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Children’s literature should be an integral part of any classroom. Through literature, children can be transported across time and place, be inspired to dream, make connections to characters, and find a piece of themselves where they never dreamed they could. It is not only the job of a teacher to teach children how to read, but I believe it is a teacher’s job to help children fall in love with books. This relationship with reading will last a lifetime, and will allow the opportunity for children to grow into adults who still value and cherish literature. Even though I think that it is necessary for teachers to inspire children to love getting lost in a book, I truly believe that this love needs to start at home.


At the beginning of the course we were asked to identify our favorite children’s book and then discuss what makes a book “quality.” The members of my group and I all chose books that we had personal connections and also had fond and chereished memories associated with the book. We remember reading these books with close family members, we remembered how these books transported us to different words, and we remembered reading these books over and over again outside of school. Curled up in our beds, forts, and with family members we fell head over heals in love with these books. These are the books that we remember as our favorites even as adults. A teacher is nowhere to be found in this equation. A lot of the “quality” literature we identified was literature that had been introduced at a very early age and generally introduced by a family member. As much as teachers can help to inspire children, the foundation of the relationship with literature starts in the home. It is my job, as a teacher, to help teach not only children to love and value literature, but the parents of my students need to help inspire this same relationship with literature. I truly believe that teachers need to reach out to parents and provide support in helping their children to read, and love it, at home as well. Parents need to also learn how important quality literature is for their children, and also could greatly benefit from being able to identify quality literature. In my experience, many parents do not know how many books they can check out from the public library at one time. Once inspiring some parents to bring their children to the local library, many of my students were able to enter into a world of literature that never existed before for them outside the classroom. It makes a tremendous difference for a child when teachers can inspire parents to get deeply involved in their child’s relationship with literature.


Since I know that I cannot go home with every single one of my students to make sure this passion for books continues at home, I will do as much as I possibly can within my classroom to engage my students with quality literature, find characters they can relate to, and transport them into worlds they never knew existed. In my ideal world, my classroom would revolve around literature. Every single morning would begin with some sort of read aloud, whether it is fiction, poetry, or a story written by another student. The students would gather on the carpet, and as a class we would be transported into a story, simply for the joy of reading, every single morning. Even though some think that every book read in a classroom should somehow teach some kind of content, I believe that there is so much value in reading silly books, or books that we love “just because” every day. These first few minutes every morning would be dedicated to books like Walter the Farting Dog (Kotzwinkle), Thomas’ Snowsuit (Munsch), and Knuffle Bunny (Willems) so that children can positively experience literature without it feeling too serious. Literature should make kids laugh, it should make them want to sit for hours with the same book and read it over and over again. Even if these books do not “teach” any kind of content, they can inspire reluctant readers to be drawn to a book; these can become the gateway books to get children excited about reading. These are the feelings that we experienced with our favorite books, and teachers should help children find these favorite books. These silly books that I would read in the mornings would be placed in a special basket in the classroom; we can come back to these books over and over again throughout the year, and hopefully soon our “favorite books” basket will be overflowing with books the children often want to hear. There will be poems, biographies, trade books, non-fiction animal books, and many different kinds of books that will be read in the morning, but these will all be selected to help create a positive, light hearted experience with literature every morning. I do think this is something that would be realistic for my classroom. Not every morning read aloud would have to be “silly,” but this time every morning dedicated to truly enjoying books would become my favorite (and hopefully my students’ favorite as well) time of the day. Even though “inspiring kids to love reading” is not a state reading standard, I think it is one of our biggest and toughest jobs.


Not only would the daily read aloud help inspire children to see literature in a positive light, but it will give the entire class a common set of books that we can refer back to. In my experiences, there are some children who are read to every single night, taken to the library, and have books of their own at home. Unfortunately, the majority of the students I work with do not have these experiences, so it is my job to provide them with these positive experiences. Also, if the entire class has common knowledge about certain books that I have carefully chosen then we will be able to draw upon these books to make connections to other books we read throughout the school year. I wish that all children came to school with an understanding that books can be great entertainment, but it is my job to inspire this understanding in many of my students.


In my ideal classroom, the rest of the day (after this morning read aloud) would revolve around quality literature that has been carefully selected for my students. I think that for the core literacy time in my classroom that children need to be reading literature that is on their individual level. This instruction time needs to be in small groups with students reading books that they can be successful in reading (with the teacher support). The challenge comes in finding quality books designed for emergent readers. In a quality book, I am looking for developed characters, an imaginative plot, and characters who do not embody stereotypes. These books should also represent different cultures, time periods, and be diverse in genre. I have always found it to be extremely challenging to find books that would actually engage these students, and that are also appropriate for their reading levels. It is much easier to find quality literature for children once they are on their way to being independent readers. As someone who spent the majority of my elementary school years reading past my frustration point during whole group instruction, I feel that it is incredibly important that the literature we have our children read during this time is on their level. If the literature a teacher gives to a student is over their head, then the student will not be engaged in the reading; they may listen to the story, but not read the story with the teacher.


These books that children should be reading during literacy time should also be ones that they are interested in. I would love to be able to have reading circles in my classroom based on interest. The children would work together to find books that they want to read, and then spend time reading and discussing these books with their peers. As I have learned through the discussions in my group, my peers always notice things about books that I never would have. They inspire me to look back into that same book but with a new perspective. I think there is something valuable in discovering the important parts of books with peers. This is a much different experience than having a teacher point out what to look for while reading the book. Children need this time with their peers to explore and discover what they think is important about the books they choose to read. I think that it would be valuable for the students to have different roles in responding to literature, somewhat like we did in our discussion forums. Spending the time to teach children different ways of responding to literature would be a great challenge, but worth the deeper level of discussion among the students. In our reflection on our own discussions, my team identified that these discussion roles could be used with our students (after much modeling and clearly set expectations) in order to help guide student literature discussions.


I also now believe that the majority of social studies should be taught through carefully selected pieces of literature. The week that we spent reading Abenaki literature showed me how much can be learned through accurate historical fiction. Before this unit I did not even know that the Abenaki tribe existed, but after a week reading different pieces, the criticism about these pieces, and discussing these with my peers, I am much more knowledgeable about how the Abenaki have historically been treated and their position in modern culture. In choosing the literature to use in a classroom, teachers must be incredibly careful. Without having read the critiques and the different debates over Darkness Under the Water, I would have thought that this was an accurate portrayal of an Abenaki family trying to blend into their town. I would have been horribly mistaken if I had used this novel to teach about Abenaki way of life in the 1930’s. With a little research, I do think that teachers can, and should, find literature that is accurate in information in order to teach social studies ideas. Reading from a textbook is often boring and incredibly inauthentic. Teaching through literature can bring these ideas alive while transporting students another time or another place. Even learning about the core democratic values can be fun and engaging if done through literature. Children can see the importance of social studies ideas when they are taught in an engaging authentic way. When they can identify with a historical figure they will be more engaged and in turn will be more able to internalize the important historical ideas.


When choosing literature to have available to children and to use in a classroom, teachers must be very aware of every aspect of the book. Teachers must inspect everything about the book from the illustrations to the text; there are so many stereotypes found in children’s literature that I was never aware of before this course. We focused on the stereotypes associated with Native Americans in children’s literature, but we need to be aware of all different kinds of stereotypes. Stereotypes can be found throughout literature and need to be noticed and addressed within the education community. It should no longer be acceptable to have the letter “I” illustrated with a stereotypically dressed Native American, and it should no longer be acceptable for African American kids to have inauthentic hairstyles in picture books. As educational professionals, teachers should look for books (at all age levels) that do not stereotype people in any way. This seems like an overwhelming task, but the only way to erase these stereotypes from our society is to open our children’s eyes to them. When we do find stereotypes, we should not simply ignore them, but discuss them with the students and challenge them to see the inequality that exists not only in literature, but also in the world. Once we begin encouraging our students to recognize these difficult realities of our culture, then we will be able to help change those realities. If we raise our students to be willing, comfortable, and confident in challenging inequality, stereotypes, and unfair treatment of people within the classroom, then they will be more willing to fight to change these things as they grow up.


I also want to fill my classroom with literature that will inspire imagination. My students often come to me with little experience using their imagination in school, which really makes me sad. Second graders who have a difficult time writing a story using their imagination show me that teachers need to embrace the creative and fantastical nature of children. One way to do this is to bring in literature that incorporates magic, wonder, and out of this world creatures. If we, as teachers, do not inspire these children to think outside of the box, to use their imaginations, and create things of their own, then we will be doing a disservice to our society. Where would our world be if people did not challenge conventional ideas, come up with whacky inventions, and imagine things that are out of this world? The Earth may still be flat, we would be on riding horses instead of in cars and planes, and there would be no such thing as space exploration. Choosing and incorporating children’s literature that inspires children to wonder and dream is essential to create a creative and innovative classroom of students. 


Literature should be used to open the world to children who may never have left their city or state before entering the classroom. Choosing quality literature that accurately depicts cultures, places, and people that students may never experience in their own lives will begin to open up the entire world for the students. When reading Cinderella, perhaps, I think that it is incredibly important to study many different versions of the same story from across the world. Exposing students to, and engaging them with literature from across the world will help expand their horizons and realize that we do in fact live in a global society.


The challenge comes in finding the appropriate resources to choose these amazing pieces of literature for a classroom. A one-teacher team cannot successfully teach the curriculum, research literature, obtain that literature, and then incorporate the literature in a classroom. I believe that teachers need to work together to identify, gather, and evaluate the literature that will be used in and throughout schools. I can dream of my idea classroom filled with authentic, appropriate, and awe inspiring literature, but now I need to work on making that dream a reality for my students. This course has shown me how incredibly important my dream is for my students.
