary Education program and teaches 
children’s literature and literacy methods courses. She taught 
English in the public schools of New Orleans, Louisiana, for 
25 years. 
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THE DIVERSITY OF PROTAGONISTS
IN ILA CHOICES 

Sunah Chung

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BACKGROUND
  Children’s literature is “a social transcript of the pow-
er relations of class, race, and gender (Botelho & Rudman, 
2009, p. 71).” Children’s literature reflects social values and 
dominant perceptions representing the community in the 
form of a picturebook. As written artifacts that convey cultur-
al messages and values about society, children’s picturebooks 
play a role in helping children learn about their world (Koss, 
2015). As children read picture books, they are exposed to the 
cultural and social symbols and norms embedded in books. 
To put it another way, “learning to read is part of the process 
of socialization and an important mechanism through which 
culture is transmitted from one generation to the next (Tay-
lor, 2003, p. 301).” For instance, children could develop their 
femininity and masculinity based on society’s gender roles 
and stereotypes found throughout children’s literature (Bem, 
1983). The study implied that children’s attitudes and beliefs 
toward certain groups of people and individuals are socially 
constructed. As an essential resource for children to catego-
rize social norms and gender roles, children could construct 
their behaviors and perspectives on gender by reading chil-
dren’s literature.

  In addition to learning society’s values and perspectives, 
children could interpret meanings and underlying viewpoints 
in texts and illustrations by making connections between 
their lives and what they read (Martinez & Roser, 1991). The 
differences in interpretations and responses on what they read 
may originate from their experience, knowledge, contexts, 
and purposes of reading (Probst, 1991). This notion supports 
the focus of the current study on differences and commonali-
ties in the diversity of protagonists in books recommended by 
children and teachers. That is, the books selected by children 
and teachers represent their responses to the content of the 
books according to their experience and perspectives in the 
society. In this sense, the current study examined the lists of 
Children’s Choices and Teacher’s Choices by the Internation-
al Literacy Association (ILA) so as to identify the diversity of 
protagonists’ representation.

  In this paper, the researcher briefly describes the ILA’s 
Children’s Choices and Teacher’s Choices, and reviews the 
relevant literature. Next, this paper discusses theoretical 
backgrounds to clarify the researcher’s perspectives on ex-
amining the collected data. The findings according to the the-
oretical backgrounds follow sampling process and data cod-
ing rationale. Discussion and conclusion will contribute to 
expanding teachers’ knowledge and awareness on diversity 
in children’s literature.

The International Literacy Association
(ILA)’s Children’s Choices and Teachers’ Choices

  The International Literacy Association (ILA) annually 
announces children’s and teachers’ recommended books that 
are published in the previous year in the United States. Since 
1974, the ILA and the Children’s Book Council (CBC) have 
released a list of books recommended by children. Accord-
ing to the fact sheets provided by the ILA, Children’s Choic-
es Team Leaders and trainees from five areas of the United 
States recruit 2,500 young readers, K-6. The children pick 
their favorites based on the inventory of the year, and then ap-
proximately the top 100 choices are announced yearly. This 
list is called Children’s Choices and represents contemporary 
children’s preferences and viewpoints by allowing children 
to vote on their favorites.

  In the same sense, the ILA annually annotated reading 
lists of newly published books in order to help teachers, li-
brarians, booksellers, parents, and those who are interested in 
children’s reading and literature since 1989. Teachers, read-
ing specialists, and librarians from five areas of the United 
States select books for readers ages 5–14. Teachers’ Choices 
contain 20 books every year. These lists are posted online for 
the use of educational practitioners, librarians, and caregiv-
ers.

RELEVANT STUDIES ON ILA CHOICES
  Related to ILA’s Choices project, literacy scholars have 
investigated the underlying messages and themes in chil-
dren’s favorite picturebooks to identify children’s preferenc-
es of content that may unconsciously influence their mind-
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sets. The study by Carter and Harris (1981) has examined 
the reviews on 24 books of Children’s Choices for 1980 by 
School Library Journals and Booklist. Their analysis have 
demonstrated the different perspectives: when older children 
endorsed a book, they meant it is the kind of book they like to 
read while professional reviewers tended to select books that 
they think children should read. With respect to the content 
of the books, studies have demonstrated that children’s most 
favorite plot structure and themes are conflicts and confron-
tations (Abrahamson, 1980; Abrahamson & Shannon, 1983; 
Lehman, 1991; Ouzts & Brown, 2000). Their studies implied 
that children’s preference in confrontation and episodic plots 
reflect the children’s lives in school and community. The 
preferences in books with positive tones and resolutions also 
demonstrated children’s underlying desires about their daily 
experiences and life in school.

  Concerning the content of literature, individualist per-
spectives are dominantly embedded in the Children’s Choic-
es lists (Shannon, 1986). This study have demonstrated that 
social values and ideologies are perpetuated in children’s lit-
erature. With respect to the biased representations of gender, 
scholars have pointed out that gender biased depictions are 
prevalent in Children’s Choices such as deficit views of boys’ 
literacy practices and traditional characteristics of girls with 
dependence upon the support of another character to solve 
issues (Gritter, Van Duinen, Montgomery, Blowers, & Bish-
op, 2017; Mills, Pankake, & Schall, 2010). These studies on 
Children’s Choices represent how children’s books reflect 
the contemporary values and perspectives of the communi-
ty. Since these books are favored by participating children in 
Children’s Choices project, the books represent the children’s 
experience and attitudes on the content of the books as well.

  On the other hand, studies about the annotated lists on 
Teachers’ Choices are likely to focus on practical implemen-
tation of the recommended titles as useful resources for in- 
and pre-service teachers. Scholars have examined the con-
tent of the recommended books which are related to science 
topics and themes, concluding that Teachers’ Choices’ books 
are valuable resources in the curriculum with the quality of 
science-based content (Broemmel & Rearden, 2006; Rearden 
& Broemmel, 2008). Other scholars have proposed prac-
tical strategy of using Teachers’ Choices to educate native 
speakers of Spanish with cognate databases (Montelongo 
& Hernández, 2013). Although the target age groups varied 
across the studies, the scholars’ findings are used to enhance 
understanding of children’s preferences in literature, as well 
as to provide educational resources to teachers for their cur-
riculum.

  Unlike other scholars, Munde (1997) compared the lists 
of Children’s Choices, Teachers’ Choices, and the American 
Library Association’s Notable Books for Children. Her study 
revealed differences between children’s and adults’ selec-

tions of humorous books. She contended that “adults serve 
as selectors and mediators of value, while children are the 
best and ultimate judges of a work’s appeal (p. 219).” Since 
children’s knowledge and experiences in reading and literacy 
are different from educators, their perspectives on selecting 
children’s literature would likely be distinguished from edu-
cators. However, few studies explore the different and com-
mon perspectives of children and teachers which would help 
teachers to design their curriculum to support children’s read-
ings. Moreover, the previous studies hardly focus on the di-
versity of characters in the Children’s and Teachers’ Choices.

  Teachers are, at least in part, responsible for selecting 
books for their classroom libraries and curriculum. Teach-
ers often turn to prestigious associations’ recommended 
book lists as effective and helpful resources (Leahy & Foley, 
2018). Therefore, the current study examined the content of 
the ILA’s Children’s and Teachers’ Choices to explore the 
diversity of a protagonist since these lists can function as 
filters for classroom book selections. With an emphasis on 
childhood education and the role of picturebooks, the current 
study focuses on young children’s literature in grades K–2 
announced by Children’s Choices and Teachers’ Choices. 
The current study would help to identify hidden bias or ste-
reotypical perspectives in Children’s and Teachers’ Choices 
that would subliminally influence child readers.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUNDS
  Diversity has been highlighted in various contexts. In 
particular, scholars in multicultural education argue that chil-
dren need exposure to diverse races/ethnicities, genders, lan-
guages, socioeconomic statuses, and religions (Bishop, 1990; 
Larrick, 1965) because, in reality, children live in diverse and 
multiple cultures. However, US classrooms lack in children’s 
books that portray such diverse stories and characters, de-
spite the availability and potential of these materials (Leahy 
& Foley, 2018). Thus, this study aims to explore the diversity 
found in characters in children’s picturebooks by adopting 
two theoretical frameworks—Gender Schema Theory and 
Critical Race Theory.

GENDER SCHEMA THEORY
IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE

  Gender schema theory (Bem, 1981, 1983) explicates 
gender roles are socially constructed beliefs and mindsets. 
Children are exposed to gender norms in society throughout 
interactions with peers and parents at home, school and on 
media. Biased depictions of gender roles influenced chil-
dren’s gender socialization and identity (Hamilton, Ander-
son, Broaddus, & Young, 2006). Picturebooks are one of the 
substantial resources for young children’s knowledge on gen-
der roles. That is, gender ideology embedded in children’s lit-
erature are likely to influence children’s development of gen-
der roles in the given society. For instance, the experimental 
study conducted by Scott and Feldman-Summers (1979) have 
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showed that early elementary school children increase their 
perceptions about gender roles in activities as portrayed by 
the characters in children’s books. This study demonstrated 
that those who read gender-neutral picturebooks are likely to 
engage in gender-neutral plays and toys. Even preschool chil-
dren are influenced by gender representations in children’s 
literature (Flerx, Fidler, & Rogers, 1976). These studies have 
shown that children unconsciously learn gender norms and 
values of the community by reading.

CRITICAL RACE THEORY
IN CHILDREN’S LITERATURE

  Critical race theory’s premise is that racism exists ev-
erywhere in society and must be acknowledged to under-
stand inequity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 
1998). This perspective facilitates understanding of the char-
acters in children’s literature and the potential bias against 
specific populations. In 1965, Nancy Larrick conducted 
seminal works analyzing 5,206 picturebooks published from 
1962 through 1964 that reveals the lack of racial diversity of 
characters. She also indicated that the depictions of people 
of color were stereotyped. She did not explicitly declare the 
racism and unequal presentation of races in children’s books, 
but her study called for more attention to diverse racial char-
acters in children’s literature. The lack of diverse characters 
could be problematic for children constructing their identity. 
The absence of certain groups of people and biased repre-
sentations of the groups could convey negative messages to 
readers. Thus, children need to see themselves in literature 
as they look into a mirror as well as to see other cultures 
in literature as if they were looking out a window (Bishop, 
1990). Reading stories of diverse ethnic people is signifi-
cant because children of culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds may question their cultural values and traditions 
(Barta & Grindler, 1996).

  The relevant studies on ILA’s Choices and theoretical 
approaches support the needs of analysis of characters in 
children’s literature by the ILA’s Choices in order to under-
stand the characteristics of the recommended books concern-
ing diversity issues. Therefore, this study aims to answer the 
following questions:

• Whom are the protagonists represented in ILA’s Chil-
dren’s and Teachers’ Choices across categories of 
gender and race?

• What differences and commonalities regarding pro-
tagonists’ gender and race exist in the selected books 
by ILA’s Children’s and Teachers’ Choices?

METHODOLOGY
SAMPLING PROCESS
  The dataset is the Children’s and Teachers’ Choices 
lists targeted for ages 5–8 for seven years (2012 - 2018). The 

compiled lists identified 281 picturebooks. Only three titles 
were chosen by both children and teachers as their recom-
mendation throughout this project. The three titles were ex-
cluded in the analysis because the overlapped books could 
have impacted the statistical analysis. Consequently, the sam-
pling process resulted in the total of 278 titles for the analysis 
which is completely distinct titles.

DATA ANALYSIS
  The study adopts content analysis as a research meth-
od to analyze written artifacts and to identify patterns in the 
content through the systematic coding schemes (Neuendorf, 
2016). Each book was read and analyzed according to the 
theoretical lens of gender and race based on a developed cod-
ing scheme (Koss, 2015; Koss, Johnson, & Martinez, 2018). 
The current study mainly focused on the primary character. 
If more than two characters play the lead role in the story, a 
textual cue “I” was considered to identify a protagonist. After 
the coding was completed, results were analyzed by calcu-
lating frequency counts and percentages in order to identify 
patterns of protagonists’ gender and race diversity. In order to 
test how likely it is that the distribution of Children’s Choices 
and Teachers’ Choices in each variable—gender and race—
is due to chance, chi-square tests were calculated. Table 1 
outlines the detailed descriptions of coding schemes and ra-
tionale.

  Genre. In order to understand children’s and teachers’ 
preferences on genre, genre of each book was considered in 
the initial analysis. The classification by the Consortium of 
Academic and Research Libraries in Illinois (CARLI) was 
adopted because they provide rich information on books as 
online public catalog. According to their classification, fic-
tion is defined as the literature which contain imaginary ideas 
and events. Nonfiction (Juvenile literature) contains ideas or 
events that actually took place.

  Gender. The current study analyzed the main character 
of each title by the physical representations of the protagonist 
and representations of cultural symbols and contexts. Gender 
category included human and anthropomorphic main char-
acters. Coding schemes of gender included female and male 
labels of the protagonists based on the representations of the 
character in gender pronouns. For instance, if the main char-
acter was described with gender pronouns of she, the charac-
ter was coded as female. If the protagonist was described with 
gender pronouns of he, the character was coded as male. In 
addition to the previous coding scheme, the researcher added 
multiple, N/A, LGBTQ category to include diverse popula-
tions. Multiple category includes more than two protagonists 
with a different gender. If the gender is not indicated clearly, 
it is coded as N/A. If the main character represents LGBTQ 
population in texts and illustrations, it is coded as LGBTQ. 
As a triangulation, the main character’s illustrations with 
traditional gender representation such as clothing were also 
examined.
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  Race. The main character of each book was coded as 
White, Black, Asian, Latinx, American Indian, Middle East-
ern, Multiracial, and Other. The term and classification of 
race can be problematic because the terms may offend spe-
cific populations and some readers may misunderstand the 
classification as biological elements. Despite the concerns 
of using race as an analytical tool (Darder & Torres, 2003; 
Laughter, 2018), several studies show that children are sen-
sitive in recognizing race and gender in their young ages 
(Morland, 1958; Winkler, 2009). Thus, it is still an essential 
element considering minority children’s reflection on the 
children’s books.

  Even though people could report themselves with mul-
tiple races, the characters in picturebooks do not explicitly 
declare themselves as any particular racial or ethnic group. 
Instead, text descriptions and illustrations implicitly and 
sometimes explicitly show racial backgrounds. Thus, the cur-
rent researcher invited an undergraduate student who is inter-
ested in children’s literature and racial issues. The researcher 
and the volunteer discussed the previous coding schemes for 
racial categories developed by Koss et al. (2018). If the text 
illustrates the characters’ ethnic backgrounds, it was adopted 
to classify the character into the racial category. Physical fea-
tures such as skin colors, hair colors, cultural artifacts such as 
traditional costumes and foods, and illustrations of the family 
members were considered to categorize the protagonists into 
racial categories. Again, it may not be appropriate to analyze 
racial representation by its physical appearances or skin col-
ors. However, illustrations are first impression of reading pic-
turebooks, children could acknowledge racial representation 
by the illustrated physical features.

  Interrater reliability was measured to examine the agree-
ment between the two raters on the categorical variable of 
race. There was a good level of agreement between the two 
raters, k = .859 (95% CI, .300 to .886), p < 0.0005 as a rule of 
thumb values of Kappa over 0.80 are considered as outstand-
ing (Landis & Koch, 1977).

FINDINGS
  ILA Choices projects do not provide information about 
the initial set of titles distributed to each participating region 
nor the demographic information of children and teachers 
who voted for the books. Despite the limitations, the current 
study demonstrated the lack of diverse protagonists regarding 
gender and race in the recommended picturebooks through-
out the ILA Children’s and Teachers’ Choices. Although it is 
typically predicted that the list of Children’s Choices is dis-
tinct from Teachers’ Choices, the current study showed that 
the lists have similarities on representations of diversity in 
gender and race.

  This study analyzed 278 titles which are recommended 
by children (n = 211, 75.90%) and teachers (n = 67, 24.10%) 

for young readers (ages 5-9) throughout the ILA Choices for 
seven years according to the variables of diversity in gender 
and race. Teachers’ Choices consistently announced approx-
imately ten books and Children’s Choices declared roughly 
30 books to young readers every year. Figure 1 demonstrated 
that Children’s Choices showed the popularity of fictional 
storybooks while Teachers’ Choices showed the teachers’ ef-
forts to keep the balanced selections of fiction and nonfiction.

Figure 1. Genres in ILA Children’s and Teachers’ Choices for Grades 
K–2 over Seven Years 

  The analysis of protagonists in Children’s Choices and 
Teachers’ Choices (n=278) revealed that male protagonists 
were still prevalent in children’s picturebooks. The data in-
cluded human and anthropomorphic characters in fiction and 
nonfiction picturebooks. Children’s Choices was compared 
to Teachers’ Choices in the aspect of the gender representa-
tions of the protagonists using a chi-square test. The results 
showed that Children’s Choices were not significantly dis-
tinguished from Teachers’ Choices in the protagonist’s gen-
der representation, χ2 (3) = 6.527, p = .089. That is, male 
protagonists were dominant in both Children’s Choices (n = 
109, 51.66%) and Teachers’ Choices (n = 27, 40.30%). (See 
Figure 2)

Figure 2. Gender Representation of a Protagonist in Children’s and 
Teachers’ Choices for Grades K–2 over Seven Years

  Concerning racial representation, this study demonstrat-
ed that the majority of main characters featured in a tradi-
tionally mainstream group in the U.S. Out of 278 titles, 101 
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picturebooks (36.33 %) had a human protagonist while 177 
picturebooks (63.67%) had an anthropomorphic protagonist. 
The analysis on race only included human protagonists. A 
chi-square test regarding population variance was not de-
scribed in race category because the sample size of Teach-
ers’ Choices was small, and thus the result of the test was 
not reliable. However, it is remarkable that the frequency of 
racial representation in the reviewed books, both fiction and 
nonfiction, indicated the dominance of white protagonists. 
Specifically, Children’s Choices illustrated a mainstream 
protagonist in their recommended lists (n =55, 80.88%), dis-
tantly followed by other racial group characters. Teachers’ 
Choices also showed the dominance of white protagonists on 
their lists (n = 18, 54.55%). (SEE Figure 3)

Figure 3. Racial Representation of a Protagonist in Children’s and 
Teachers’ Choices for Grades K–2 over Seven Years

DISCUSSION
  Generally, it is plausible that ILA Children’s Choic-
es show children’s favorites while ILA Teachers’ Choices 
demonstrate educational resources. The purpose of the proj-
ects implies that both of the Choices might not reflect main-
ly on diverse characters when it comes to gender and race. 
Further, it is also reasonable to expect little overlaps out of 
the whole lists for seven years due to the different perspec-
tives and purposes of their recommendations. However, the 
present study showed that the representations of diversity in 
gender and race have similar patterns in both children’s and 
teachers’ lists despite the trivial amount of book overlaps. To 
sum up, both of the Choices tend to include white males as 
their protagonists.

  Gender schema and identity are influenced by the ex-
posure of cultural transmission which refers to the learning 
and passing of information within a group of society (Bem, 
1983). As a medium to transfer socially constructed gender 
identity to children, children’s literature typically plays a 
significant role in constructing young children’s perceptions 
of gender. However, the current study demonstrated that the 
lists by Children’s and Teachers’ Choices were not likely to 
show timely mannered representations of gender. Despite the 
gradual increase of female characters in human, animal, and 
fantasy characters in the 1980s (Peterson & Lach, 1990), the 

current findings showed the dominance of male protagonists 
in both human and anthropomorphic characters. Although 
the recently published books might contain nontraditional 
female protagonists, the chances to read these books would 
be less for female children. In other words, little has changed 
in children’s books concerning gender representation despite 
gender norms being challenged in other media cultures in-
cluding transgender characters and non-traditional gendered 
occupations on TV.

  Regarding gender schema, Bem (1983) suggested that 
parents could teach alternative schemata for children to en-
courage children to construct a less biased gender schema. 
However, it is inevitable for children to be exposed to so-
cially constructed representations of gender in various forms 
including children’s books. Several studies (Bleakley, West-
erberg, & Hopkins, 1988; Connor & Serbin, 1978) supported 
children’s socially constructed gender schema by showing 
that school-age children showed preference in reading stories 
with the main character of their gender. The current study 
would not explain the direct influence of children’s gender 
and their selected books through ILA Choices project. How-
ever, the analysis encourages teachers’ active roles to be con-
scious of gender representations of the recommended books 
by ILA Children’s and Teachers’ when implementing these 
books in the curriculum.

  Regarding racial representations, white protagonists 
were outnumbered in both of the reviewed Children’s Choic-
es and Teachers’ Choices. The protagonist is the one who 
is at the center of the story and makes decisions to lead the 
story. That is, a protagonist’s race could be a significant fac-
tor for children when they construct their schema on racial 
groups and status in the community. In this sense, the current 
study showed that the books of ILA Children’s and Teachers’ 
Choices are less likely to represent groups who have tradi-
tionally been ostracized in the society. The lack of non-white 
characters in Teachers’ Choices also raised a question about 
awareness of diversity issues in educational settings, given 
the current social context of multicultural education and so-
cial movements for supporting the rights of people of color in 
the community. That is, the reviewed children’s books reflect 
racial inequity in our society.

  Concerns about the overwhelming white protagonists in 
children’s literature consistently have been raised, pointing 
out that we still do not see racially diverse characters in liter-
ature for children (Horning, Lindgren, & Schliesman, 2013). 
As Larrick (1965) pointed out that “[…] nonwhite children 
are learning to read and to understand the American way of 
life in books which either omit them entirely or scarcely men-
tion them (p. 63).” It is problematic in multicultural educa-
tional settings because children could not mirror their world 
and themselves through children’s books. The reason behind 
such results in racial representation could be explained based 
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partially on the study about the current publishing markets 
and prevalence of privileged populations as their main char-
acters in children’s literature (Horning et al., 2013). That is, 
the lack of racially diverse characters in children’s books 
could be related to the decreased awareness of racial diversity 
in the current society.

CONCLUSION
  Given the facts that the recommended books through-
out ILA’s Choices are not selected by academic scholars but 
by children and educational practitioners, these books shed 
light on the viewpoints of participating children and teachers 
across the country. Since picturebooks transmit society’s cur-
rent values, attitudes, and ideologies onto children (Stephens, 
1992), the analyzed books in this study signify the possibil-
ity of transmitting underlying perspectives and attitudes on 
gender and race of the community. Children’s Choices and 
the Teachers’ Choices are valuable resources for education-
al practitioners when developing their curriculum to cre-
ate a more engaging environment for children. At the same 
time, being aware of embedded ideologies in the Children’s 
Choices and Teachers’ Choices would encourage teachers 
to build critical perspectives when applying these books in 
their curriculum. In learning, repeated exposure to certain 
perspectives are likely to have effects on the development 
of children’s self-esteem, identity, and social behaviors. In 
order to build a positive identity and cognitive development, 
it is important to support children in acknowledging diversity 
issues. As Children’s and Teachers’ Choices are valuable re-
sources for meeting these needs, children and teachers could 
build safe environments for discussing racially diverse char-
acters and gender roles.
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VOLUME 37  / /  NUMBER 02  / /  SPRING 2020

CONTENTS

6 MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT

7 LETTER FROM THE EDITORS 

8 CALL FOR MANUSCRIPTS
 
9 AN INFINITE SPECTRUM: CHAPTER BOOKS SHARING CHARACTERISTICS 

AND DIVERSITY OF AUTISM
 Sharon Black and Terrell A. Young

18 THE ROLE OF CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IN THE LIVES OF CHILDREN WITH 
DIVERSE LEARNING ABILITIES 

 Stacie Garrett

22 THE POET’S CORNER
 Janet Wong

24 STRENGTHENING MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS’ COMMITMENT TO SOCIAL 
JUSTICE ISSUES: BUILDING CONNECTIONS WITH TEACHER EDUCATION 
CANDIDATES

 Anne Katz

29 CONTENT ANALYSIS OF BIOGRAPHICAL PICTUREBOOKS
 ON ADA BYRON LOVELACE
 Deborah Wooten, Sandip LeeAnne Wilson, and Sara Walters

38 CHILDREN’S BOOK REVIEWS: CELEBRATING POETRY 
 Patricia Bandre’, Lesley Colabucci, Mary Napoli, Sylvia Vardell, and Janet Wong 



Dear Colleagues,

  A song I remember vividly from my childhood had these 
lyrics in the refrain: 

Why don’t you stop, look and listen, listen,
It’s what they tell the children, children,
Stop look and listen, don’t run away.
Stop all your busy running,
Look for the people crying,
Listen to what they have to say. 

  When the novel coronavirus came upon the scene, we 
stopped. Business-as-usual gasped and took a breath as we 
considered new paths ahead. We looked at ourselves and 
asked what really mattered. Voices and sights that had been 
drowned out began to be seen and heard. I’ve heard the phrase 
“new normal” echoed about, often uttered with a sense of 
loss. But “new normal,” I think, is ripe with possibility. 

  The phrase “stop, look, and listen” has its origins in a 
railroad crossing traffic safety campaign. We stopped, and 
now we find ourselves at a crossroad.  Maybe, just maybe, 
this sudden need to stop, look, and listen, this change of pace 
and the quieting of business-as-usual, has allowed collec-
tive attention to the trains that need to get through—first and 
foremost, those of justice, equity, and inclusion. We are at a 
crossroad. Stop, look, and listen. 

  I am writing this letter for an unprecedented double edi-
tion of The Dragon Lode because the publication process, 
along with much of our usual activity, took a hard pause 
so production backed up. As we move ahead with the jour-
nal, I am struck by how, in words composed back down the 
road before this crossroads, each featured author calls us to 
consider diverse perspectives and possibilities in literature 
and teaching. As a children’s literature community, our call 
to justice and inclusion is not new, but in this new societal 
space we are called to greater commitment and vigor to see it 
through. We are at a crossroad. Stop, look, and listen. 

A LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  What will you do differently, stronger, better going for-
ward? What will those actions and commitments look like in 
relation to your literate life? What and whom will you read? 
To whom will you listen without interruption or quick reply? 
What and with whom will you share? What will you write? 
What will you say that you might have not said before and 
to whom will you say it? What will you do with more vigor 
and risk going forward from this space? As a white, cisgender 
woman seeking to be a better ally, I must live in look/lis-
ten/learn mode. As a teacher, I must continually advocate for 
learners in the classroom and beyond. Literature fuels both 
actions. 

  As you probably know by now, the physical gathering 
of the International Literacy Association has been cancelled 
for this year. As a SIG, we are embracing the possibilities for 
extended participation and engagement afforded by technolo-
gy. To make sure you are able to participate, please check that 
your SIG membership is up to date. Membership processes 
have shifted from being managed by the SIG to being run 
through the larger ILA organization. If your membership has 
expired, you can add it easily on the ILA website (https://
www.literacyworldwide.org/membership). Unless you are on 
the member rolls, we can’t contact you directly about oppor-
tunities. Also, please visit the SIG website (clrsig.org) fre-
quently for information, updates, and opportunities. If you 
have questions or want to connect, reach out. We stand at this 
crossroad together, looking and listening for what we can do 
better and determined to do so, books in hand. 

Best, 

Collegially,
Suzii Christian Parsons, President,
ILA Children’s Literature and Reading SIG

I had to dig a bit for the source on this. The song “Stop, Look, and Listen” was per-
formed by Evie Tornquist on an album released in 1975 titled, Evie Again. 
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  For the spring 2020 issue an open theme was cho-
sen to allow authors an opportunity to submit any ma-
terial having to do with children’s literature. As a result, 
we received a number of excellent articles. The four 
chosen for this issue present the use of children’s litera-
ture in a variety of ways. 

  Two of the articles dealt with the use of children’s 
literature for children with special needs. Another ar-
ticle presented use of children’s literature by teacher 
education candidates. The fourth article provided infor-
mation on biographical children’s literature author, Ada 
Byron Lovelace. 

  Understanding the ways children’s literature is 
being used in the profession provides all of us with 
a broader perspective on how vital literacy is for the 
learning community. These articles shed light on many 
different facets of reading. We hope you enjoy reading 
these articles as much as we did.

A LETTER FROM THE EDITORS

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  We continue to recognize the importance of those 
who serve as columnists for the Dragon Lode. Janet 
Wong always provides an excellent Poet’s Corner. The 
panel that writes Children’s Book Reviews selects ex-
cellent books for a range of audiences. 

  This is the last issue in which we will serve as edi-
tors. We hope you valued the many diverse perspectives 
presented in various articles throughout our three-year 
tenure. It has been an enjoyable experience for us. We 
are grateful to have had the opportunity to work close-
ly with many authors, columnists, and board members. 
New editors will begin serving in the fall. We are sure 
you will find them knowledgeable about children’s lit-
erature. We appreciate their willingness to serve as edi-
tors for the next three years. 

Dr. Stacie Garrett  
Cameron University
sgarrett@cameron.edu

Dr. Lynda Robinson 
Cameron University
lrobinson@cameron.edu
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FALL 2020  USING CHILDREN’S LITERATURE SUBMISSION DEADLINE
  IN THE CLASSROOM     SEPTEMBER 1,2020

 High quality children’s literature is essential for enriching learning across the class-
room curriculum. For this issue of Dragon Lode, we invite authors to explore the role 
of children’s literature in developing strong readers, writers, and thinkers in K-12 con-
texts. Suggested submissions include classroom research or strategies related to teach-
ing with literature or conceptual work using literature in various forms for effective 
teaching. An alternate stance would be to present books representing diverse experi-
ences with a thematic or content focus.

SPRING 2021  OPEN THEME      SUBMISSION DEADLINE
         DECEMBER 1, 2020

 We invite manuscripts that explore contemporary issues and questions, genre study, 
literary theory, and research related to children’s literature and reading. 

GUIDELINES EMAIL MANUSCRIPTS TO: THEDRAGONLODE@GMAIL.COM

Manuscripts must be submitted electronically and should be no longer than 20 double-spaced, typed pag-
es. Use APA (6th edition) formatting. Author’s name, affiliation, mailing address, telephone and fax num-
bers, and e-mail address should be on a separate cover page. Please be judicious in the use of tables, photo-
graphs and charts. Photographs and illustrations should be sent as a separate jpeg file. Any reference to the 
author that would enable the reviewer to know the author’s identity should not appear in the manuscript.

CALL FOR MANUSCRIPTS
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AN INFINITE SPECTRUM:
CHAPTER BOOKS SHARING
CHARACTERISTICS AND DIVERSITY
OF AUTISM
Sharon Black and Terrell A. Young

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER BOOKS SHARING CHARACTERISTICS 
AND DIVERSITY OF AUTISM

  We cry, we scream, we hit out and break things.  But 
still, we don’t want you to give up on us.  Please keep battling 
alongside us.  We are the ones who are suffering the most in 
these scenes, and badly, badly want to free ourselves from 
our own chains. (Higashida, 2007, p. 104)

  This plea is from a book by 13-year-old Naoki Higashi-
da, who had never spoken but read and wrote skillfully and 
obsessively. Using an alphabet grid and a computer, he wrote 
The Reason I Jump: The Inner Voice of a Thirteen-Year-Old 
Boy with Autism (2007), an international best seller trans-
lated into more than 30 languages.  He was unable to hold 
spoken language in his mind, but he memorized the shapes 
of words, and he learned to read and spell without phonetics.  
He was highly capable with language on a page. Yet as the 
comment reveals, he had autistic meltdowns. He flapped his 
hands and arms, felt disconnection of his body with the envi-
ronment, could not relate with others socially, and sometimes 
retreated into a world of his own.  Today as a young adult, 
Naoki still does not speak, but he has become a successful 
novelist and poet. 

  As children, adolescents, or adults, some individuals 
with autism are unable to communicate with any device and 
may require extensive care throughout their lives. Some are 
brilliant in reading, writing, mathematics, science, or arts.  
And some, like Naoki, are both: He labels himself as having 
“full-on autism” (Higashida, 2017, p. 38) and requires full-
time assistance from his family members and a “helper,” but 
writes international best sellers. Autism is aptly labeled as a 
spectrum: Like the spectrum of light and color, it includes 
infinite variety, and no two are identical (see Davis, 2017).

CONTEXT
  With dramatic increases in recognition, interest, and di-
agnosis of those on the autism spectrum, students on a wide 
variety of levels with an even wider variety of characteristics 
are included in public and private school classrooms: some 
for full days (with accommodations and support if needed), 
some for part days (with time in self-contained special edu-

cation classes), and some for only a few subjects such as art, 
music, or physical education. All of them need a sense of be-
ing welcome in classrooms, and their classmates need knowl-
edge and experience to help them to understand spectrum in-
dividuals’ needs and behavior—to accept and respect them as 
valuable friends. Well told stories have power to make a dif-
ference in the ways individuals think and feel (Heath, Smith, 
& Young, 2017).  

  Children who do not have a disability are highly likely 
to focus on surface differences of a child with a disability 
rather than seeking to understand what they share with that 
child (Rieger & McGrail, 2015). The purpose of this article is 
to provide educators, parents, counselors, therapists and oth-
er advisors and caregivers with guidance in selecting books 
portraying individuals with autism authentically and appro-
priately (a) to foster awareness and promote  understanding 
of individuals with this condition (Leninger, Dykes, Prater, 
& Heath,  2010) and (b) to allow individuals with autism to 
see others on the spectrum interacting with those who are 
developing typically.  

  Rudine Sims Bishop provided a  metaphor of books for 
young readers as mirrors to examine the self, windows to see 
others, and sliding glass doors to open up new worlds and 
categories of experiences (Sims Bishop 1990, p. ix). The au-
tism spectrum is in many ways its own world; Temple Gran-
din, one of autism’s best known first-person spokespersons, 
described herself as “an anthropologist on Mars” (book title).  
To introduce the “Martian” landscape before photographing 
or mirroring it, this article will consider Sims Bishop’s meta-
phor in reverse sequence. 

  The first section provides a sliding glass door into as-
pects of autism: why and how individuals with autism ex-
perience the world differently than neurotypicals. Those 
who recommend, facilitate, and guide reading for students 
can more accurately accomplish these privileges if they have 
and can share with young readers some understanding of the 
lives these stories convey. In the following sections, specific 
books will be described as windows for typically developing 
readers and for individuals on the autism spectrum. As all ex-
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perience autism differently, windows into the experiences of 
others can be intriguing, insightful, and comforting for those 
who live on the spectrum as well as those viewing it from 
outside. Additionally these books will be considered as mir-
rors for students with autism. As Sims Bishop mentioned of 
mirrors: “Reading . . . become a means of self-affirmation”; 
she warned that those who find inadequate mirrors learn that 
“they are devalued in the society” (Sims Bishop, 1990, p. ix). 
Books portraying segments of the autism spectrum are ar-
ranged in sequence from low to high function. They have 
been chosen for upper elementary and middle school stu-
dents, approximately fourth through eighth grades. All of the 
books analyzed have won or been nominated for awards; four 
have been first place winners for the Dolly Gray Children’s 
Literature Award, which recognizes books for outstanding 
portrayal of individuals with disabilities. All but one of the 
books discussed was highly recommended by organizers of 
this competition, and that one has been selected for two oth-
er awards. All have been included on prestigious book lists 
(CLCD).

BRAIN FUNCTION
  Autism begins with the brain, and infinite variety oc-
curs within brains. The autistic brain develops and functions 
differently from the neurologically typical  brain. A process 
called neuroimaging, which enables scientists to view aspects 
of brain composition and structure, has shown that some areas 
of the autistic brain are smaller than those of more typically 
developing brains; others are larger, perhaps in a compen-
sating relationship (Grandin & Panek, 2013). For example, 
Temple Grandin, a genius with autism—its best-known re-
searcher and advocate—learned from this process that the 
left ventricle (with mathematics and language functions) of 
her brain is relatively small and the right (controlling visual, 
creative, and artistic functions) is significantly larger and bet-
ter developed (Grandin & Panek, 2013, p. 31). Grandin has 
always thought and reasoned with pictures (not with words) 
even as a scientist and inventor. She works out statistics us-
ing visual images and “sees” her inventions fully functional 
rather than working them out with “logic” (Grandin, 2006).

  In addition to the structure of the brain, communication 
signals within the brain (neurons) are also different for in-
dividuals on the autism spectrum. Grandin (2006) used an 
analogy of a large corporation with many systems of commu-
nication that are not properly “hooked up.” Striking differ-
ences within and among individuals with autism depend on 
connections that do or do not function. Grandin noted that her 
“computer cables” controlling development of concept logic 
are disconnected, so her “graphic artists” have to “form con-
cepts by associating visual details” (p. 30). This contrast in 
brain structure and connections enables some of the dramatic 
contrasts in abilities and weaknesses pictured of and mirrored 
for spectrum individuals portrayed in the books in this article. 

ATYPICAL PATTERNS AND CHARACTERISTICS
  With these neurological differences, individuals with 
autism have patterns of thought, behavior, communication, 
socialization, and self-regulation that may confuse peers and 
irritate teachers.  These differences are not their fault; they 
experience the world differently. Specific problems are men-
tioned below to make discussion of specific books easier to 
sort out and less repetitious.

  Social problems. Most individuals on the spectrum 
have difficulty with social relationships, lacking the inborn 
social antenna firmly fixed in neurotypical brains.  A teenager 
with autism lamented, “Other people can read each other’s 
minds.” The boy’s therapist explained that because his client 
doesn’t “intuitively understand” the “social rules and expec-
tations,” he struggles “to negotiate a world that seems to defy 
[his] grasp” (Pizant, 2015, p. 237). People with autism do not 
lie or deceive; they lack the necessary social sophistication. 

  Many high functioning girls eventually become skilled 
at studying and imitating neurotypicals’ social behavior. The 
girls portrayed in the books described in this article have not 
arrived at this stage; they avoid widespread and uncomfort-
able social contact, as do the boys. All are fairly accurate 
pictures for introducing peers to the social problems of in-
dividuals on the spectrum; those who suffer these problems 
themselves can find useful mirrors if they have the self-con-
fidence to laugh comfortably at themselves and be glad they 
don’t have all the problems portrayed.

  Atypical language development. Individuals on the 
autism spectrum vary dramatically in their language devel-
opment. Some never speak. Some are slow in gaining speech: 
Age four is not uncommon; age 13 is.  Very high functioning 
individuals with autism may have brains that are brilliant in 
some language areas. They read prodigiously, and most tend 
to obsess on narrow specific interests. They retain and use 
sophisticated language excessively (Mazzone, Postorino, De 
Peppo, Fatta, Lucarelli, Reale, & Vicari, 2013). But all who 
have autism have weaknesses with functional, pragmatic lan-
guage. From the American Academy of Pediatrics, Rosen-
blatt and Carbone (2013) specified, 

Pragmatic language involves skills such as pick-
ing up on body language, maintaining eye con-
tact, understanding implied meaning, using nor-
mal voice inflection and volume when speaking, 
maintaining the topic of conversation, and recog-
nizing the interest level of others in what is being 
discussed. (pp. 45-46)

  Thus the brain wiring that interferes with social func-
tion interferes with language function.  Some of the book 
characters with high functioning autism use and understand 
technical scientific language and concepts but cannot partic-
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ipate in a simple conversation in the school lunchroom. The 
language and the minds of individuals with autism are highly 
literal and concrete. They don’t respond to metaphors, irony, 
or abstract language as neurotypicals do.  The high function-
ing book characters struggle with abstract emotions that they 
don’t have the language to express—even to themselves.
  
  Sensory vulnerability. Another anomaly of the autistic 
brain is that for many the brainstem does not filter or orga-
nize sensory impressions that it receives (Notbohm, 2012). 
Dysfunction has been portrayed with a metaphor: “All the 
sights and sounds and smells around them come rushing into 
their brains like a giant wave” (Thomas 2014, n.p.). Any of 
the senses or combinations of the senses can be too strong, 
too weak, or otherwise distorted. Individuals can experience 
physical pain from bright light or loud noises, as well as acute 
discomfort from particular textures of food or clothing or 
from smells of certain foods or chemicals. Characters with 
autism described in the books have particular problems with 
school cafeterias and playgrounds, although bells or chimes, 
train rides, crowded rooms, and babies crying elsewhere in a 
home are portrayed as well. 

  Rules, routes, and routines. Because individuals with 
autism do not experience the world as neurotypicals do, they 
often suffer from insecurity and fear (Higashida, 2007; Gran-
din, 2005; Prizant, 2015; Rosenblatt & Carbone, 2013); re-
searchers have identified higher than typical anxiety levels in 
children with autism and “comorbidity with mood disorders” 
(Mazzone et al., 2013).  Experiencing sensory overload and 
inability to predict, understand, or trust other people’s behav-
ior, and frustration with functional language and additional 
breakdowns related to the spectrum, individuals with autism 
grasp for any form of regularity, predictability, or self-regu-
lation they can find (Prizant, 2015). Even very young chil-
dren arrange their toys and possessions in straight lines and 
are alarmed by minor differences in their daily routine; as 
they get older they require posted schedules at home and at 
school.  

  Individuals with autism like rules: As children they 
learn rules quickly, follow them, and get upset when others 
do not. Some study and memorize bus schedules or telephone 
directories: These listings “[follow] the same set of rules” 
(Higashida, 2007, p. 79). 
All of the characters with autism in the books introduced in 
this article have issues with routines, regularity, and rules, re-
gardless of their functioning level.  Whether they insist on the 
same breakfast every day, become angry when the classroom 
schedule changes, or scold the bus driver for disobeying traf-
fic rules, the need for order and predictability prevails. 

  Meltdowns.  One of the most dreaded experiences 
involved with the autism spectrum, the meltdown, is not a 

conscious choice made by individuals with autism; it is a 
response to a situation they cannot control or express (Not-
bohm, 2012). Often sensory issues, conflicts, frustrations, 
disappointments, disorientation, or combinations of them 
overflow in the individual’s mind and the screaming begins.  
Parents and teachers can learn to recognize a child’s indi-
vidual triggers and symptoms, and as the child matures she 
also will recognize when and why she is losing control. Sig-
nals can be worked out between adult and child/adolescent 
to allow her to go to a designated private place where she 
can deal with the stress. Low functioning characters in the 
books discussed have no control over their tantrums; some of 
the higher functioning characters learn some control, but still 
have meltdowns that embarrass and frighten family mem-
bers, friends, and themselves.  Even a very high functioning, 
gifted fifth grader will hear screaming and not realize that she 
is the one doing it.

  Several researchers have advocated criteria for qual-
ity characterization of disability in literature for children 
and young adults (Beckett, Ellison, Barrett, & Shah 2010; 
Blaska 2003). Some criteria involve evaluations of personal 
portrayal, social interactions and relationships, and exempla-
ry school and home practices. These aspect will be treated 
where appropriate in discussing the books. 

LOW-FUNCTIONING AUTISM: MESSY, NOISY, 
NON-VERBAL ORDERED DISORDER

  A qualitative study of public perceptions of autism found 
that most participants thought of “exceptional abilities that 
contravene social and developmental norms,” mentioning the 
movie Rainman or talking about highly gifted children fea-
tured on television (Huws & Jones, 2010). The wide variety 
in functioning levels needs to be recognized by individuals 
of all ages.

  In reality, many individuals with autism are low func-
tioning, requiring constant care for essential life functions. 
Many siblings must take on responsibilities that their peers 
cannot possibly understand without clear realistic pictures, 
and these young caregivers need mirrors that reflect their 
struggles and normalize their ambivalent  feelings as their 
brother or sister’s behavior interferes with their family and 
social life. “Stories provide an opportunity for students to 
learn coping skills in a safe and familiar setting”— “a cata-
lyst for change . . .   [offering] other perspectives and options 
for thoughts, feelings and behaviours”  (Heath, Sheen, Leavy, 
Young, & Money, 2005, p. 571). 

ADAM 
 Four-year-old Adam, in How to Speak Dolphin 
(Rorby, 2015), dominates the life of  his 12-year-old half-sis-
ter Lily, who has had to assume much of his care since their 
mother’s death when Adam was very young. Adam has been 
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diagnosed with autism but has not received treatment or ther-
apy, as his father has difficulty accepting Adam’s condition 
and scorns the special school available in the community. 
Lily recognizes that Adam needs treatment at the school, 
but her stepfather wants Lily to look after and clean up after 
Adam, not express her insights or ideas. 

  The story starts in the third hour of one of Adam’s melt-
downs, his only expression or communication. He is rou-
tine-bound, and when his breakfast routine has to change, 
Lily may be late for school with her hair full of oatmeal and 
her arms covered with scrapes and scratches from Adam’s 
nails. Like many children with autism, Adam has one domi-
nant all-consuming interest: he seems to care only about dol-
phins, and a small book and a movie featuring dolphins are 
the only things that can calm him. Adam’s only friend is Nou-
ri, a dolphin with cancer who Adam’s father, a human oncol-
ogist, is treating on the condition that his son can swim with 
his patient. Adam’s sensory issues are soothed by the water, 
and like many with autism he relates better with the animal 
than with humans. With Nouri, Adam does make small glints 
of progress, but more decisive changes must occur, and Lily 
and her best friend are trying their best to make them occur. 

  Readers, particularly those with a sibling or other young 
family member with low functioning autism, can easily see 
themselves in Lily’s extreme frustration with and deep love 
for her brother, understanding the pain she experiences as (a) 
her young life is controlled by Adam’s needs, (b) she wants 
him to get the help he needs, and (c) her peers reject and taunt 
her over Adam’s condition. Lily is a sympathetic character 
who faces a lot of frustration and tries hard.  Students with a 
sibling like Adam can see their own pain, conflicts, and frus-
trations mirrored in Lily; the relationship as well as Lily’s 
character are well developed, and they can benefit from shar-
ing the misery, the occasional humor, and the joy of minor 
but significant victories in Adam’s progress. Students who do 
not have a sibling with autism can benefit from the valid and 
realistic picture of the nature of Adam’s disability and strug-
gles of those who love and care for him. 

DYLAN
  Dylan, in Afterward (Mathieu, 2016), is an older 
low-functioning child who represents potential tragedy in the 
symptoms of autism. Dylan’s 16-year-old sister, Caroline, 
has agreed to watch him, but when she is distracted, he runs 
off (common in autism).  As he wanders aimlessly along a 
road, Dylan’s total lack of language and interpersonal con-
sciousness make him easy prey for a kidnapper, who has been 
keeping now-15-year-old Ethan captive for four years. Sever-
al days later, circumstances enable the police to find the kid-
napper and release the boys. Dylan is deeply traumatized but 
has only a few words (mostly copied from others). Caroline 
knows he is suffering, but he cannot communicate.  Ethan has 
a psychological block causing him to forget everything about 

Dylan before the police arrive. The book narrative alternates 
between Caroline and Ethan as they try to understand them-
selves as well as Dylan.  

  Dylan is a secondary character, and he is static. Under-
standing neither his family nor his environment, he is listless 
and unresponsive, and he melts down frequently. But who 
and what Dylan is affect the other characters in inestimable 
ways, which students familiar with low functioning autism 
will recognize in their own families and social groups.  His 
mother desperately attempts to establish the routine and nor-
malcy Dylan needs but is too traumatized to understand. His 
parents fight bitterly, his father leaves the family, and Car-
oline intertwines guilt and selfishness. The book is raw—
award winners often are.  Caroline’s combination of fear, 
love, guilt, and selfish immaturity can promote thoughtful 
consideration of ways families have to deal with disability 
and trauma, particularly for students who face comparable 
family problems. Ethan’s experience may prompt some inter-
esting discussions of victimization, duress, choice, guilt, and 
redemption as he comes to realize that Dylan is his problem 
as well as Caroline’s. 

FURTHER ON THE SPECTRUM: UNEVENMESS 
AND INCONSISTENCY

  Characters between the extremes of the spectrum are 
among the most frequently portrayed in chapter books. Most 
of these characters speak, attend public school with accom-
modations, recognize their functional differences, and strug-
gle with the effects of an atypically wired brain. 

NATALIE 
  At age 15 in 1935, Natalie’s autism was misunderstood 
and an embarrassment to her family; unfortunately some indi-
viduals on the spectrum still suffer from these attitudes today 
(Roberts & Simpson, 2016).  Her family lives on Alcatraz 
Island where their father works at the prison. Her 12-year-old  
brother, “Moose,” who narrates Al Capone Does My Shirts 
(Choldenko, 2004), dismisses her as “my sister, Natalie, ex-
cept she doesn’t count” (p. 3). 
 
  Natalie speaks in short simple sentences; she is working 
to improve her speech. Moose often has to look after Natalie, 
who tags after his gang but doesn’t really interact with them. 
Her mother hopes that going with the children will help Na-
talie come out of her own world into the real one. But Natalie 
usually occupies herself counting the buttons she has collect-
ed in a jar, lining them up in straight rows, and sometimes 
interspersing them with pebbles to make creative designs. 
When a child accidentally messes up her masterpiece, she 
curls herself into a totally silent tight ball. Irregularities like 
a train trip can send her into a screaming tantrum. Her family 
really does love Natalie; they just don’t know how to deal 
with her.  So they pretend that she is only 10.
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  But Natalie represents the extreme differences some-
times produced by an autistic brain. If someone tells her his 
birth date, she can tell him within seconds the day of the 
week he was born.  She has memorized the index of her large 
encyclopedic book of animals, and if Moose gives her the 
wrong page number for a particular topic with a particular 
animal, she can quickly correct him. Within seconds she can 
multiply two three-digit numbers in her head.

 This book is the first of an outrageous and funny 
series that kids love. In this book Al Capone, who works in 
the prison laundry, actually rescues Natalie.  After laughing at 
the adventures of Moose, Natalie, and the prison yard gang, 
students may be persuaded to do some then vs. now compar-
isons that include general attitudes toward and treatment of 
people with disabilities, as well as opportunities available to 
them.  Natalie is a growing adolescent forced by family pride 
to pretend to be four years younger—bringing about her most 
disturbing tantrum. Reviewers have described the treatment 
of Natalie’s autism using words that include sensitive, warm, 
affectionate, credible, and respective (compilation of reviews 
on CLCD), which the author (Choldenko) attributes to her 
love for her sister who has autism. Today autism is recog-
nized, researched, diagnosed, and treated with a variety of 
therapeutic interventions. But similarities as well as differ-
ences with Natalie’s experience need to be considered.

LIVVIE
  At the same age as Natalie, 14-yeart-old Livvie, in Liv-
vie Owen Lived Here (Dooley, 2010), speaks whenever she 
wants to—constantly, thoughtlessly, loudly, and late at night; 
her family gets frequent neighborly complaints. Her quirki-
ness is prominent as she narrates her own experiences. But 
despite her fluent speech, Livvie is at the level of learning to 
read -at, -op, and -ug words in her special education class, 
held in an isolated wing of a middle school. Her autistic con-
cerns for order and disregard for safety are clearly portrayed. 
The book opens with Livvie standing high on a kitchen 
counter in the middle of the night categorizing and arranging 
dishes in the cabinet—smashed glass, broken crockery, and 
a cut foot are inevitable. Rules are part of her concern with 
order—with the exception of the rule against running around 
town in the middle of the night. Exhausted and out of con-
trol after a night of running around, she refuses her parents’ 
permission to stay home and rest because skipping school is 
against the rules.

  Livvie’s hyper sensory problems are vivid and obtru-
sive. She experiences pain from loud noises, both real and 
imaginary, and would rather cough than take the slithery, 
slimy cough medicine.  When frustration  becomes unbear-
able, she melts down, screaming and smashing things, and 
angrily yells at herself in second person: “That did not hap-
pen! . . . Glass is sharp, young lady! You watch your step.” 
Individuals with autism often mix up pronouns as they strug-

gle to organize and conceptualize other people; Livvie calls 
her parents Karen and Simon, and she puts herself in the same 
impersonal sort of category. Her one friend, Georgia, from 
her special education class, is nonverbal, but communication 
between them is comfortably concrete as Georgia uses pic-
tures from her special book

  Livvie can seem like a larger-than-life character; she is 
obstinate and rude as well as dysfunctional, and some stu-
dents may dislike her.  This book might be most useful for 
individual or small group reading for students who have had 
some experience with autism and will recognize the symp-
toms as being responses to misconceptions and circumstanc-
es that are beyond Livvy’s control, although her dysfunc-
tional imagination and behavior are extreme. The picture 
for typically developing students is vivid. Effective mirrors 
are provided by Livvy’s older and younger sister, who show 
plenty of wear and tear. 

HIGHER FUNCTIONING AUTISM:
HIGH INTELLIGENCE WITH FUNCTIONAL

  Most children on the higher end of the autism spectrum 
speak fluently to express themselves and can participate in 
regular public school classrooms, with support according to 
their needs and circumstances. An intensive study regarding 
difficulties of including students with autism in general edu-
cation classrooms acknowledged, “Autism makes it difficult 
to make sense of the world, disables conventional insight 
and results in difficulty understanding and communicating 
about internal and external states and behaviour” (Roberts & 
Simpson, 2016, p. 1084). Public school students with autism 
portrayed in the chapter books have unusual strengths and 
talents but require classroom accommodations to help them 
with these problem.  School psychologists and special edu-
cation teachers provide expertise and understanding as well 
as space outside the classroom. Many—like Rose and Lester 
in this section and Caitlin and Charlie in the next—tell their 
own stories, with both humorous and poignant results.

ROSE (ROWS)
  Rose explains, “No one is sure what to do with me in 
school” (Martin, 2014, p. 82). In Rain Reign, Rose thinks 
in homonyms, prime numbers, and rules; she’s skilled and 
knowledgeable with all three, and works them into any sit-
uation or circumstance until a reader is as tired of them as 
her peers, teachers, and father have become. Rose’s autistic 
obsession with rules gets her permanently “kicked off” the 
school bus for continually and loudly reciting all the traffic 
rules that the driver fails to obey. One way she ensures order 
(a/k/a/ self-regulation) is to total up the number of letters is 
each new name she encounters to test for a prime number: 
A new acquaintance may be referred to repeatedly as “John 
47.” Rose counters stress by reciting lists of prime numbers, 
and combats insomnia by counting backwards from 500 by 
3s. For her third passion, she has compiled a detailed list of 
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rules homonyms must follow to be admitted to her exten-
sive collection. Additionally, Rose is a good observer, who 
records visual, geographic, and mathematical details, which 
she expresses effectively in the highly concrete terms typical 
of an individual on the spectrum.

  While puzzling over Rose’s eccentric talents in mathe-
matics and linguistics, the school must also cope with her so-
cial and sensory disasters.  The aide who accompanies Rose 
throughout the day recruits students to be their “lunchroom 
buddies” and suggests that Rose prepare questions to ask 
them. Rose complies: “I live in a house that faces northeast. 
. . . Which directions do your houses face?” Rose has a melt-
down in the hallway when a peer disobeys a class rule, but 
later in the same hallway she comforts a deeply distressed 
classmate by reciting her newest pair of homonyms.  

  Rain Reign is funny in places, sad in places, and frus-
trating in still others.  It can be moving as Rose matures in 
situations requiring empathy and sacrifice. Common symp-
toms of autism are vividly and sometime humorously por-
trayed.  Rose can be a sympathetic character, an irritating 
character, and a memorable individual on the spectrum. But 
she and her autistic characteristics are easy to process and 
remember.  A group of almost any size can benefit from read-
ing her account, as can individual readers. As with the other 
books portraying a character with autism, use of this book as 
a mirror for a young person with autism should be undertak-
en only in consultation with parents and with counselors or 
therapists who work with that child. A study of loneliness in 
high functioning children with autism (such as Rose) showed 
deep and intense feelings of loneliness with atypical connec-
tions of that loneliness to perceptions of having friends. The 
peer perceptions of Rose’s awkwardness and isolation could 
be upsetting for some of them (Bauminger & Kasari, 2000).

LESTER
  Lester, star of Superstar (Davis, 2017), is another stu-
dent the school doesn’t know “what to do with,” and Lester 
certainly doesn’t know what to do with the school. A study 
of students with autism in inclusive classrooms found one 
of the major challenges of students with autism  in public 
schools to be “interaction with the school environment, and 
consequent student problem behaviour” (Roberts & Simp-
son, 2016, p, 1084). Previously homeschooled, Lester must 
go (kicking and screaming) into public school for fifth grade 
when his widowed mother must take a job. Neither Lester nor 
his mother sees significant signals in his hypersensitivity to 
noises and crowds; obsession with schedules, systems, and 
rules; disinterest in other children; and single-minded passion 
for science and research. Lester rocks, runs, or melts down 
when he is upset, but home schooling can be easily adapted.

  Frantic reading in the public library doesn’t prepare Les-
ter for school’s realities: the mocking of classroom bullies, 

the ear-splitting chaos of the cafeteria, the jungle culture of 
recess, unreliable classroom schedules, and rules that prohib-
it running into and down the hall  to escape tension.  Melt-
downs occur when, as Lester describes, “it feels like a crazy 
mix of chemicals is bubbling up inside me” (p. 121). But with 
the unevenness typical of autism, Lester is gifted in under-
standing science and conducting research.  His painstaking 
research, hypotheses, analysis, empirical testing, and statisti-
cal reporting win him the school’s science fair trophy, though 
they wear out Lester’s mother and only real friend, Abby, in 
the process. When Lester is finally tested and diagnosed with 
autism, recognized best practices are followed. His teacher, 
the principal, and the special education teacher, along with 
Lester’s mother work out a special set of rules—just for Les-
ter—that provide flexible opportunities for him to relieve his 
sensory overload as well as his fears and tensions in private 
places.  With these accommodations, social disasters lessen 
somewhat.

  Lester, like Rose, has both strengths and weaknesses and 
can be funny, sympathetic, and frustrating.  Both have con-
spicuous characteristics and behaviors of autism that students 
who have encountered individuals on the spectrum, particu-
larly in their family, school, or neighborhood contexts, will 
recognize.  Both struggle with the mysteries of communica-
tion and socialization.  Rose is unselfish in peculiar selfish 
ways, and ultimately she makes a painful and very unselfish 
decision. Lester learns to apply his scientific talents to some-
thing his schoolmates value, and eventually he too make an 
unselfish choice. At the end of the books both find some de-
gree of friendship and acceptance. 

  Pictures provided by characterization are sympathetic 
enough that neurotypical students can understand some of 
the reasons Lester and Rose behave as they do if some previ-
ous discussion of autism is provided.   Discussing how other 
characters in the book treat the individuals on the spectrum 
can turn pictures into mirrors as they discuss examples and 
nonexamples of understanding and compassionate treatment. 
Mirrors for students with autism can be useful if handled 
with sensitivity and a collaborative teacher-parent-counselor 
(Roberts & Simpson, 2016).

HIGHER STILL: GIFTEDNESS
COMBINED WITH AUTISM

  Some individuals with autism are highly gifted academ-
ically, scientifically, or artistically, but they still have autism; 
they struggle with the same or similar problems with those 
elsewhere on the spectrum.

CAITLIN
  When asked which aspects in the school environ-
ment were challenging for them, students who participated 
in a study listed, in addition to noise and crowded places, 
that they could not move around when they needed to and 
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that routines often changed without prior warning (Roberts 
& Simpson, 2016). Despite outstanding  talents in reading 
and visual art, fifth grader Caitlin, in Mockingbird (Erskine, 
2010), has as much difficulty dealing with these challenges 
as Rose and Lester. 

  Caitlin’s reading level is so high that it can’t be charted, 
and she remembers all that she reads.  When she decides to 
learn more about the human heart, she reads more than 30 
adult books and understands them.  But as she struggles to 
find something called “closure” after the death of her older 
brother Devon, no book or counselor can help her compre-
hend the emotions and abstractions her autistic mind refuses 
to process. Caitlin has depended on Devon to understand, 
assist, guide, and love her. Her father, a widower, is too dis-
tracted with his own grief for Devon to notice hers. Caitlin 
draws to explore her world, but she will not paint or use other 
media with color: A world in black and white is easier for her 
to understand: Colors vary, and they blend—”no blurry stuff 
. . . It’s easier to see that way” (p. 139). 

  Caitlin is as immature with personal relationships as she 
is advanced with reading.  “The stuff inside [books] doesn’t 
change. . . .Books are not like people.  Books are safe” (p. 
34). To add to instability, Caitlin’s overactive senses enable 
her to see things others don’t see and hear things others don’t 
hear (e.g., conversation behind closed doors). Recess is a dai-
ly nightmare: The noise is torture, the crowding and activity 
overwhelming. Other students notice her only to mock her. 
Standing alone, she seeks comfort by sucking on her sleeves. 
She does bond with a first grade boy whose mother was killed 
in the same school shooting as Caitlin’s brother; she wants 
no other friendships.  Her counselor tries to understand her 
but rarely does. Caitlin has meltdowns, which can bubble out 
unbidden and unexpected.  
 
  Mockingbird is a sensitive book, and Caitlin is a sym-
pathetic character. The author takes readers inside Caitlin’s 
mind to show her confusion, her fears and insecurities, her 
loneliness, and her desperate search for meaning in her seem-
ingly meaningless world. During the narrative she begins to 
emerge from aspects of this world. Gradually she stumbles 
toward a sense of closure, but the process is frustrating and 
slow. Eventually her art teacher for the following year gives 
Caitlin a gift: a new sketch pad and a box of pastels. “I know, 
he says, you don’t like colors.  But I thought you might be 
ready to give them a try” (p. 230). 
 
  Students who have or have family members or friends 
with high functioning autism will benefit from Caitlin’s jour-
ney toward closure, although it is extremely painful in Kath-
ryn Erskine’s stunning portrayal. The picture and the mirror 
are troubling, but the sliding glass door is potentially life 
changing.

CHARLIE
  Charlie, in The Someday Birds (Pla, 2017), has much 
in common with Caitlin: Advanced reading and memory, 
striking art talent, “super senses”  (p. 42), advanced language 
with poor functional communication, and inability to relate 
socially or emotionally with others. Charlie adds obsessive 
compulsive disorder (OCD) to his autism, broadening and in-
tensifying his problems with interpersonal relations, desper-
ate attachment to routine, and fear of anything unexpected or 
unknown.  Charlie’s story is focused on family experience, as 
Charlie, his bossy older sister, and his heedless younger twin 
brothers cross the country in a cramped, decrepit old camper 
driven by a pink-haired, blue-wigged, oddly dressed Bosnian 
woman, Ludmilla, who has a mysterious connection to their 
critically injured father.  

  Charlie’s OCD is treated with gentle humor.  Washing 
his hands requires soaping and rinsing 12 times, once for ev-
ery year of his life.  This is not possible living out of a camper 
and depending on public restrooms—Charlie’s specific 1-5 
rating system ranks many of them below 2. Charlie longs for 
an opportunity to feel “100 handwashings of calm” (p. 212). 
In restaurants he eats only chicken nuggets, which he ensures 
are “displayed properly”  (p. 82) so he can eat them system-
atically. Uncharacteristically, he loves the adopted  mangy, 
dirty, germy dog, Tiberius; but individuals on the autism 
spectrum generally love animals, preferring them to people.

  Charlie is among the high functioning individuals with 
autism who fixate on a particular interest, use their advanced 
reading and memory skills to become experts in the area, fo-
cus most of their time and energy on it, and talk constantly 
about it in language their peers (and some of their teachers) 
cannot understand.  Charlie has become an 11-year-old bird 
scientist.  It seems all he can think about or talk about (aside 
from hating travel, dirt, and germs) is birds.  He draws them 
with careful scientific detail as well as aesthetic grace. He 
converses naturally with professional scientists: an astro-
physicist, a museum ornithologist, and “my bird guru idol.”  
These professionals share their some of their equipment and 
research with Charlie; all impressed by Charlie’s artwork as 
well as his knowledge and his mind. 

  Author Sally J. Pla thought she was portraying charac-
teristics of her autistic son in Charlie, but as the character 
emerged she felt like he was coming from the inside out.  
While the book was in publication, she had herself tested: 
She has joined her son and Charlie on the  autism spectrum. 
Readers who respond thoughtfully to pictures of Charlie’s 
amusing frustrations and adventures may feel that they hear 
Sally Pla laughing at her own image in her mirror.
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CONCLUSION
TEMPLE

  At school, Temple Grandin liked playing pranks and 
practical jokes: She reasoned them through like a scientific 
experiment and enjoyed being able to fool others. In 
temple Grandin: How the Girl Who Loved Cows Embraced 
Autism and Changed the World by Sy Montgomery (2012) 
introduces Temple’s highly neurodiverse personality, chal-
lenges, frustrations, needs, and genius as she struggled at a 
time when neurodiversity hadn’t yet entered laboratories. 
Initially diagnosed as brain damaged, Temple was one of the 
first adults to identify herself as autistic (Silberman, 2015). 
With Temple opening up to her completely and allowing her-
self to be recognized as a co-author, Montgomery probed into 
aspects of Temple’s early life (including school peer inter-
views), details of her schooling disasters and eventually suc-
cesses, experiences in a lifetime of inventiveness and inven-
tions, descriptions of her multiple careers and contributions, 
and personal information concerning people, relationships, 
and—yes—cattle. Students can enjoy and learn much from 
this detailed, well written biography.

OTHER HIGH FUNCTIONING INDIVIDUALS
ON THE SPECTRUM

  As a boy, mathematics/linguistics savant Daniel Tammet 
(2006) begged his teachers for extra mathematics challeng-
es and history books because he found the numbers and the 
names, dates, and other lists in history consistent and predict-
able—unlike people. In his first internationally recognized 
book of personal reflection, 13-year-old Naoki Higashida 
(2007) acknowledged the same attraction of letters and print-
ed words. In the fiction books cited, Caitlin prefers books 
to people and Charlie prefers birds to people with the same 
rationale. The individual on the spectrum craves order and 
predictability, and the autistic brain does not find order and 
predictability in  the behavior and relationships of people. 
Whether working with dependable numbers, typing consis-
tent letters and words into a computer, observing the predict-
able habits of birds, or watching for the predictable results of 
a prank, the individual with autism must be able to observe 
and reason in consistent, predictable contexts. 
 
  Tammet, Higashida, and Grandin are individuals who 
have learned to maximize their strengths and deal with their 
particular needs; books by and about them are highly recom-
mended for advanced and interested readers.  Characters in 
appropriate literature can bring autism spectrum experiences 
to  a wide variety of curious, concerned, and compassionate 
upper elementary and middle grade individuals and allow 
some who struggle with these difficulties to hold up a mirror 
and laugh at themselves. At age 23 Higashida (2017) con-
cluded, “Whether or not we have lots of friends, every single 
one of us is the main protagonist of our own existence”  and 
all must “follow and be true to our singular path through life” 
(p. 76). Students who relate to and respect the strengths and 

challenges of individuals on the autism spectrum (including 
themselves) through carefully selected literature can progress 
toward facilitating this right. 

  Rudine Sims Bishop expressed, 

“Those of us who are children’s literature enthusi-
asts tend to be somewhat idealistic, believing that 
some book, some story, some poem can speak to 
each individual child, and that if we have the time 
and resources, we can find that book and help to 
change that child’s life, if only for a brief time, 
and only for a tiny bit.” (Sims Bishop, p. xi)
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  Reading children’s literature can assist cognitive devel-
opment in children. (Isabell, Sobol, Lindauer, & Lowrance, 
2004; Koss, 2015). Children learn at different paces; there-
fore, the exposure to text may vary from learner to learner. 
For gifted children, early exposure to books can be an entry-
way into a world of academia (RBCL, 2019). They begin to 
expand their knowledge in a range of areas through reading. 
This is not the same experience for children with learning 
disabilities. A reading disability will hinder academic growth 
in multiple subjects. If the child cannot read, he/she will not 
be able to read the concepts from other subjects (Berkeley & 
Larsen, 2018). Children’s literature can become a resource 
for other subjects in children with learning disabilities be-
cause the text presents information at easier reading levels.
 
  Although there are major differences in the progres-
sion of reading, the physical act of reading has been shown 
to improve language complexity and comprehension in all 
children (Hoskyn, & Swanson, 2000). Once children are able 
to interpret text, comprehension can be increased by seeing 
the words and understanding the words have meaning (Isa-
bell, Sobol, Lindauer, et.al., 2004). The brain processes writ-
ten words by translating the letters into meaningful ideas. 
Whether children are reading the printed words or are listen-
ing to someone read, children begin to experience vocabulary 
which fosters communication. Vocabulary is a key compo-
nent in comprehending (Brusnighan & Folk, 2012). If the 
reader is not familiar with words, comprehension will be lost.

  Language development is an essential component of 
higher-order cognitive processes (Butterfuss & Kendeou, 
2018). Children begin to deepen their understanding of what 
is being read when their vocabulary is broadened. There are 
also direct causal relationships between reading and writing 
abilities (Serafini & Moses, 2014). The printed words are 
symbols for both receiving and transmitting communication. 
The child can gain information from reading text and can 
convey information through writing. According to Butterfuss 
and Kendeou (2018), exposure to written words improves 
orthography by learners becoming familiar with spelling 

patterns and phonics rules. In addition to the connection be-
tween reading and orthography is the connection to advanced 
writing skills. As children engage in reading, imagination is 
stimulated. This translates into the child’s ability to describe 
with richer detail and provide more vivid words in writing. 
The reader begins to see images represented by the written 
words in reading and develops an ability to convey descrip-
tive and clear messages through writing. 

  According to Isabell, Sobol, Lindauer, et.al. (2004), the 
love of learning through reading begins in the early years of 
life. Children ages three to five years old who are read to 
on a consistent basis acquire enriched literacy skills. Chil-
dren learn that books are resources which communicate in-
formation. Children’s picturebooks typically communicate a 
fictitious story. A moral or simple plot is often intertwined 
in emergent readers (Wang & Goldberg, 2017). At an early 
age, children begin to understand books convey messages. As 
children progress in reading, books take on different roles for 
children. Books may still be used to teach, but are not limited 
to simple ideas. For many academically advanced children, 
books become resources for learning. Books are the direct 
pathway to obtaining new information. Below is a brief au-
tobiography of an identified gifted, eighth grade student. The 
author shares how children’s literature prepared her for a love 
for learning.

  Charlotte Tyche 8th grade. Literature has impacted my 
life in great ways. My mom loves to tell me stories about how 
I learned all my letters when I was 3 years old; she says that 
when I realized those letters came together to form words, 
the world unlocked for me and I was able to gather all the 
information I craved. 

  I had a thirst for knowledge on all sorts of topics includ-
ing dinosaurs, insects, birds, biology, and an assortment of 
strange facts. I could never get enough. We visited the library 
often, and it was not uncommon for me to come home toting 
upwards of eight or nine books. As I got older my interests 
changed but my love of reading never did.

  When I was 11, I received a first place ribbon at a Sci-
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ence Olympiad competition. I remember standing on the 
stage, grinning as I held up my first of many trophies. I went 
on to receive many first place awards even at state level. 
None of this would have been possible if literature had not 
been in my life when I was younger. Without the existence of 
books in my life, as random and seemingly extraneous as the 
selection may have seemed, I would have never known about 
this passion I have for scientific facts.

  Today, I continue to develop an interest in various cate-
gories of biology from biophysics to zoology to neuroscience, 
expanding my knowledge through textbooks and articles has 
become my latest hobby. There is still so much more to learn 
and discover and that is why I continue to have a love for 
reading.

  Students traditionally are identified as gifted through 
aptitude and/or achievement tests. Both these measures are 
heavily focused on reading abilities (Cramond, 2004). In oth-
er words, students who are identified as gifted learners are 
usually good readers. Often, gifted children are raised in a 
supportive, literacy-rich environment where learning to read 
comes as naturally as learning to speak. The frequent expo-
sure to text instills a natural connection to literacy. Reading 
instruction does not necessarily begin with sound and word 
play for gifted children. Speaking, seeing, and reading words 
are understood by the reader through holistic approaches; I 
hear and say the word. I see the word, I can now read the 
word (Cramond, 2004). 

  Learning is grounded on the child’s ability to read (Stet-
ter & Hughes, 2010). In the primary grades, children are 
taught how to read the words in books. By the time children 
enter the upper grades of elementary school they are often no 
longer taught how to read, but expected to learn from reading 
(Nouwens, Groen, Kleemans, & Verhoeven, 2018). Children 
with learning disabilities are at a disadvantage of being able 
to learn due to the transition from “learning to read” in the 
primary grades to “reading to learn” in the upper elementary 
grades. Stetter and Hughes (2010) suggest educators spend 
more time teaching students how to read. By focusing on 
phonemic awareness, decoding, and story grammar, a foun-
dation for comprehension is laid. Children with learning dis-
abilities often do not have as well developed sense of story 
grammar in comparison to non-learning disabled peers (Stet-
ter & Hughes, 2010).  By reinforcing these essential skills 
throughout the grade levels, children are more likely to de-
velop in literacy. 

  Children in upper grades are expected to be able to 
read and comprehend at a higher and more complex level. 
Decoding skills becomes more automatic with practice in 
each grade level; therefore, by the time the child is in high 
school, the child is expected to be fluent in both decoding 

and in meaning (Nouwens, Groen, Kleemans, et. al., 2018). 
The more proficient the reader becomes, the more advanced 
comprehension becomes. This is because the focus is not on 
how to read, rather it is on what is being read. 

  Children with learning disabilities are often stuck in a 
cycle between not being able to read and not performing ac-
ademically at the designated grade level (Berkeley & Lars-
en, 2018). Often, these children will struggle with expanding 
their understanding of text because they are not experiencing 
what the book is conveying. According to Fishley, Konrad, 
and Hessler (2017), almost every subject studied in school 
requires a significant amount of reading. In other words, if 
children struggle in reading, they will struggle in all subjects 
because all subjects require reading skills.  As a result, while 
these children are cognitively capable of learning, they of-
ten lag behind their peers in academics (Villanueva, Taylor, 
Therrien & Hand, 2012). Below is a brief autobiography of 
a high school student who struggled in school due to her in-
ability to read. She reflects on how she was able to eventually 
teach herself reading and comprehension skills through the 
use of children’s books.
 
  Payton Pratt 11th grade. My experience with children’s 
literature was not typical. I have struggled with a learning 
disability my whole life. Learning never came really easy for 
me. I can learn, but I need much more time to process before 
I “get it”. When other children were reading words, I was 
still trying to figure out the letter sounds. I remember look-
ing around my elementary classroom and seeing all the boys 
and girls quietly reading books. They seemed so interested 
in what they were reading. I repeatedly tried to read like the 
others in my class, but the books were always too hard for 
me. My reading level was significantly lower than my peers. 
When I was in the sixth grade, I was reading at a first grade 
level. I remember thinking I would never catch up. I always 
wanted to read like everyone else, but it was pointless. I could 
not do it.  The school library did not carry many books on my 
low level, so I often would not even bother checking books 
out. 

  My story of how children’s literature impacted my life 
started one day while I was in the sixth grade. I found a book 
in the cafeteria. It was not a library book and there was no 
name in it, so I picked it up. It was a children’s chapter book. 
As I flipped my finger across the pages, I noticed I knew how 
to read most of the words. The book was part of The Magic 
Treehouse series by Mary Pope Osborn. I remember reading 
the first page and immediately being surprised on how suc-
cessful I felt. I could read all the words without any problems. 
The chapters were short and the storyline was cute. I remem-
ber sitting in the cafeteria and reading page after page and 
actually remembering what I was reading. That was the first 
day I had ever read a complete chapter of any book. I contin-

THE ROLE OF CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IN THE LIVES OF CHILDREN WITH DIVERSE LEARNING ABILITIES

THE DRAGON LODE // 38:2 // 2020

19



The Dragon Lode Volume 38, Number 2, pp 18-21, 2020. © CL/R SIG ISSN 1098-6448

ued to read and within a week, I had finished the book. I know 
reading a child’s chapter book may not seem like a big ac-
complishment, but for me it was a pivotal moment in my life. 

  I learned that day, I am capable! I always thought there 
was something wrong with me because I never was able to 
comprehend what I was reading. I thought my learning dis-
ability prevented me from reading.  It took a simple book to 
show me I can read and comprehend.  I just always tried to 
read like everyone else.  I learned that I was always compar-
ing my reading abilities with my peers and I was not going 
to be successful if I was trying to read like everyone else. I 
needed to start where I was able to comprehend. The next 
day, I asked the librarian about the book series and she or-
dered many more for me. With each book I read, I read it a 
little faster. I am currently in high school and I am an excel-
lent reader. Since that day many years ago, I have read many 
more books and my grades in my classes have improved dras-
tically. I am not a failure anymore and I know it is because I 
learned how to read at my level and ability. 
 
  Children’s literature has impacted my life because it 
gave me a place to start my reading journey. I was not ready 
to read books at my grade level and I really did not ever think 
about children’s books being any different. Children’s liter-
ature helped me learn to comprehend at my level and I was 
slowly able to work my way up. 

CONCLUSION
  The journey of learning does not look the same for ev-
eryone. This is because children are diverse in so many ways. 
Home life, natural abilities, motivation, and confidence are 
just a few of the ways children are unique in their learning 
experiences. Both child authors in this article share different 
experiences about how books have shaped their lives. The 
pathways to achieving academic success are very different, 
but ultimately both authors acknowledge how vital children’s 
literature was in shaping who they are today. Gifted learners 
to children with learning disabilities can use children’s litera-
ture as a means to expanding their learning levels.
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IN THESE TIMES
  At the end of January 2020, learning that my author 
visit to a school in Shanghai would be postponed due to the 
coronavirus outbreak in China, I wrote some poems of com-
fort for the families there. It didn’t occur to me that families 
here—and all over the world— might be experiencing the 
same needs a couple of months later. When our own COVID 
problems surfaced in the United States, I thankfully had these 
poems ready to share with teachers, librarians, and families.

  “Bear” is the first of my three poems of comfort. The 
intended audience for this poem is young children, who learn 
bad news mainly by picking up on nonverbal cues: our wor-
ried looks, our anxious voices, and other unusual behaviors 
(such as, in the poem, the fact that “Grandma hugs way too 
tight”). 

  In the first few drafts of this poem, I made Bear the 
strong one and the child speaker the one who needed reas-
suring. I wrote, “Bear tells me / that we’re still safe. / Bear 
says / we’ll be all right.” Later, though, I decided that the 
child should be the strong and hopeful one. It’s important to 
remind children that they can be strong; they can take the 
lead and help others. It’s also important to remind them that 
adults can be scared sometimes, so that they will not panic if 
the adults in their lives show worry and fear.

  My second poem of comfort, “Look for Birds,” focus-
es on providing calm and perspective to older children and 
adults. This poem acknowledges that bad things happen—
and asks readers to look beyond our unfortunate circum-
stances. It encourages us all to think more globally while also 
searching for goodness and normalcy in our everyday lives, 
even in such small things as the presence of birds.

 

  Apparently, many people have been looking for birds 
in the pandemic; “there’s a surge in interest in birdwatch-
ing right now.” According to an article in the Washington 
Post, the number of people participating in the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology’s annual “Global Big Day” of birdwatching 
in May increased by 45 percent. If you’d like to introduce 
your students to birdwatching, an easy first step is sharing 
the bird-themed videos in the YouTube series by Amy Lud-
wig VanDerwater where she introduces to us to exploring and 
writing about nature. Follow one of her bird videos with her 
book Every Day Birds, a fully-illustrated picture book that 
features poems and descriptions of twenty North American 
birds. Or, for older children, look for Superlative Birds by 
Leslie Bulion. Both of these books are available in digital 
format as well as print.
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  My third poem of comfort is meant to be a gift to tired 
families. When we’re anxious, many of us have trouble fall-
ing asleep and staying asleep. “I Listen” tells us to listen to 
the sounds around us when we wake up in the middle of the 
night—and then go back to sleep. The sound of the refriger-
ator, the heater, and our own breathing can soothe us and lull 
us back to sleep if we allow it. We don’t need to be afraid, and 
we don’t need to wake anyone else in the house. 

 

  Every April, students all over the world put poems in 
their pockets for “Poem in Your Pocket Day,” a holiday made 
popular by the Academy of American Poets. The poems that 
children choose for their pockets are often silly poems chosen 
somewhat randomly. Not to discount the importance of silly 
poems, but: what if children carried poems of comfort with 
them every day instead, poems deliberately chosen by them-
selves and decorated digitally or by hand? 

  This year, many schools skipped the celebration due 
to time and logistical issues. This summer, or when school 
resumes—either in-person or online—let’s consider starting 
with a Poem in Your Pocket Week. The process of looking 
for a poem will engage children naturally in meaningful read-
ing. They are often obsessed with determining “favorites,” so 
it’s quite possible that they’ll read a dozen poems or more, 
without any prodding, in their search for a poem that they 
want to carry around. For some children, a poem of comfort 
might be a poem about a favorite food; for others, it might 
be a poem about animals, or family, or sports. You can refer 

students to the Pomelo Books Pinterest page, where they’ll 
find more than 300 engaging poems. If they don’t find a poem 
that they like, they might at least find something that inspires 
them to write one of their own. Decorating a poem on an in-
dex card (or designing a digital postcard), will build their art 
(and technology) skills and give them a sense of ownership 
of a favorite piece of text. And most important, carrying their 
own pocket poem will give them a small piece of comfort 
whenever they need hope—something, actually, that we all 
could use in these times. 
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INTRODUCTION
  By providing college students with direct experience in 
dialoguing with middle school students around issues pre-
sented in It’s Your World: Get Informed, Get Inspired, and 
Get Going (Clinton, 2015), this project provided transfor-
mative student learning experiences.  It’s Your World was a 
mentor text for both groups of participants to gain a deeper 
understanding of issues facing the world around them— and 
invited them to consider how to make a difference. The text 
was selected because it dealt with issues surrounding the top-
ics of poverty, homelessness, gender equity, school, environ-
mental issues, endangered animals, and individual rights, pro-
viding content for the project and encouraging peers to take 
action on these matters.  As the middle school and pre-service 
educators read case studies from the book about individuals 
who have made substantial changes in their families, their 
communities, and in our country, students were inspired to 
take action to do their part to make our world a better place. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
  Since Fall 2012, the author has served as university li-
aison for the TEENS FOR LITERACY™ program in an ur-
ban school in the southeastern United States. Baugh (2017) 
notes that a “comprehensive reading program incorporates 
effective instruction, multiple resources, and a wide variety 
of experiences to help each student achieve optimal reading 
progress every year” (p. 229-30). Cervetti and Hiebert (2019) 
explain that “readers use their knowledge to fill out mean-
ing and make connections in a text, and these connections 
help readers form local and global understandings about the 
text” (p. 499). As a result of their collaboration with college 
students, the TEENS FOR LITERACY™ middle school stu-
dents branched out to cultivate advanced reading comprehen-
sion skills, connect as a community of learners, and inspire 
their peers to participate in literacy endeavors.

PROJECT PARTICIPANTS
 “TEENS FOR LITERACY™”
Students & Program Model

  The TEENS FOR LITERACY™ partnership was de-
veloped between the university and an urban middle school 

eight years ago as a community outreach initiative. A group 
of middle school students are chosen each year by the school 
counselor to serve as a literacy leadership team at the school. 
The students participate in a variety of literacy-focused ac-
tivities, such as a Banned Book Week field trip to the local 
public library, in which they research and read excerpts from 
once censored literature to library patrons. Other projects in-
clude the creation of video book trailers and introduction of 
local children’s book authors to the school community. 
 

College of Education Living-Learning
Community Course

  In a Living-Learning Community, students with similar 
interests and goals have the opportunity to live together and 
study together in the context of university housing. The Col-
lege of Education LLC is designed for students who are inter-
ested in becoming teachers or have career goals that involve 
with children. Students are provided with information about 
the LLC and can register for a special section of “Investi-
gating Critical & Contemporary Issues in Education.”  This 
section is a hybrid, flipped classroom format and included 
those with an interest in Early Childhood, Middle Grades, 
and Health and Physical Education.  

DATA SOURCES, EVIDENCE,
OBJECTS, AND MATERIALS

Project Overview
  This initiative entailed exchanging hand-written letters 
with middle school students around issues presented in the 
book over the course of a semester. Issues surrounding the 
topics of poverty, homelessness, gender equity, school, envi-
ronmental issues, endangered animals, and individual rights 
were content for the social justice project.   Students add-
ed “pledge stickers” to a large chart paper as they continued 
reading to document their commitment to social justice is-
sues and encouraged peers to take action.  This was displayed 
for the school community.

Pen-Pal Dialogue and College Student
Visits to Middle School

  University students spent the semester exchanging 
hand-written letters on notebook paper with middle school 

STRENGTHENING MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS’ COMMITMENT TO SOCIAL JUSTICE ISSUES

THE DRAGON LODE // 38:2 // 2020

24



The Dragon Lode Volume 38, Number 2, pp 24-28, 2020. © CL/R SIG ISSN 1098-6448

student literacy leaders, sharing insights about school, read-
ing, writing, college life and on issues presented in It’s Your 
World: Get Informed, Get Inspired, and Get Going (Clinton, 
2015).  The professors served as intermediaries, ensuring that 
the letters were successfully exchanged between university 
and middle school students at regular intervals. 

  The exchange of several sets of pen-pal letters followed 
between the university students and the middle school stu-
dents. One college student wrote that “Even though I am a 
long way from home, I am enjoying college.  It is opening my 
mind to new ideas and new cultures that I have not learned 
about before.  I am looking forward to reading these different 
sections of the book with you and learning more about op-
portunities for girls to pursue an education, the issues that are 
important to talk about today in terms of how they affect our 
world, how people around the world persevere in the face of 
adversity, and what steps we can take to help make the world 
a better place.”  

  In one of the pen-pal letters, a middle school student 
shared how “. . .we read the author’s idea of making the 
world a better place.  My idea of making the world a better 
place is to take care of the environment, parks, and the com-
munity…clean up and recycle so you can live in a healthy 
community and everyone can breathe fresh air. I would also 
like to end poverty . . .put the homeless in a home and give 
them the education they never had.  Nobody will have to fend 
for themselves. . .I will also give pets from the shelter (to 
those) who dream of having a real family.  What is your idea 
of a better world?”  

  Another middle school student shared the following 
with his pen-pal: “After reading about these experiences, I 
can see why these middle school students in the book want 
to make the world a better place for herself, her family, and 
her friends. No one deserves to live in fear of violence and in 
a place where this kind of war is just their daily life experi-
ence. Kids should be able to learn, play, and feel safe without 

worrying about violence.  The focus should be on your family 
and friends, enjoying your hobbies, and trying your best and 
learning as much as you can in school to make a better life for 
yourself and the people that you care about.” Students were 
engaged in writing for an authentic audience. 

  College students visited the middle school students on 
five occasions throughout the semester. They presented 3-2-1 
mini-lessons on sections of the book throughout the course 
of the semester.  They asked the middle school students to 
re-read a portion of the text and unpack 3 items they learned, 
2 questions that they had regarding the material, and 1 action 
item that they can implement in their school or community 
about the issue.  This format enabled pre-service educators 
to design and facilitate mini-lessons on the topics covered 
in the book.  Students were invited to consider the role that 
teachers “play in facilitating productive discussions that si-
multaneously serve students’ learning needs and content ac-
quisition while also developing their literacy knowledge and 
skill” (Ford-Connors & Robertson, 2017, p.131).

  TEENS FOR LITERACY™ students were also asked 
to consider the following ideas that the pre-service educators 
generated:

• Before your reading of It’s Your World, how would 
you have defined poverty? How has that definition 
changed after your time with the book? 

• In your opinion, what are some of the similarities 
and differences between poverty in the United States 
and poverty in the rest of the world? 

• Why is attending school sometimes a challenge for 
children all over the world? 

• Consider what you’ve learned about the global sta-
tus of girls and women. In what ways does gender 
impact the lives and opportunities of females in 
many places throughout the world? 

• Do you know your own family’s history of health-re-
lated issues? Of those, is there something you are 
choosing to work hard to prevent in yourself? 

  Throughout It’s Your World, different websites are 
suggested that students can visit if they would like to learn 
more about a particular challenge or a particular solution 
addressed in the book. For example, organizations working 
to increase access to education include pencilsofpromise.org 
and roomtoread.org/students. In addition, organizations that 
are working to fight hunger include thefooddrivekid.org and 
nokidhungry.org. Students researched these additional web-
sites to learn more about the topic and how they can make a 
difference. Finally, change.org is a website that students were 
introduced to as a platform where one can launch a petition to 
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raise awareness or advocate for a change in an area that they 
feel is personally important.

       
ANNOTATING THE TEXT

  This was followed by the “Knew-New-Q” activity 
(Gambrell, 2014), where middle school students annotated 
the text.  If the information in the text was content that they 
already knew, students placed a “K” in the margin. If the in-
formation was new to them, students placed an “N” in the 
margin.  If students had a question regarding a portion of the 
text, students placed a “Q” in the margin.  Afterwards, stu-
dents shared their reflections with a peer and wrote a sentence 
to solidify their “Knew-New-Q” insights. A chart detailing 
several of these annotations is included below:

BUILDING UPON THE TEXT:
TECHNOLOGY-BASED

MINI-TEACHING DEMONSTRATIONS
  In order to build upon the reading of the text, the college 
students selected issues discussed in the book. The pre-ser-
vice educators wrote short scripts, rehearsed, and recorded 
the scenarios on iPads around the theme of bullying.  The 
video clips consisted of scenarios that could occur in school 
or in the community, and the middle school students were 
asked how they would respond after viewing the video.  This 
provided the college students with an opportunity to lead the 
mini-lesson and facilitate a discussion as future educators.
 

  Collaboratively, we wanted to develop a project on the 
middle school campus or in the neighborhood. Social action 
activities such as planting a tree around the school campus, 
a clean-up day, a food drive, recycling efforts, and posters 
to display messages about issues presented in the book were 
subsequently implemented by the teens. The middle school 
students also created a display in the school library with the 
It’s Your World book as well as books geared towards ele-
mentary school students on these issues.  Books included in 
the display included the following texts: Separate is Never 
Equal: Sylvia Mendez and her Family’s Fight for Desegre-
gation (Tonatiuh, 2014), Drum Dream Girl: How one Girl’s 
Courage Changed Music (Engle, 2015), and Emmanuel’s 
Dream: The True Story of Emmanuel Ofosu Yeboah (Thomp-
son, 2015).

RESULTS
  An interactive chalk talk activity with post-it notes fol-
lowed to reflect upon how students’ opinions on the value 
of education evolved. Three large sheets of chart paper were 
introduced and displayed; middle school students’ responses 
included the following presented in Table 2: 
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Portion of text (It’s Your 
World: Get Informed, Get 
Inspired, and Get Going 
(Clinton, 2015) 

Annotation Reflection (middle school 
student to a peer/ moderated by 
university student) 

“While they may be able to 
scrape by, life is often really 
difficult for low-income 
families even if their struggles 
are not obvious to lots of 
people. Imagine having shoes, 
but they don’t fit, because your 
parents could only afford to 
buy one pair for the entire 
school year so they started off 
too big, they fit for a while, 
and then they were too small.” 
(p. 53) 

“K”- I already knew that. I can 
relate to that situation. I know 
exactly what she is talking 
about.  

Middle school student- “I can 
relate to that situation too. I 
also have one pair of shoes per 
year. Sometimes it’s hard. One 
day, it will be better” 
 
Another middle school student- 
“My mama says to be grateful 
for what we have.” 

“More than 4 out of 10 food-
insecure people went to at least 
one more year of school after 
they finished high school. 
More than 1 in 5 food insecure 
households have had someone 
serve in the military.” (p. 72-3) 

“N”- Something new that I 
learned is that some people 
who are hungry went to college 
or served our country.” 

Middle school student- “I was 
surprised to learn those 
statistics.”  
 
Another middle school student- 
“Me too. That is not what I 
expected to read.” 

“The world needs as many as 4 
million more classrooms to 
ensure every kid can go to 
school, get to school in a 
reasonable amount of time 
(meaning not in 2 or 3 hours 
by foot), and be in a classroom 
that’s not overcrowded 
(meaning not with 100 kids but 
closer to 20 or 30). (P. 101) 

“Q”- I had a question about 
that. It says that to 
accommodate all the kids who 
aren’t in school around the 
world, the world would need to 
add twice as many schools as 
we currently have in the United 
States. How can we help?” 

Middle school student- “It says 
that there are organizations like 
Pencils of Promise and 
Building Tomorrow that help 
build classrooms around the 
world.” 
 
Another middle school student- 
“Maybe we can organize a 
fundraiser bake sale to help 
support them and help build a 
school for kids who need 
help.” 

                                                                    Table 1 

Building upon the Text: Technology-Based Mini-Teaching Demonstrations 

 In order to build upon the reading of the text, the college students selected issues 

discussed in the book. The pre-service educators wrote short scripts, rehearsed, and recorded 

the scenarios on iPads around the theme of bullying.  The video clips consisted of scenarios 

that could occur in school or in the community, and the middle school students were asked 
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CONCLUSION AND SCHOLARLY SIGNIFICANCE
  This project provided the opportunity for authentic feed-
back from teacher education candidates, middle school stu-
dents, as well as public school administration and College 
of Education faculty.  Middle school students were able to 
meaningfully interact with future educators, learn about what 
it means to be a college student, dialogue and write about 
significant content, and envision a future as a college student.  
These results indicate that the middle school students re-
flected upon issues of poverty, homelessness, gender equity, 
school, bullying, environmental issues, endangered animals, 
and individual rights, among other social issues covered in 
the book. Growth in the values of compassion, fear, resil-
ience, and hope with middle school students were exhibited 
as well.

  University students described how their view of literacy 
instruction evolved over the course of the semester as they 
worked to help middle students understand issues present-
ed in the book and their applications in today’s world.  New 
insights gained regarding the project’s impact on students’ 
future teaching identity were celebrated, as documented in 
the patterns noted from semi-structured interview data. These 
included the following: fostering genuine respect for literacy 
endeavors; text versus digital reading/ learning and implica-
tions; authentic literacy instruction/ real-world applications; 
connecting with local students; college preparation for mid-

dle school students; social justice text and implications; ex-
posure to world issues; expanding world view through litera-
cy practices; and exposure to different genres.
Approaching instruction in a collaborative manner is a prac-
tice that should become more commonplace among univer-
sities and public schools. Potential challenged to implemen-
tation of the program include scheduling, organizational 
logistics, and funding limitations.  Continuous and open dia-
logue among university faculty, the school principal, and the 
school counselor is paramount to program success. Mutual 
respect of each contributor’s role is imperative.  This project 
makes significant strides toward helping TEENS FOR LIT-
ERACY™ students, and their school community, assume the 
identity of a lifelong reader and writer.  These insights facili-
tate the ability of education professionals to examine how to 
better prepare our students and their families for the demands 
of a twenty-first century world through a collaborative ap-
proach.
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introduced and displayed; middle school students’ responses included the following 

presented in Table 2:  

How has your opinion 
on education changed? 

I believe in… I would stand up for… 

-“My opinion on 
education has changed.  I 
feel like kids should 
value education because 
some kids don’t get it, 
but it is so important in 
life.” 
 
-“I used to believe that 
education  
was important, but now I 
believe that it’s really 
important because some 
people don’t have access 
to it.” 
 
-“I think education is 
important.  I used to 
think it was boring and 
just something we had to 
do. Now, I see how it can 
transform.” 
 
-“I feel as though 
education is power 
because without 
education, we will not be 
able to advance in our 
life such as being able to 
know how to use 
technology.” 
 
-“Learn more and be 
somebody.” 

-“freedom of 
expression” 
 
 
-“treating everyone 
fairly and equally” 
 
 
-“changing things up 
and being myself” 
 
 
-“myself . . . showing 
good examples to small 
children” 
 
-“keeping the 
neighborhood nice so 
people can enjoy their 
surroundings and be 
proud of where they 
live” 
 
-“I believe that no 
matter what race or 
gender, everyone 
deserves a free 
education.” 

 
 

-“anyone being bullied” 
 
 
-“for my family” 
 
 
-“all the kids that need 
education” 
 
 
-“education and self-
improvement…being a 
better version of 
myself” 
 
 
-“myself and my 
dreams.  I will let 
nothing get in my way 
of achieving greatness.” 
 
 
-“the environment and 
keeping our 
neighborhood clean and 
safe for the people in 
our community” 
 

    Table 2 

CONCLUSION AND SCHOLARLY SIGNIFICANCE 

This project provided the opportunity for authentic feedback from teacher education 

candidates, middle school students, as well as public school administration and College of 

Education faculty.  Middle school students were able to meaningfully interact with future 
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  Recent research exploring the presence of women with-
in social studies curriculum has pointed towards a need for 
educators to include more women and emphasize the stories 
of this marginalized demographic (Allen, 2019; Williams, 
2019).  Moreover, social studies and literacy education that 
include a focus on gender and difference can address long-
standing issues and biases that exist within our gendered 
culture, further “critiquing the sometimes self-destructive 
gendered scripts our society provides for both young men 
and women” (Crocco, 2001, p. 66). The “lack of attention to 
gender in teacher education despite progress in dealing with 
multicultural issues generally,” the “lack of attention to wom-
en’s history in many state standards, curricula, and textbooks 
and… a general lack of familiarity with world history, and 
specifically with content concerning women, among teacher 
educators” (Crocco, 2011, p. 19) all negatively influence a 
broader understanding of women’s voices, history, and mar-
ginalization. High-quality nonfiction literature can help stu-
dents gain understanding of history, women in history, and 
insight into events that contribute to a broader understanding 
of historical periods while developing with literacy skills.  
This article is a discovery of how upper elementary teach-
ers can effectively integrate picturebook biographies about 
women into their curriculum with upper elementary students.

  Each year committee members for the Notable Books 
for a Global Society identify twenty-five books that have 
strong literary merit and authentically represent diverse 
populations. A trend in books submitted for review to the 
committee surfaced during 2017 and 2018. The number of 
books submitted, 407 in 2017 and 410 in 2018, remained 
comparable but the percentage of books about women and 
girls more than doubled from 2017 to 2018. While 9% of the 
books were about women in 2018, in 2017, 4% of the books 
submitted to the NBGS Committee focused on women and 
girls.  This increase in the availability of books creates op-
portunities for educators to add books and potential instruc-
tional strategies featuring women into their curriculum. The 
observation about the increase of books on women and girls 
supports the argument of scholars and educators who have 
pointed out that available stories of influential women are not 

lacking; these books might be included in rich social studies 
curricula (Van Haren, 2019; Libresco, 2019).  Recent schol-
arship exploring the presence of women within social studies 
curriculum has pointed towards a call to action for educators 
to include more women and emphasize stories of this margin-
alized demographic (Allen, 2019; Williams, 2019).  The lack 
of women’s studies in social studies offers literacy teachers 
fertile opportunities to incorporate literature about wom-
en into the language arts curriculum. The evidence of more 
books about women comes at a momentous time, the 100th 
anniversary of women’s right to vote in the US and the pas-
sage of the nineteenth amendment, and heightens interest in 
enriching curriculum.  The involvement with the books for a 
global society influenced the discovery reinforcing the focus 
on books about women since we saw a significant increase in 
books written about women in a period from 2017 to 2019.

TEXT SETS,  THEIR BENEFITS,
AND FUNCTIONS IN THE CLASSROOM

  In the proposed text set, books are compiled to scaffold 
and supplement the central idea—in these instances, a specif-
ic woman— with additional texts, in varying mediums, for 
upper elementary students (grades 4-6).  Text sets can act al-
ternatively to the use of a single text as “complementary texts 
that explore a similar topic or theme… [or] synoptic texts 
that explore how a single story is told in different versions 
or accounts” (Hartman & Hartman, 1994, as cited in Lupo, 
Strong, Walpole, & McKenna, 2018, p. 434). Text sets em-
ploy complementary and synoptic texts to scaffold and build 
upon a core thematic element. 

  Using text sets for including women’s narratives in the 
language arts and social studies curriculums is supported by 
research that highlights the value and inherent benefits of text 
sets as a cross-disciplinary learning tool.  Lupo, Strong, Wal-
pole, and McKenna (2018) have noted the merit of “providing 
students the chance to look across texts and build both gen-
eral and disciplinary knowledge” (p. 434) through the use of 
text sets, across the content areas. Lupo et al. (2018) point out 
that text sets can provide these opportunities to interact with 
texts on an authentic, transactional level.  Text sets provide 
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readers the opportunity for reading books that have different 
details and perspectives. Text sets promote and foster critical 
inquiry (Scales & Tracy, 2017) and offer students a multifac-
eted view of a core issue or theme. A text set that includes 
diverse and multimodal texts can provide even reluctant and 
struggling readers with opportunities for growth, agency, and 
critical thinking (Lupo, et al., 2018).  In print books the mul-
timodal experience is the peritextual material in the front and 
backmatter and illustrations and photographs. The discovery 
incorporated the transactional nature of reading and talking 
about books and provided a venue for deconstruction analy-
sis of the books including examination of the backmatter for 
upper elementary students.

  A trend within the surge of books about well-known 
women such as Ada Lovelace, Katherine Jackson, Venus and 
Serena Williams, Aretha Franklin, and lesser-known figures 
such as scientist and painter, Maria Merian, musicians Lil’ 
Armstrong and Elizabeth Cotton, and collections of biogra-
phies on women such as Brazen: Rebel Ladies Who Rocked 
the World by Pénélope Baglieu (2018) emerged during this 
study. Thus, capitalizing on this trend led to the decision of 
choosing Ada Lovelace, a little known mathematician with 
the heart of a poet, for the text set and activities highlighted 
in this article to celebrate her recent 100th birthday as the 
first computer programmer.  Lovelace, whose life and accom-
plishments have been little recognized for hundred and fifty 
years has been the cause of a controversy during the past few 
decades but the understanding that she is the first computer 
programmer has finally been settled, confirming her as the 
first one.  In this inquiry we wanted to find whether we could 
find “single story is told in different versions or accounts” in 
the text set (Hartman & Hartman, 1994, as cited in Lupo et 
al., 2018, p. 434).  Our discovery that Lovelace overcame ob-
stacles such as her gender and her exploration of mathematics 
as synergy between science and her creative, poetic thinking 
unfolded through reading and analyzing the books. 

ADA LOVELACE:
A COMPUTER PROGRAMER VISIONARY

  To capitalize on the trend and the need for more books 
on women in the classroom, while thinking about ways to 
engage learners in deeper reading and comprehension, we 
developed a study of a text set of three books designed to 
engage readers in deep reading that included discussion and 
rereading, comparing and contrasting content and front and 
back matter, and recording data that employs a matrix graph-
ic organizer instructional strategy. In this article we show the 
matrix (and its results) and provide an overview of the steps 
of the analysis. We present a process of deep reading in a con-
tent analysis, a process that can be applied to reading other 
nonfiction text sets. 
  After the explanation of the close reading content anal-
ysis we present an activity, a matrix for reading the picture-

books in this text set. As students study Lovelace’s life more 
closely through the trilogy of books, they will continue to 
increase their knowledge about her and the historical context 
of her life.  Research indicates that students absorb informa-
tion better when it is communicated in narrative discourse 
(Smith, 1987; Egan, 1988). Fortunately, biographical picture-
books are written in a narrative format and so facts about a 
person are learned more easily, yet readers pay attention to 
the features of nonfiction in a close reading of the biography 
text set. The activity matrix derived from our study can be 
used in a close reading of other biographical text sets.  When 
students cultivate depth about a person or topic, the experi-
ence provides a foundation for further learning.

A TEXT SET OF DISCOVERY
INTO ADA LOVELACE

Book One: Ada Lovelace 
  In her book, illustrated by Zafouko Yamamoto, Isabel 
Sánchez Vegara (2017) communicates Lovelace’s life in a 
biography of 276 words with 264 words in the backmatter, 
suggesting the backmatter is critical in reading the book. The 
succinct number of words in the narrative, supplemented by 
Yamamoto’s informative illustrations, economically provides 
readers a biographical framework that invites them to get bet-
ter acquainted with Lovelace’s life and achievements. Vegara 
provides an even flow of information starting with Lovelace’s 
birth, to a controlling mother, to her imaginative mathemat-
ical mind and her becoming the first computer programmer. 
The illustrations reveal a murky monochromatic color palette 
that sets the mood for a perspective on the Industrial Revolu-
tion in England. The backmatter offers depth with a timeline 
that includes four portraits of Lovelace. The equations on the 
endpapers add a mathematical flare to the book.
 
Book Two: Ada Lovelace: Poet of Science: The First 
Computer Programmer
  In her book illustrated by Jessie Hartland, Diane Stan-
ley (2016) provides a deeper look into Lovelace’s life and 
transports readers back in time with the opening, “Long long 
ago….” This opening is both story-like and helpful since 
Lovelace was born in 1815, more than 200 years ago. Stan-
ley moves into the young girl’s life by telling us that, as a 
child, she wrote a book about a flying machine that she called 
Flyology, which reflected her understanding of the power of 
combining imagination with science, a theme of creativity 
that Stanley weaves through the biography. When her moth-
er, Lady Byron, learned about her growing imagination, 
she made sure that Lovelace studied math and logic void of 
creative studies. Lady Byron despised her husband with his 
lascivious lifestyle, forbidding her daughter’s exposure to po-
etry.  Stanley accentuates the dual perspectives in the behav-
ior and dispositions of the opposing parents on a two-page 
spread, accentuating the antagonism between Lovelace’s 
father and mother, important because Lord Byron and Lady 
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Byron separated when Lovelace was a baby. She never saw 
her father again.  The timing and process of the parents’ sep-
aration is a point of conflict in the three books that is a source 
of class discussion.

  Lovelace lived during the Industrial Revolution in En-
gland and was fascinated with the Jacquard mechanical loom, 
an invention that inspired her work as a computer program-
mer, but meeting and befriending Charles Babbage, a famous 
mathematician and inventor, was a turning point in her life, 
a collaboration that Stanley calls, “one of the most remark-
able friendships in the history of science.” Lovelace worked 
with him as he designed the Analytical Engine and, to raise 
money for the machine, Lovelace translated into English an 
article about the analytical machine written in French to be 
published in England. Her extensive footnotes explained 
how the complicated coding system called the Bernoulli 
numbers worked.  She had a vision that the Analytical En-
gine had many functions and could be more than a calculator 
and would write text, compose music, reproduce images, and 
even play games. When she completed the article, she signed 
it only with her initials since, as a woman, she feared the arti-
cle would lose credibility because of her gender. 
 
Book Three: Ada’s Ideas: The Story of Ada Love-
lace, the World’s First Computer Programmer
  Fiona Robinson (2016), both writer and illustrator, sends 
readers into more layers of Lovelace’s life. For example, she 
tells readers that Lady Byron locked her daughter in a closet 
if she faltered on her rigorous studies. Later in the book, us-
ing metaphorical language, Robinson describes Charles Bab-
bage’s Difference Machine as “heavier than an elephant and 
taller than a horse!” A highlight of the book is Robinson’s 
explanation of illustrations showing the complicated series 
of numbers called “Bernoulli numbers” that Lovelace used to 
program the computer.
 
  Robinson’s illustrations are captivating. She uses Jap-
anese water-color illustrations that have a 3-D effect and, in 
her backmatter Robinson notes that they are “cut out using 
more than five hundred X-ACTO blades, assembled, and 
glued to different depths to achieve a 3-D final artwork.” The 
finished image is photographed. The process suggests this 
picturebook is an ode to Ada Lovelace.

  The following sections detail the content analysis of the 
three books followed by the classroom activity for close read-
ings of biographies that grew out of the content analysis. The 
purpose of the close readings is to examine how multiple bi-
ographies can supplement and complement information and 
present conflicting information.

CONTENT ANALYSIS
OF THREE PICTUREBOOK BIOGRAPHIES

  This section on analysis includes a discussion of the 
process of the content analysis that demonstrates the role of 
close reading and discussion.  In the first section is the com-
plete list of variables in the analysis with their rationale, a 
sample of analysis, and the revised list of variables that were 
measured in all the books. The sample, the analysis of the 
influence of Ada’s mother, shows how sources can present 
different, sometimes complementary information on a topic. 
Also included is a sample of back matter in Table 3. with 
variables in the front and back matter showing how that text 
around the body of the information deserves as close a read-
ing as the content of the book. 

  Based on an initial reading of the books the investiga-
tors, who served as analysts and are the writers of this arti-
cle, found 39 original variables, based on the books’ content. 
The first two writers served as the raters and analysts.  Ta-
ble 1. shows the three kinds of information in variables. The 
analysts looked for additional evidence of information: the 
peri-textual material in the front and back matter (Pantaleo 
& Sipe, 2007) and paratextual information, which Crismore 
(1983) describes as the author’s writing about the informa-
tion presented such as commenting on what is known or em-
phasized, what is controversial, what is important, and what 
is conjecture or what we do not for certain (Wilson, 2001).

  
Table 1. Original Variables for Content Analysis

Table 1. Original Variables
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included is a sample of back matter in Table 3. with variables in the front and back matter 

showing how that text around the body of the information deserves as close a reading as the 

content of the book.  

Based on an initial reading of the books the investigators, who served as analysts and are 

the writers of this article, found 39 original variables, based on the books’ content. The first two 

writers served as the raters and analysts.  Table 1. shows the three kinds of information in 

variables. The analysts looked for additional evidence of information: the peri-textual material in 

the front and back matter (Pantaleo & Sipe, 2007) and paratextual information, which Crismore 

(1983) describes as the author’s writing about the information presented such as commenting on 

what is known or emphasized, what is controversial, what is important, and what is conjecture or 

what we do not for certain (Wilson, 2001).   

Table 1. Original Variables for Content Analysis 

Textual Content (20) Paratextual Content (6) (Crismore, 
1983) 

Peritextual Content (13) (Paratore & 
Sipes, 2007) 

Childhood 
Mother and father’s 
differences 
Mother’s influence  
mother’s discipline  
Flyology:  Inventive and 
Creative nature  
Illnesses  
 
Industrial Revolution  
Introduction to society: people 
in the arts and sciences 
Association  with Charles 
Babbage 
 
The Jacquard Loom 
Difference Engine (calculator) 
Analytical engine 
Bernoulli Numbers 
 
Marriage 
Family 
 

Author’s evaluation of information 
Author’s emphasis of information  
Author’s hedging, expression of not 
knowing or question on what 
biographers know for certain 
Author’s perspective 
 

References 
Further Reading 
Archival paintings 
Author’s Note 
Illustrator’s Note 
Timeline 
Glossary and pronunciation guide 
Additional Information on Bernoulli 
Numbers 
Additional information on Ada’s 
invention of the first computer 
Book cover 
Sleeve 
Endpapers 
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Ada’s writing work  
Ada’s Influence writing the 
article  
Attribution of her name 
Ada as a programmer 
Ada’s vision for the 
programmer 

 Table 1. Original Variables  Before Discussion of Content Analysis. 

After reading each book we listed the topics of content that became the criteria of analysis.  Not 

all content was in all the books.  Then, each analyst reread the books and rated them on the 

complete set of variables, explaining the reasoning and providing examples from the book to 

illustrate the reasoning.   

The content analysis process required the analysts to determine the extent to which the 

variable appeared in the book.  The analysts used the following ratings: 

1: Author Addresses the topic, 

2: Addresses the topic with enough depth to communicate its meaning and importance, 

3: Addresses the topic with additional meaning and importance. 

As analysts we agreed on 50% of the original 39 variables. We had a one-point difference on 

42% of their scores and a two-point difference on 8% of the ratings.  

The analysts thought about how students might discuss content in their close reading 

discussions. In their discussion of the books the analysts determined what variables would be 

included in the activity based on three criteria: The variable could be clearly distinguished from 

other variables and was measured; the variable could not be distinguished from other variables 

and could be combined with other variables; and the variable was not found in the texts. 

In their discussions the analysts came to agreement on the extent to which variables were 

measured. Table 2. shows a discussion of one of the variables. The analysts found that content on 
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BEFORE DISCUSSION OF CONTENT ANALYSIS.
  After reading each book we listed the topics of content 
that became the criteria of analysis.  Not all content was in 
all the books.  Then, each analyst reread the books and rated 
them on the complete set of variables, explaining the reason-
ing and providing examples from the book to illustrate the 
reasoning. 
 
  The content analysis process required the analysts to de-
termine the extent to which the variable appeared in the book.  
The analysts used the following ratings:

1:  Author Addresses the topic,

2:  Addresses the topic with enough depth to communi-
cate its meaning and importance,

3:  Addresses the topic with additional meaning and 
importance.

As analysts, we agreed on 50% of the original 39 
variables. We had a one-point difference on 42% of 
their scores and a two-point difference on 8% of the 
ratings. 

  The analysts thought about how students might discuss 
content in their close reading discussions. In their discussion 
of the books the analysts determined what variables would be 
included in the activity based on three criteria: The variable 
could be clearly distinguished from other variables and was 
measured; the variable could not be distinguished from other 
variables and could be combined with other variables; and 
the variable was not found in the texts.

  In their discussions the analysts came to agreement on 
the extent to which variables were measured. Table 2. shows 
a discussion of one of the variables. The analysts found that 
content on variables related to Lovelace’s childhood daily 
life, mother’s discipline, and mother’s influence, could not 
be clearly defined, so those variables were conflated as one, 
shown in the table.

Table 2. Example of Content Analysis of Mother’s Influence 
 

  Table 2.  Discussion and quotations from the three books 
show the analysts close reading. The analysts reread and con-
ducted repeat discussions of each of the variables, including 
the one shown in Table 2., before making decisions on the 
extent to which they were each measured.  

  Before they discussed their scores, the analysts consid-
ered peritextual variables such as the reference list or time-
lines, a binary; they were either present or not. Upon analysis 
the raters found that the material was qualitatively different. 
In the analysis they discovered that a simple binary was not 
sufficient in thinking about the content and role of the back-
matter and so developed Table 3. representing the beginning 
of more in-depth discussion.
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variables related to Lovelace’s childhood daily life, mother’s discipline, and mother’s influence, 

could not be clearly defined, so those variables were conflated as one, shown in the table. 

Table 2. Example of Content Analysis of Mother’s Influence  

 Vegara (2017) 
276 words 
 
peritextual back 
matter = 264 
words 

Stanley (2016) 
1239 words 
 
peritextual back 
matter = 1,108 
+ website 

Robinson (2016) 
1791 words  
 
peritextual back matter 
= 275 words 
 

 

3. Mother’s 
influence 
  
D = 1, 2, 3 
S = 2, 2, 3 
Ratings 
before 
discussion. 
   
D = 2, 3, 3 
S = 2, 3, 3 
Ratings 
after 
discussion 
  

Vegara  
mother’s 
interest in math 
and her being 
away often, 
leaving Ada 
with 
grandparents, 
noted at the 
beginning and 
later mother’s 
disapproved of 
imaginative 
inventions while 
advocating math 
and logic. 
Vegara writes: 
“Ada spent a lot 
of time at her 
grandparent’ 
house” and in 
the back matter, 
“Young Ada 
and her mother 
moved to her 
grandparents’ 
house.” 
Back matter 
includes 
multiple 
references to 
cultural context 
that highlights 
the mother’s 
advocacy of 
math and more 

 Stanley  
Mother wanted 
her to be calm 
and rational. 
Stanley writes, 
“She hoped the 
study of math 
and science 
would suppress 
her daughter’s 
imagination. 
So Ada was 
given a world-
class scientific 
education.” 
  

Robinson  
Multiple pages: Mother 
despaired. Influence 
includes her interests in 
mathematics. Robinson 
emphasizes them 
noting the moniker 
Lord Byron gave 
her.  Concern that Ada 
would be like her 
father: “Worried over 
her husband’s wild 
ways, [she] left him a 
month after Ada’s 
birth.  She took baby 
Ada with 
her.”  (Conflicts with 
Vegara. No mention in 
Stanley.) Mother feared 
she would grow up 
imaginative.  Thought 
her subject of math and 
logic was appropriate. 
Wanted Ada to marry 
and lead an ordinary 
life. 
  
On the second double 
spread is further 
comment about her 
mother: she covered his 
portrait with a cloth. 
 Mother took Ada on 
trips to the factories to 
witness feats of 
engineering. “Her 

 S and D are in 
agreement with 
Stanley and 
Robinson.   
S has counted the 
back matter in the 
analysis as noted in 
her notes. 
  
Vegara makes 
multiple comments 
on mother’s 
influence.  D makes 
summative 
statement from 
details: Mother is 
controlling.  D 
notes additional 
detail about alarm. 
  
What is interesting 
is the conflicting 
information on the 
separation among 
the three books. 
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content on 
mother. 
  
In comparing 
Vegara with 
Stanley we 
collapse 
influence with 
discipline as 
influence. 

imagination whirred 
along with the powerful 
engines.” 
  
Her mother despaired 
of Ada’s imaginative 
interest in invention, 
when Ada, writing 
about her book on 
flyology, called herself 
“Your affectionate 
Carrier Pigeon.”  

Table 2.  Discussion and quotations from the three books show the analysts close reading. 

The analysts reread and conducted repeat discussions of each of the variables, including the one 

shown in Table 2., before making decisions on the extent to which they were each measured.   

Before they discussed their scores, the analysts considered peritextual variables such as 

the reference list or timelines, a binary; they were either present or not. Upon analysis the raters 

found that the material was qualitatively different. In the analysis they discovered that a simple 

binary was not sufficient in thinking about the content and role of the backmatter and so 

developed Table 3. representing the beginning of more in-depth discussion. 

Table 3. Peritextual Content as Binary Variables (The X is indication of presence) 
 

  Vegara Stanley Robinson 

Afterword or backmatter X X X 

Timeline X X   

Primary documents:  archival photos, 
portraits 

X     

Glossary   X   

Bibliography   X X 

Discussion of the Bernoulli Numbers  X X 

Suggested Readings X     
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Table 3. Peritextual Content as Binary Variables (The X is 
indication of presence)

  

  Table 3 is an analysis of the differences in the peritextual 
material in all three books. We discovered that the material 
varied to such a degree, varying in content and scope, that it 
deserved a close reading.  The process we undertook suggests 
that the close reading of back matter discussing how it adds 
to the readers’ knowledge of the content of the book becomes 
part of critical class discussions.
  
  In the close reading of the backmatter, the analysts 
found that the timelines differed significantly.  Stanley’s 
(2016) timeline, for example, provided much more contex-
tual events that occurred during and after Ada’s life than the 
other timelines.  From this kind of timeline contextualizing 
events young readers learn that events at one point in time 
have precursors and have implications later as much as they 
learn how authors use timelines to add information to a book, 
valuable in understanding history and useful in seeing how 
writers write. 
 
  Once they conducted the analysis and made notes on 
the discussion the analysts rearranged the variables and our 
scoring in a more summative fashion.  Table 4. Shows the 
condensed matrix of the variables in the content analysis.
 
Table 4. Final Scoring of the Matrix for a Ada Lovelace Text 
Set

Table 4. Condensed variables of a content analysis with 
scores.
  The numbers in the right hand column represent the 
agreement of scores for each of the books in the analysis. At 
the bottom of the matrix, the scores for ratings are  totaled.
The discussion of the close reading for the content analysis 
clarified for us, as analysts, particular content that became the 
focus for further discussion. As analysts we wanted to inquire 
into how text sets can show a thematic thread suggested in 
Lupo et al. (2018) in our inquiry.  We discovered thematic 
threads that included her relationship with her mother, her ed-
ucation, her inventive and poetic thinking, and her industri-
ous persistence in her work at a time when women were not 
expected to contribute knowledge and invention to science 
and mathematics.

CLOSE READING OF ONE THEME
IN THE ANALYSIS:  THE MOTHER’S INFLUENCE

  All three authors noted Lovelace’s mother’s strictness 
about her studying math, science, and logic rather than sub-
jects that would encourage her imagination. Each book states 
that Lovelace’s mother makes sure her daughter’s studies 
are more scientific after discovering that she had relied on 
her imagination to invent a machine that flies. The mother’s 
disdain for her daughter’s use of her imagination was, her 
mother thought, because of her father, Lord Bryon, a famous 
poet and famous for his wild lifestyle, from whom she sepa-
rated when Lovelace was an infant.  Lovelace’s mother tried 
to block her using her imagination and made sure she did not 
see her father again.  The books complement and supplement 
information such as the controlling influences of the moth-
er but have conflicting information in the description of the 
separation of her parents. The spaces of conflict can become 
a source of critical classroom discussions as much as where 
sources complement one another.

  Vegara (2017) addresses the mother’s control over her 
studies when she discovers Lovelace has an inventive mind. 
The author emphasizes the mother’s reaction to Lovelace us-
ing her imagination with the statement, “She wanted her to 
concentrate on math and logic—and nothing else!” The next 
two-page spread depicts Lovelace in bed with the measles, 
surrounded by math books. This dark illustration further em-
phasizes the focus on the girl’s education that is a result of her 
mother’s authority. 
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Before they discussed their scores, the analysts considered peritextual variables such as 
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binary was not sufficient in thinking about the content and role of the backmatter and so 

developed Table 3. representing the beginning of more in-depth discussion. 

Table 3. Peritextual Content as Binary Variables (The X is indication of presence) 
 

  Vegara Stanley Robinson 

Afterword or backmatter X X X 

Timeline X X   

Primary documents:  archival photos, 
portraits 

X     

Glossary   X   

Bibliography   X X 

Discussion of the Bernoulli Numbers  X X 

Suggested Readings X     
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Endpapers X X X 

Book Jacket   X X 

Table. 3. An analysis of the differences in the peritextual material in all three books.  

We discovered that the material varied to such a degree, varying in content and scope, that it 

deserved a close reading.  The process we undertook suggests that the close reading of back 

matter discussing how it adds to the readers’ knowledge of the content of the book becomes part 

of critical class discussions.   

In the close reading of the backmatter, the analysts found that the timelines differed 

significantly.  Stanley’s (2016) timeline, for example, provided much more contextual events 

that occurred during and after Ada’s life than the other timelines.  From this kind of timeline 

contextualizing events young readers learn that events at one point in time have precursors and 

have implications later as much as they learn how authors use timelines to add information to a 

book, valuable in understanding history and useful in seeing how writers write.   

Once they conducted the analysis and made notes on the discussion the analysts 

rearranged the variables and our scoring in a more summative fashion.  Table 4. Shows the 

condensed matrix of the variables in the content analysis.  

Table 4. Final Scoring of the Matrix for a Ada Lovelace Text Set 

Events and topics from the books Vegara Stanley   Robinson 
Childhood 1 2 2 
Mother’s influence 2 3 3 
Mother and Father’s Differences 1 3 3 
Strictness by Ada’s mother   2 
Book “Flyology”  3 3 
Ada’s School Day  2  3 
Ada disciplined by her mother   2 
Measles  1  2 
Impact of the Industrial Revolution  2 3 
The Jacquard Loom  2 3 
Meeting Famous People  2 2 
Relationship with Babbage 1 3 3 
Ada as a wife and mother  2  
The Difference Engine 1 2 3 
Analytical Machine  2 2 
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Ada’s influence writing the article  3  
Why she did not include her name on the article  3  
Bernoulli Numbers   3 
Ada as the first computer programmer 1 2 3 
Ada’s vision for a computer 1 2 3 
Peritextual Information    
Authors’ and illustrator’s Note    
Biography about Ada 3   
Important Dates 2 3  
Glossary  3  
Controversy about Ada as the first computer programmer  3  
More Information about the Bernoulli Numbers 1 3 3 
Description about the illustrations   3 
Totals 15 50 51 

 
Table 4. Condensed variables of a content analysis with scores. 

The numbers in the right hand column represent the agreement of scores for each of the books in 

the analysis. At the bottom of the matrix, the scores for ratings are  totaled. 

The discussion of the close reading for the content analysis clarified for us, as analysts, 

particular content that became the focus for further discussion. As analysts we wanted to inquire 

into how text sets can show a thematic thread suggested in Lupo et al. (2018) in our inquiry.  We 

discovered thematic threads that included her relationship with her mother, her education, her 

inventive and poetic thinking, and her industrious persistence in her work at a time when women 

were not expected to contribute knowledge and invention to science and mathematics. 

Close Reading of One Theme in the Analysis:  The Mother’s Influence 

 All three authors noted Lovelace’s mother’s strictness about her studying math, science, 

and logic rather than subjects that would encourage her imagination. Each book states that 

Lovelace’s mother makes sure her daughter’s studies are more scientific after discovering that 

she had relied on her imagination to invent a machine that flies. The mother’s disdain for her 

daughter’s use of her imagination was, her mother thought, because of her father, Lord Bryon, a 

famous poet and famous for his wild lifestyle, from whom she separated when Lovelace was an 

infant.  Lovelace’s mother tried to block her using her imagination and made sure she did not see 
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  Stanley (2016) expands on Lovelace’s mother’s empha-
sis on math and science and was eager for her daughter to 
be well educated. One page is devoted to her mother saying 
Lovelace will have “a world class scientific education” (un-
paged). The illustrations on that page include subjects Ada 
studied including physics, chemistry, biology, mechanical 
engineering, astronomy, and math. Hidden in the background 
are math-related symbols, words, and equations. The follow-
ing two two-page spreads focus on the girl’s mother taking 
her to factories during the Industrial Revolution. 

  During this time she observed the work of the Jacquard 
loom, a mechanical loom for weaving cloth into a wide range 
of designs, invented by Joseph Marie Jacquard in 1804 (not-
ed in Important Dates in the back matter). In seeing the loom 
Lovelace saw the punch cards Jacquard used in his loom that 
directed the loom in the weaving of intricate designs and that 
inspired her years later when she created the first computer 
program.  Of all three authors, Stanley puts the most empha-
sis on the mother’s control over her daughter never seeing her 
father. Stanley adds the detail that the mother covered a por-
trait of her father in the home with cloth to prevent Lovelace 
from seeing his face, thereby controlling her personal as well 
as her academic life.

  Stanley creates a context for readers to study and talk 
about Lovelace’s work. Lively illustrations rendered in 
gouache depict the feeling of possibility and hope of the Vic-
torian Era in England. Period images such as books titles, 
Frenchman Joseph Marie Jacquard’s Loom, clothing, and fa-
mous people such as Charles Dickens enhance the context of 
Lovelace’s life. 

  Stanley’s backmatter includes an Author’s Note in which 
she explains the aftermath of Babbage and Lovelace’s work, 
a Controversy Section (confirming her as the first computer 
programmer), Important Dates, and Selected Bibliography 
(which strengthens authenticity of the content), and glossary 
that includes terms in computer science more generally as 
well as specific terms related to the picture book. 
 
  Robinson’s (2016) book cover and endpapers accentu-
ate the prominence of the punch cards that were mentioned 
in the Stanley book. Once the readers remove the book jacket 
Robinson surprises them with a book that is covered with in-
terlacing punch cards. The endpapers are covered with punch 
cards as well. This detail is a reminder of the importance of 
punch cards in Lovelace’s becoming the first computer pro-
grammer as well as another statement of Lovelace’s mother’s 
influence on her life.  Her mother took her to see the Jacquard 
Loom where she saw the punch cards’ role in programming 
the designs in the cloth. This exposure became a key element 
for Lovelace as a computer programmer. 

  Robinson mentions that the mother’s favorite subject 
was math, and this passion became Lovelace’s as well. Text 
and illustrations express that mathematical focus. A two-page 
spread depicts Lovelace as a baby surrounded by curled cut-
out numbers suspended in the air. The next two-page spread’s 
illustration shows her rigid academic schedule with text stat-
ing that her mother locked her in the closet if she fell behind 
in her studies. This deepens our knowledge about how deter-
mined Lovelace’s mother was to suppress her imagination. 
  
  All three books emphasize Lovelace’s mother’s domi-
nance over her academic life, designed to suppress her imag-
ination, a quality that ultimately was key to her becoming 
the first computer programmer. All three books have por-
traits of the father on one side of a two-page spread and the 
mother on the opposite side that, along with the text show 
the differences in the parents’ interests and backgrounds who 
were, according to Stanley (2016) “as different as chalk and 
cheese.” Another commonality in the books is that, in spite of 
the mother’s strict control over her studies, Lovelace used her 
imagination. The combination of her imagination and math-
ematical and scientific backgrounds empowered her to be-
come the first computer programmer. The discussion of these 
commonalities and differences in the three books during our 
inquiry of looking into thematic threads showed us how me-
thodical discussion can lead to discovery.

CLOSE READING OF A SECOND THEME 
IN THE ANALYSIS: BERNOULLI NUMBERS

  In different ways Vegara (2017), Stanley (2016), and 
Robinson (2016) addressed the complicated algorithm, the 
Bernoulli numbers, that Ada and Babbage used as a mathe-
matical tool to program their computer. The analysts found 
that the Bernoulli numbers were not mentioned in the Vegara 
book; however, an allusion to mathematical equations popu-
lates the endpapers. Stanley (2016) refers to them as “an ex-
tremely complicated series of calculations….” The two-page 
illustration where that sentence is included shows Lovelace 
calculating math equations with the letter “B” in front of sev-
eral of the equations on a chalkboard. Stanley also supple-
ments information about the Bernoulli numbers in the back-
matter: She clarifies Babbage and Lovelace’s roles when they 
were working out the series of Bernoulli numbers in order for 
Lovelace to code the Analytical Engine (computer). Stanley 
defines the numbers again in the glossary.

  Robinson’s explanation with illustrations about the Ber-
noulli numbers is more extensive. She introduces the compli-
cated series of numbers and takes readers on a poetic journey, 
unlocking the complexity of the number series as though it 
is a treasure hunt in a maze. The reader follows the direc-
tions from one equation to the next. Each Bernoulli number 
is encased in a circular color-coded shape. Robinson provides 
directions to follow one color to the next with instructions 
written so students feel as though they are unlocking a trea-
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sure map. Upon following her instructions, the designs flow 
together in this puzzle journey. Robinson concludes the ad-
venture by stating, “Ada says you can leave this maze or loop 
around on the white path to find the numbers again.” The 
color-coded loop featuring each Bernoulli number is centered 
in hand cut strips of interlocking circular shapes. Robinson 
furthers the readers’ knowledge about the Bernoulli numbers 
in the back matter with a biographical note about Jacob Ber-
noulli for whom the numbering system was named and more 
information about the Bernoulli numbers.  Our inquiry into 
the meaning of the Bernoulli numbers and how the authors 
approached the topic suggest avenues for further learning.

ADA LOVELACE MATRIX ACTIVITY
  Readers in the classroom could conduct a process of 
reading and discussion of a text set on Ada Lovelace as prac-
tice into an inquiry.  They may discover other variables to add 
after their initial readings.  In their analysis they might chart 
their findings using Table 5. as a beginning.  The text-de-
pendent discussion provides opportunities for close reading.  
Table 5. is a reproducible chart that teachers can use in the 
class matrix activity.  The activity provides an opportunity to 
compare and contrast the content in the books and then chart 
and rate what is learned about Lovelace’s life. The matrix 
and comparing and contrasting these picture books provide a 
model for the analysis of other picture-book biography text 
sets. For different text sets the categories will change but 
some of the categories are going to be the same ones used in 
this content analysis.

Table 5.  Reproducible Condensed Matrix From the Analysis 
for Students 

 

Table 5. The matrix includes categories particular to the three 
books in this text set. Readers in the classroom will tailor 
variables such as influence, achievements, and relationships 
to the particular content of their text sets.
 

CLOSING REMARKS ON DISCOVERY
AND CONTENT ANALYSIS

  This content analysis was a journey of discovery starting 
with the inquiry question of What is a process of creating a 
matrix of analysis that might be possible with picturebook 
biographies not only about Ada Lovelace but also with other 
picturebook biography text sets?  To make the inquiry as rich, 
multi-layered and purposeful as teachers need to conduct in 
their classrooms we wanted to focus on nonfiction and a cel-
ebration of women in this centenary and women who may be 
unknown to students. We have discovered the potential for 
implementing good practices in reading and discussion that 
leads to both response and an analysis of content in which 
readers compile categories of information present in the 
books, but not necessarily all of categories represented in the 
same way or in the same amount of information. 
 
  We discovered the effects of systematic and methodical 
recursive discussion to look closely at how topics were dealt 
with by different authors and illustrators.  In this recursive 
examination we found conflicting sources and multiple ways 
authors have communicated nonfiction discourse, such as 
where they get information, what they do not know for sure, 
and what additional information they want readers to know.  
We found that in the methodical discussions readers can look 
closer and closer at key features of nonfiction, backmatter that 
can be presented in different ways and with different topics.  
We have discovered that a text set of picturebooks is a good 
vehicle for learning the tools of analysis that can be applied 
to other books and longer books.  The text set creates a ven-
ue for further research, especially in those areas of interest 
to readers and those areas of conflicting evidence. We have 
discovered that conflicting evidence is a beginning and a way 
to think more critically about information reconciling differ-
ences.  Finally, in this recursive discussion we reinforced the 
ideas that teachers can highlight the importance of features 
of nonfiction and the excitement of discovery, by looking, 
reading, and talking about what students and teachers see.

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDED BOOKS 
  The books listed below are recommended for further 
sources on Lovelace, one for adults on innovators, and two 
books on Lovelace published for young readers. 

Isaacson, W. (2014). The innovators: How a group of hack-
ers, geniuses, and geeks created the digital revolution. 
New York, NY: Simon & Schuster.

McCully, E. (2019). Dreaming in code: Ada Byron Lovelace 
computer Pioneer. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press. 

Wallmark, L. (2015). Ada Bryon Lovelace and the Thinking 
Machine. San Francisco, CA: Creston Books.
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learned about Lovelace’s life. The matrix and comparing and contrasting these picture books 

provide a model for the analysis of other picture-book biography text sets. For different text sets 

the categories will change but some of the categories are going to be the same ones used in this 

content analysis. 

Table 5.  Reproducible Condensed Matrix From the Analysis for Students  

 Category Vegara Stanley  Robinson Student Responses 
1. Childhood    ●  
2. Exposure to Industrial 

Revolution 
   ●  

3. Introduction to Society: 
Meeting Famous People 

   ●  
 

4. Relationship of Lovelace and 
Babbage 

   ●  

5.  
 

Marriage and Family: Ada as a 
wife and mother 

   ●  

6.  
 

The Difference Machine 
(calculator) 

   ●  

7.  Analytical Machine    ●  
8. 
 

Lovelace’s influence (writing 
the article) 

     

10.  
 

Ada’s Vision for the 
Analytical Machine 

     

11.  Backmatter content      
12. 
 

Endpapers, book, and book 
jacket 

    

Table 5. The matrix includes categories particular to the three books in this text set.   

Readers in the classroom will tailor variables such as influence, achievements, and relationships 

to the particular content of their text sets.  

Closing Remarks on Discovery and Content Analysis 

 This content analysis was a journey of discovery starting with the inquiry question of 

What is a process of creating a matrix of analysis that might be possible with picturebook 

biographies not only about Ada Lovelace but also with other picturebook biography text sets?  

To make the inquiry as rich, multi-layered and purposeful as teachers need to conduct in their 

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF BIOGRAPHICAL PICTUREBOOKS ON ADA BYRON LOVELACE

THE DRAGON LODE // 38:2 // 2020

35



The Dragon Lode Volume 38, Number 2, pp 29-37, 2020. © CL/R SIG ISSN 1098-6448

REFERENCES
Allen, A. (2019). Where are the women?: A continuing ab-

sence on U.S. currency. Social Studies and the Young 
Learner, 31(3), 19-23.

Barron, R.F. & Stone, V.F. (1974). Effects of student-con-
structed traditional post organizers upon learning vo-
cabulary relationships. In P. L. Nacke (Ed.), Interac-
tion: Research and Practice for College-adult Reading 
(23rd Yearbook of the National Reading Conference). 

Bean, T., Singer, H., Sorter, J., & Frazee, C. (1986). The ef-
fect of metacognitive instruction in outlining and graph-
ic organizer construction on students’ comprehension in 
a tenth-grade world history class. Journal of Reading 
Behavior, 18(2), 153-169. 

Brugar, K., Halvorsen, A., & Hernandez, S. (2014). Where 
are the women? A classroom inquiry in social studies 
textbooks.  Social Studies and the Young Learner, 26(3), 
pp. 231. 

Crismore, A. (1983). Metadiscourse: What it is and how it 
is used in school and non-school social science texts. 
(Technical Report N. 273). Champaign, IL: University 
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. (ERIC Document Re-
production Service No. 257 035).

Crocco, M. S. (2001). The missing discourse about gender 
and sexuality in the social studies. Theory Into Practice, 
(40)1, 65-71.

Crocco, M. S. (2011). Teaching about women in world histo-
ry. The Social Studies,102, 18-24. 

Egan, K. (1988). An alternative approach to teaching and the 
curriculum teaching as storytelling. Chicago, IL: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press.

 
Ellsworth, T. M., Stigall, J., & Walker A. (2019). Remem-

bering the ladies: Connect to local women’s history us-
ing storytelling. Social Studies and the Young Learner, 
31(3), 14-18.

Holley, C.D. & Dansereau, D.F. (1984). Spatial learning 
strategies: Techniques, applications, and related issues. 
New York, NY: Academic. 

Isaacson, W. (2014). The innovators: How a group of hack-
ers, geniuses, and geeks created the digital revolution. 
New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 

Langer, J. (1992). Literature instruction: A focus on student 
response. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of 
English. 

Larkin, J. & Simon, H. (1987). Why a diagram is (some-
times) worth ten thousand words. Cognitive Science, 
11(1), 65-99. doi:10.1016/S0364-0213(87)80026-5

Libresco, A. S. (2019). A different kind of superhero: Jus-
tice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Social Studies and the Young 
Learner, 31(3), 29-32.

Lupo, S., Strong, W.L., Walpole, S., & McKenna, M. (2018).
Building Background Knowledge through Reading: 
Rethinking Text Sets. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 
Literacy, 61(4), 433-444. 

Pantaleo, S. & Sipe, L. (2007). Exploring peritextual ele-
ments in picture books. Proceedings of the International 
Reading Association Conference, Toronto, May 2007.

Scales, R. & Tracy, K. (2017). Using text sets to facilitate 
critical thinking in sixth graders. Literacy Research and 
Instruction, 56(2), 132-157.

Smith, F. (1987). Work in progress: Frank Smith what the 
brain does well. Victoria, Canada: Abel Press. 

Van Haren, K. (2019). Belle Case La Follette: A study in 
leadership in the suffrage movement. Social Studies 
and the Young Learner, 31(3), 3-6. 

Williams, J. (2019). HERstory: When we were at war. Social 
Studies and the Young Learner, 31(3), 24-28.

Wilson, S. L. (2001). Coherence and historical understand-
ing in children’s nonfiction biography and historical 
nonfiction literature: A content analysis of selected Or-
bis Pictus Award Books. Unpublished Doctoral disser-
tation. University of Maine, Orono.

CHILDREN’S AND YOUNG ADULT
LITERATURE CITED
Baglieu, P. (2018). Brazen: Rebel women who rocked the 

world. New York, NY: MacMillan/First Second.

McCully, E. (2019). Dreaming in code: Ada Byron Lovelace 
computer pioneer. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press. 

Robinson, F. (2016). Ada’s ideas: The story of Ada Lovelace, 
the world’s first computer programmer. New York, NY: 
Abrams.

Stanley, D. (2016). Ada Lovelace: Poet of science: The 
first computer programmer. New York, NY: Simon & 
Schuster.

Vegara, I. (2018). Ada Lovelace. Minneapolis, MN: Lincoln 
Children’s Books. 

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF BIOGRAPHICAL PICTUREBOOKS ON ADA BYRON LOVELACE

THE DRAGON LODE // 38:2 // 2020

36



The Dragon Lode Volume 38, Number 2, pp 29-37, 2020. © CL/R SIG ISSN 1098-6448

Wallmark, L. (2015). Ada Bryon Lovelace and the thinking 
machine.  San Francisco, CA: Creston Books.

  Deborah Wooten serves as professor of Literacy and 
Children’s Literature at University of Tennessee, Knoxville.  
Sandip LeeAnne Wilson serves as professor of Literacy and 
Teacher Education and English at Husson University, Ban-
gor, Maine.  Sara Walters is a doctoral student at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee.

CONTENT ANALYSIS OF BIOGRAPHICAL PICTUREBOOKS ON ADA BYRON LOVELACE

THE DRAGON LODE // 38:2 // 2020

37



The Dragon Lode Volume 38, Number 2, pp 38-43, 2020. © CL/R SIG ISSN 1098-6448

CHILDREN’S BOOK REVIEWS:
CELEBRATING POETRY

Patricia Bandre’, Lesley Colabucci, Mary Napoli, Sylvia Vardell, and Janet Wong

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Poetry captures universal experiences, fuels our senses, 
ignites imagination, and communicates emotions through in-
novative and creative language.  In this column, we highlight 
recently published poetry about varied topics to read aloud 
and infuse across the curriculum.  The selections afford read-
ers with compelling language, rich imagery, wordplay, unique 
visual arrangements, and various poetic forms. With a rich 
array of poetry selections, we invite you to explore the myri-
ad of possibilities to celebrate poetry with readers of all ages. 
 

Brown, Calef. (2019). Up Verses Down: Poems, Paintings, 
and Serious Nonsense. New York, NY:  Chris-
ty Ottaviano Books/Henry Holt and Company. 

  Calef Brown is one of those rare people who is both 
an artist and a poet and his newest book, Up Verses Down: 
Poems, Paintings, and Serious Nonsense, showcases BOTH 
of those talents. It features more than 50 poems organized 
around the topics “People Are People,” “Foodstuffs,” “Sleepy 
Time,” “Oddments,” and “Animal Life.” Brown’s poetry 
is full of witty wordplay and clever puns—some of them 
groan-worthy. Brown often employs all kinds of humor from 
the deadpan to the outrageous, so there’s something for all 
ages to enjoy from “The kid who ate the gooey paste” in “Fu-
ture Baker” to “Otter Piano” about an otter who loves Mo-
zart and Bach. Brown’s trademark use of rhythm and rhyme 
is once again roller-coaster appealing, and he incorporates 
alliteration to the point of becoming near tongue twisters 
such as in his poem, “Snorecital,” with a “…symphony of 

sorts/ that starts off with soft snorts.” Several of the poems 
in this collection reflect a gentler side with a look at friend-
ship, kindness, and caring, such as “Go! Do!” about all the 
ways to “spend an afternoon” and “You” about a friend who 
cooks just for you. Add to all these delights, his distinctive 
illustrations in double-page spreads created with acrylic and 
gouache on illustration board. His stylized characters and lib-
eral use of turquoise, violet, and orange add a zany twist to 
the poems themselves. Teachers will find much to celebrate 
in Up Verses Down with its appeal for reading aloud, an in-
troduction and a closing both written in rhyme, and an “Au-
thor’s Note” featuring a bulleted list of tips for writing ALSO 
presented in rhyme. 
Reviewed by Sylvia Vardell

 
Bulion, Leslie. (2019). Superlative Birds. Illus. Robert Me-

ganck. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree Publishing Company.

  In this entertaining and educational poetry collection, 
Leslie Bulion showcases 18 well-crafted poems about fasci-
nating birds from around the world.  Did you know that the 
bee hummingbird is the smallest bird or that the albatross 
has the widest wingspan? Each double-page spread features 
a lively poem accompanied by accessible “science notes” 
along with eye-catching illustrations, including an anthro-
pomorphic chickadee who helps readers navigate interesting 
facts and characteristics about the “superlative” birds. Read-
ers can download and sing along with the song-poem, “Arctic 
Terns the World ’Round,” performed by Bulion’s daughter. 
The extensive back matter includes a glossary, notes on the 
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poetic forms and additional resources for further investiga-
tion. Reading aloud this collection of interest-catching poems 
will undoubtedly spark further inquiries and support multiple 
interdisciplinary connections— an outstanding selection for 
bird enthusiasts young and old.
Reviewed by Mary Napoli

 
Elliot, D. (2019). Voices. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt

  Anyone who has ever wanted to know more about Joan 
of Arc will be drawn to this collection of poetry. Elliott tells 
the story of her last hours by weaving together various per-
spectives based on transcripts from two trials, the one in 
which she was found guilty and the one in which the deci-
sion was reversed. The collection features a variety of poetic 
forms and utilizes “mask” poems or personification. Poems 
are told from the perspective of those close to her and her sur-
roundings but also her sword, her hair, and her tunic. Joan’s 
voice dominates the book, but the excerpts from the trial, 
unique perspectives, and varied forms come together to form 
an engaging whole.  The book is clearly well-researched with 
an author’s note and pronunciation guide included. Readers 
will have to decide for themselves if Joan of Arc was “A mad 
girl? Or a Holy One?”
Reviewed by Lesley Colabucci
 
Engle, Margarita. (2019). Soaring Earth: A Companion 

Memoir to Enchanted Air. New York, NY: Atheneum 
Books for Young Readers.

  Soaring Earth is Young Peo-
ple’s Poet Laureate Margarita En-
gle’s follow up book to her memoir, 
Enchanted Air, both told in verse. 
Here, she focuses on her years as 
a teen and young adult during the 
tempestuous 1960s. She moves 
from her childhood divided be-
tween Cuba and California to young 
adulthood with a focus on her high 

school years, attempts at college, and her travels and relation-
ships as she tries to figure out who she is and what she wants 
to be. She is surprisingly honest about many things, including 
her teenage boyfriends, effects of drug use, witnessing a mur-
der, suffering abuse and death threats, guilt about shoplift-
ing, being homeless, her academic failures, and much more. 
All of this is revealed in unflinching free verse poems from 
a moving first-person point of view. During this time, Cuba 
becomes off-limits to travelers from the U.S. and this has a 
powerful impact on Engle and her family. Throughout this 
brave and introspective memoir in verse, Engle raises import-
ant questions related to political, cultural and gender issues; 
she incorporates phrases in Spanish, Hindi, and Japanese; and 
references writers who were important to her during this pe-
riod (e.g., Octavio Paz, Vine Deloria Jr., N. Scott Momaday, 
V. S. Naipaul, Mariano Azuela, among others). Engle creates 
a distinctive rhythm in her poetry through her structuring of 
stanzas and word choice and frequently incorporates figura-
tive language, particularly similes, metaphors, allusion, and 
irony. In addition, she weaves in haiku and tanka poems and 
often raises questions in her poems, particularly in end pas-
sages. This is a powerful, personal story sensitively told; one 
woman’s journey and one moment in time, but resonating for 
readers across time and place.
Reviewed by Sylvia Vardell
 

Foster, Linda Nemec and Anne Marie Oomen. (2018). The 
Lake Michigan Mermaid: A Tale in Poems. Illus. Me-
ridith Ridl. Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press.

  Told in alternating voices, The Lake Michigan Mer-
maid is the story of a girl on the shore and a mermaid in 
the freshwater lake, moving nearer and nearer to one another 
from their separate worlds, “like twin daughters of different 
mothers.” As the story-in-poems unfolds, the girl, Lyk, learns 
that her mother is going to sell the beach-front cottage that 
has been in her family for generations of women. Her grand-
mother’s slipping mind has made things dangerous. But her 
grandmother knows something that Lyk only senses—there is 
a presence in water. Lyk can feel it, but she wants to see what 
she is certain is there, much as the mermaid herself longs to 
be seen. The sale of the house brings together the girl, the 
mermaid, and the grandmother. By the story’s end, Lyk does, 
indeed, know; she has seen and heard, and carries within 
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her the spirit of the mermaid, who teaches the girl about her 
mother and grandmother, about loss and love. Throughout 
the book, the mermaid poems and the girl poems alternate, 
each with their own font style to capture their unique voice. 
In the final pages, girl and mermaid alternate lines in a shared 
poem—a fitting finale in which the voice of the girl makes 
one poem, the voice of the mermaid makes another, but when 
read across (which is how they are printed) the voices come 
together in a third eloquent poem about journeys, beauty, wa-
ter, and home. The power of the poems that create this tale are 
perfectly matched by Ridl’s stunning watercolor paintings—
blues and greens and purples that shimmer with heartbreak 
and hope.
Reviewed by Laura Apol 

 
Heard, Georgia. (2019). Boom! Bellow! Bleat! Animal Po-

ems for Two or More Voices. Illus.  Aaron DeWitt. 
Honesdale, PA: WordSong/Highlights.

  Creative, innovative, and humorous are just a few ways 
to describe this delightful poetry collection by award-win-
ning poet, Georgia Heard. Based on impeccable research 
about the sounds that animals make, the poems are intended 
to be read aloud by multiple readers. The table of contents 
includes a performance key along with color-coded font to 
signal the different speaking parts, including lines to be spo-
ken in unison.  Offset by visually appealing digital collages, 
each double-page spread features a short free-verse poem and 
an invitation to mimic the noises and vocalizations of differ-
ent mammals, reptiles, birds, insects, and fish.  Readers will 
excitedly “honk” along with geese, “bzzzzzzzzzz” with the 
honeybees, and “chirp” alongside the crickets. The back mat-
ter includes extensive notes about the animals and how and 
why they make their unique sounds. 
Reviewed by Mary Napoli

 

Janeczko, Paul B. (2019). The Proper Way to Meet a Hedge-
hog and Other How-To Poems. Illus. Richard Jones. 
Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press.    

                                          
  Selected by Paul B. Janeczko, recipient of the 2019 
NCTE Award for Excellence in Poetry for Children, this 
charming collection of poems provides expert do-it-yourself 
advice. Readers of all ages will savor rhythm, rhyme, and 
imagery as classic and contemporary poets including Rob-
ert Louis Stevenson, Pat Mora, Kwame Alexander, Nikki 
Grimes, J. Patrick Lewis, and 20 others provide tips on riding 
a new bike, scaring monsters, toasting marshmallows, and 
bird-watching among other things. Charles Ghigna teaches 
us how to build a poem while Irene Latham reminds us of the 
proper way to catch one: “Step into the trees / on a summer 
night-- / follow starshine / and cricketsong. / Be still, keep 
quiet; / watch for the flicker. / (No chasing, / let it come to 
you.) / Reach. Hold it in the safe / cave of your fingers / until 
the wings tickle. / Marvel at the glow / then / let it go.” Beau-
tiful paintings created by Richard Jones, some in rich, warm 
hues and others featuring cool blues and grays, complement 
each poem.
Reviewed by Patricia Bandre’ 

 
Ode, Eric. (2019). Otters, Snails and Tadpole Tails: Poems 

from the Wetlands. Illus. Ruth Harper. San Diego, CA: 
Kane Miller/EDC.

  Otters, Snails and Tadpole Tails invites the reader in 
with a question, Will I find you here? Here is “[w]here rac-
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coons roam and weasels creep, / where cattails wave and wil-
lows weep, / where muskrats vanish, diving deep.” This is 
classic Ode, a poem you want to sing, the refrain pulling you 
in where the poet—a former elementary teacher—has em-
bedded fancy science facts and dandy vocabulary words for a 
bit of incidental learning. Consider “The Frog”: “pond water 
wader, / heron evader” . . . “Web-footed tracker, / caddisfly 
snacker.” (I needed to look up “caddisfly”; and now, having 
looked it up, I am grateful to frogs for snacking on them.)
Ode is a master of repetition, rhythm, and rhyme, using not 
only end rhyme, but also slipping internal rhyme into lines 
packed with assonance, consonance, and alliteration. He uses 
metaphor and simile in poems like “Salmon” and “The Gar-
ter Snake,” evoking Valerie Worth or Joyce Sidman; he asks 
childlike questions and wonders out loud in “The Diving 
Beetle” and “Fiddlehead,” reminding us of Lilian Moore or 
Amy Ludwig VanDerwater. Ode is part of the great tradition 
of children’s poets who celebrate simple treasures and prod 
us to take a break from the hurried, tech-laden, toxic world. 
Will I find you here? Hoping YES!
Reviewed by Janet Wong
 

Ramirez-Christensen, Esperanza. (2019). My First Book of 
Haiku Poems: A Picture, a Poem, and a Dream. Illus. 
Tracy Gallup. Rutland, VT: Tuttle Publishing.

  The beautiful illustrations in this book certainly rival 
the natural beauty captured in the poems. The book features 
twenty traditional haikus written by Japanese masters such 
as Kobayashi Issa and Matsuo Basho. Each page features a 
single haiku in three languages, including the English trans-
lation. In addition, a brief interpretation or extension of the 
poem is included in the form of questions (or dreams). The 
correlating pictures for each poem are dramatic, mysterious, 
and magical. One poem reflects on shelter in the snow, “Get-
ting warm and snug/enfolded within the snow-/my domicile 
and is accompanied by a picture of a child and bunny under-
neath a glass dome.  The last page of the book invites readers 
to write their own haiku in response to a painting of a girl 
opening a door, leaving her books and toys behind, to see a 
bird in flight. The back matter includes information about the 
poets and notes from the translator and artist.
Reviewed by Lesley Colabucci

 
Salas, Laura Purdie. (2019). Lion of the Sky: Haiku for All 

Seasons. Illus. Mercè López. Minneapolis, MN: Mill-
brook Press.

  Start with a haiku poem, mix in the elements of a mask 
poem, and write it as a riddle. What have you got? A form 
of poetry Salas named riddle-ku! Categorized according to 
the four seasons, the playful haiku in this book are told with 
the voice of the object they describe and encourage the read-
er to guess the object. For example, “colorful flowers - / we 
sprout on stems of people, / bloom only in rain,” prompts the 
reader to shout, “Umbrellas!” Rendered in acrylic and fin-
ished digitally, the painting López created to accompany each 
poem provides much needed assistance to solve the trickier 
riddles. Ear to the ground, a tiny bird listens intently while 
the poem proclaims, “I’m a WRIGGLING tube, / soft under-
ground tunneler - / I fear early birds” which can only mean an 
earthworm lingers below the ground. An author’s note teach-
es readers about the poetic form and encourages them to put 
pencil to paper and write riddle-ku of their own.
Reviewed by Patricia Bandre’
 

Singer, Marilyn. (2018). Every Month is a New Year. Illus. 
Susan L. Roth. New York, NY: Lee & Low Books.

  Built around the twelve months of the Gregorian cal-
endar, this collection contains a New Year’s poem for each 
month, drawn from religious and secular new year’s tra-
ditions around the world. An opening and closing poem 
“frame” the calendar; the opening poem, illustrated with a 
vibrant sun, explains poetically that we choose the date for 
the start of the new year from the earth’s movement and the 
moon’s phases, and—in widely varying ways—we celebrate; 
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the closing poem is the same poem, but with the lines in re-
verse, illustrated by a night sky and sleepy moon.

  The book is creative in its format, intended to be read 
sideways, like a calendar. Once turned, the upper half of the 
spread is a full-page illustration of the new year’s celebra-
tion being described; the lower half contains the name of the 
month, the grid of a calendar, and the poem itself. Pages are 
flipped up like the pages of a wall calendar. Roth’s mixed me-
dia collage illustrations are breathtaking—detailed, textured 
and full of color and warmth.
This collection is a feast for the eyes, but it is much more; 
the extensive back matter provides general information on 
the development and uses of various calendar systems, New 
Year’s Greetings from the cultures represented, explanations 
that provide a more complete understanding of each of the 
included new year’s customs and their history, a glossary and 
pronunciation guide, and a comprehensive list of author’s 
sources.
Reviewed by Laura Apol

 
Steinglass, Elizabeth. (2019). Soccerverse. Illus. Edson Ikê. 

Honesdale, PA:WordSong/Highlights.

  This joyful collection of twenty-two poems is for 
all children, not just soccer players. Anyone who has ever 
“crossed the line” will understand “Apology.” “Pep Talk” re-
minds us to “Try again.” Children who don’t know soccer 
can learn the game here. “Instructions to: Field Players/the 
Goalkeeper” brilliantly transforms “Let it go. / Never / catch 
it! / This is the most important rule!” (for the field players) 
into the reverse (for the goalie): “This is the most important 
rule: / Catch it! / Never / let it go!”

  Read this book aloud for an instant indoor recess: stu-
dents will be eager to echo the playful lines. Two poems in 
particular that beg to be performed by the whole class are 
“Dribbling,” with easy, two-word lines (“I zig. / I zag. / I 
stop. / I start.”), and “Teammates,” which will have the whole 

class chiming in unison on the word “together.” Share these 
poems several times—first for the music and meaning and 
joy, and then so students can match poems to poetic forms, 
using the “Note about Poem Forms.”

  Kids will see themselves in Edson Ikê’s inclusive illus-
trations—talking on the field or flying with wings. A favorite 
spread shows the game “in the hand / of a giant” who smiles 
down on the players. She looks very happy, proud of this Soc-
cerverse.
Reviewed by Janet Wong
  

Wolf, Allan. (2019). The Day the Universe Exploded My 
Head. Illus. Anna Raff.  Somerville, MA: Can-
dlewick Press.

  This poetry book puts a silly spin on all things outer 
space. Varied forms of poetry are used including an elegy 
and sonnet as well as poems for multiple voices. Most of the 
poems include clever subtitles and some manipulation of ty-
pography such as changes in color, font, or size. 
  
  The humor extends into the art with one page featuring 
“rusty rockets” using wheelchairs and walkers and anoth-
er showing Jupiter as a King-Kong-like “giant” climbing a 
skyscraper. Each poem offers a balance of playfulness and a 
focus on content knowledge. For example, ‘Mercury: Given 
to Extremes,’ states “I may be small, but stand tall;/my axis 
barely tilts at all.” At the end of the book, readers will find 
notes on each poem, a glossary, acknowledgements and ad-
ditional resources.   
Reviewed by Lesley Colabucci

CONTRIBUTORS
  Laura Apol is a faculty member in the College of Ed-
ucation at Michigan State University. She is the author of 
several collections of poetry, including Crossing the Ladder 
of Sun; Requiem, Rwanda; and, most recently, Nothing but 
the Blood.  She is currently completing a collection with the 
working title, Lullaby, and has just been named the poet lau-
reate for the city of Lansing, Michigan.
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  Patricia Bandre’ is the reading instructional specialist 
for USD 305, Salina Public Schools in Salina, KS.  She is 
currently chair of the NCTE Award for Excellence in Poetry 
for Children committee.  

  Lesley Colabucci is an Associate Professor of Early, 
Middle, and Exceptional Education at Millersville Universi-
ty. She teaches classes in children’s literature at the graduate 
and undergraduate level. Her research interests include multi-
cultural children’s literature and responses to literature. 

  Mary Napoli is an Associate Professor at Penn State 
Harrisburg. In addition to coordinating the M.Ed. in Literacy 
Education graduate program, she teaches undergraduate and 
graduate courses in literacy, children’s literature, and literacy 
leadership. 

  Sylvia Vardell is Professor in the School of Library and 
Information Studies at Texas Woman’s University and the au-
thor of Children’s Literature in Action, Poetry Aloud Here, 
and The Poetry Teacher’s Book of Lists and collaborated with 
Janet Wong on The Poetry Friday Anthology series and Po-
etry Friday Power Book series. She has authored or co-au-
thored more than 100 published articles, given more than 150 
presentations at national and international conferences, and 
maintains the PoetryForChildren blog and poetry column for 
Book Links magazine.

  Janet Wong is the author of more than thirty books for 
children and teens on a wide variety of subjects, including 
writing and revision (You Have to Write), diversity and com-
munity (Apple Pie 4th of July), peer pressure (Me and Rolly 
Maloo), chess (Alex and the Wednesday Chess Club), and 
yoga (Twist: Yoga Poems); her most recent book, A Suitcase 
of Seaweed & MORE, is a reissue (with fifty new pages) of 
her classic collection on identity.  A frequent featured speaker 
at literacy conferences, Wong has served as a member of sev-
eral national committees, including the NCTE Poetry Com-
mittee and the ILA Notable Books for a Global Society com-
mittee. With Sylvia Vardell, she is co-creator of The Poetry 
Friday Anthology series and the Poetry Friday Power Book 
series focusing on writing.
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The Children’s Literature and Reading Special Interest Group in-
vites interested members to apply to serve on the Notable Books for 
a Global Society Committee. The NBGS Committee solicits nomi-
nations for the award, reads and evaluates submissions, prepares
annotated list of winners for publication in The Dragon Lode 
and other publications, presents the books during the annual IRA
Convention, and conducts other activities to promote this award.

Call to Serve on the Notable Books
for a Global Society Committee

Eligibility Criteria

• Membership in the Children’s literature and Reading SIG and the International Reading Association
•  Interest in international and multicultural issues in children’s literature

Requirements

•  Attendance for three years at both NBGS Committee meetings, held at IRA and NCTE annual conferences
• Willingness and ability to read and evaluate 300-400 books for children and young adults annually
• Ability and willingness to write annotations for publication in the The Dragon Lode and to present the annual NBGC 

book list at the Children’s Literature and Reading SIG session at the IRA convention

  The committee consist of ten members, including the Chair and the Co-Chair, who must attend all meetings of the com-
mittee as noted above and perform all duties as directed by the Chair. Three members are appointed annually in January by the 
President and the NBGS incoming Chair from among candidates who respond to this call.

  As far as possible, the committee members shall be representative of the SIG membership in terms of gender, regions of 
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Membership Form
Children’s Literature and Reading Special Interest Group

INTERNATIONAL LITERACY ASSOCIATION

Publisher of the journal THE DRAGON LODE

A NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION INTERESTED IN PROMOTING THE USE OF YOUNG PEOPLE’S 
LITERATURE IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF LITERACY

To join this Special Interest Group, Mail the Membership Application with a check made 
payable to Children’s Literature and Reading SIG to:

Sue Corbin
CL/R SIG - Treasurer

299 North Street
Chagrin Falls, OH  44022

Please check type of membership: ___Renewing Member ___New Member

Title and Name ______________________________________________________________

Mailing Address _____________________________________________________________

City/State or Province/Zip _____________________________________________________

Country ____________________________________________________________________

Email Address ______________________________ Telephone ________________________

ILA Membership Number _____________________Expiration ________________________

One Year Membership: $25.00 (US)

Three Year Membership: $65.00 (US)

International memberships require an additional $10
Annual Membership includes two issues of The Dragon Lode

Donations are welcome to help defray the cost of publishing the journal

 Membership Dues Enclosed: __________________
 Donation: __________________
 Total: __________________

Note: You must hold membership in both the SID and ILA.
To join ILA visit: http://literacyworldwide.org/
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