Jane Reynolds

December 3, 2009

Final Reflection

What is commonly called literary history is actually a record of choices."
--Louise Bernikow


From the very beginning of this course we have discussed, read, and thought about different books that have made lasting impressions on people.  Some of these books we consider to be “good” books, others are award winning books, and some are considered to be classic books.  We then read two books, one classic and one award winner, and then as a group we shared our responses to those two novels.  Just as the other children’s literature classes I have taken, this course has changed the way that I look at children’s literature, has changed the way that I read children’s literature, and has changed my ideas about how to use literature in the classroom.  


During week one of this course, I looked back into my childhood and identified the books that really stood out in my mind.  One of the books that I identified as being a “good” book, and a favorite book from my childhood was Goodnight Moon.  As a child I did not know or care whether or not this book was an award winning or classic book.  I loved this book for my own reasons.  Children do not pick their favorite books based on how timeless or universal the story is, or if the book has won an award.  Children choose their favorite books based on their personal feelings about that book.  This directly goes back to the Bernikow quote; people have a personal literary history in their lives, and this is a record of that person’s choices of favorite books throughout their life.  When asked to identify the “good” books from my childhood, it was fairly difficult for me simply because there were so many books that I remember reading and loving as a child.  There were the books that I read throughout my entire childhood, such as Goodnight Moon, but there are others that will forever be one of my favorite books, such as The Giver.  Each of the books that I would include in my own personal literary history is there for a very personal reason.  These books challenged me, inspired me, taught me something, or simply entertained me.  The one thing that each of these “good” books had in common was me.  I had always known that books were a very personal choice, but before this course I did not know to what extent.  The “good” books that the rest of the class picked were mostly books that I had heard of.  A lot of these books I agreed were good books, but I did not have nearly the same relationship with them as my classmates.  In talking about which books were our personal “best” children’s books, it is fairly clear that the books people choose are going to be different and will be chosen for different reasons. 


When we first started to talk about the award winning books in week two, it was then that I realized how truly subjective these awards were.  Before week two I had never heard of several of the awards that we studied.  I did not even know that there was an award given to the book that best represented Jewish culture, or an award that is given to the best non-fiction children’s book.  I had heard of the Coretta Scott King Award, the Newbery, and the Caldecott, but the other awards were brand new to me.  Once being exposed to these other awards that children’s books could win, I started to realize that every single award-winning book was considered the best.  How could there possibly be so many “best” books?  The “best” book is supposed to be the top, the supreme, the ultimate book, so how could there be so many bests?  It was here that I realized how truly subjective the award process was.  Even though my team was only responsible for answering questions about one award, the Orbis Pictus Award, the class came together to share what we noticed about the awards.  Much of the class was also surprised how subjective the language is in the criteria for determining the award winning books.  We also noticed that the awards were mainly given to books that had only been published within the last year, and mainly given to authors that fit a certain criteria.  If the award is given to a book showing a certain culture, the author of that book generally must be a member of that culture, which is something I had not known.  Each of these awards has a committee of people who chose which book best represents the award.  These committee members work together to decide which book should receive the award.  I do think that if the member of the committees changed then different books would receive, or not receive, awards.  


Bringing these ideas back to the Bernikow quotation; looking closely at these lesser known awards truly showed me how award winning books are “good” books that a committee chose that fit a certain criteria.  If the language of the award criteria was a little different or if the committee members were different, then different books would have been given the award.  These books that have been given awards will forever be written down on an important list of books that will be referred to for generations to come.  These books are instantly part of our “literary history” because they were chosen by a specific group of people.  I do believe that award-winning books are good books (a group of people agreed that they are good books) but these books are not necessarily going to be the books that children will love, or even be able to relate to.  It is very unlikely that my classroom full of low-income African American students will agree that a book given the Sydney Taylor Book Award is the best book.  Even books that have been given awards are chosen for personal reasons.  Yes, it is a group of people who choose the books based on criteria, but it is always just that, a choice.


From here in the course we looked at two awards more closely: the Newbery Award and the Caldecott.  After having looked at the lesser-known awards, I was fairly worried about the criteria for the Newbery and the Caldecott.  I was certain that the language used in the criteria would be vague and subjective as in the other awards.  The language was slightly less vague than the other awards, but the criteria for these awards are also very subjective.  We read two novels; one that won the Newbery, and one that did not.  I had never before heard of The Secret of the Andes and was surprised to hear that it had won a Newbery (because I had never heard of it).  After reading the novel, I could see why it was given the award; it was very well written and would challenge and teach any child who read it.  This novel was chosen over Charlotte’s Web, which was a decision I agreed with.  The members of my class, and of my group, did not see it the same way I did.  Many people love Charlotte’s Web and think that it should be an award-winning book.  Charlotte’s Web, however, does not fit the criteria for the Newbery Award as well as The Secret of the Andes.  It is hard to remember that awards are not given to the most popular books, but the books that best fit the criteria.  Even within my group of four people we did not agree about which book should have won the Newbery.  There is no possible way that a committee would be able to identify the book that is the “best” literary children’s literature book and have everyone in the nation, now and forever, agree with the choice.


The next award that we studied was the Caldecott Award.  I had known, before taking this course, that the Caldecott was given to a book based on the illustrations.  After looking more closely at the award criteria, I learned that the award was given solely for the illustrations and that the actually text itself could not factor into the award process.  We read two similar books that each won the Caldecott award to see the similarities and the differences.  Each of the books were very much supported by the illustrations, but I was drawn to Make Way for Ducklings simply because the illustrations were not as overwhelming as I felt they were in award wining version of The Ugly Duckling.  I understand that the award is given to the book with the best illustrations, but I do think that the illustrations should only add to the total enjoyment, or experience, of a book.  In the version of The Ugly Duckling that we read, I felt as though the illustrations took away from the story because they were so overwhelming.  This does show that even an award given for the illustrations is a very subjective award.  Each person is going to respond to the artwork in books in a different way; even the four of us in my group each responded to these two books in very different ways.  This idea leads straight back to the Bernikow quotation.  These award winning books are forever going to be around simply because they have won the prestigious Caldecott award.   Even this award is very subjective, and was decided based on personal experiences and preferences of the committee members.  I am sure that if this committee was made up of different people, different books would have been chosen and literary history would be slightly different.  



Award winning books are chosen to be award winning based on a written set of criteria.  These books are chosen by a select group of people, and are never based on the popularity of a book.  These are clear choices that are made my specific people.  Classic books are also books that were chosen to become part of our literary history, but these books were chosen by a much larger group of people.  As we began to discuss in week five and six, classic books are books that are timeless (in that they have universal themes) and live on for generations and generations.  Classic books become classics because they are so popular that people feel the need to share the story with people and pass the book along.  We discussed that books are passed on within families, by teachers, or simply by having them become part of main-stream culture.  As I noticed while making my list of classic books, many of these books have been made into films.  Sometimes, as with Little Women, they are made into films over and over again to reach the current generation.  Yes these books become classic books because they are popular, but it is the choice of the readers to continue to demand that a book, or story, continue to be published.  It is the choice, the choice of many, for classic books to become a part of our literary history.  


From here we took a closer look at what scholars have said about Little Women across time.  These different articles show that people will always have differing opinions even about classic books that have been chosen to be “classic” by people across time and space.   Taking a close look at only one classic book shows that opinions about classics are extremely varied.  It is left up to each new generation if we are going to choose to continue to include these “classic” books in our every growing and changing literary history.  That also will be a record of choices, but choices made by large groups of people, whether or not to continue to read and demand the classic books.


After this we moved onto watching two film versions of the novel Little Women.  The novel was hard for me to read (because I did not connect with the characters or with the plot, as I discussed in my writing about the novel) and the earlier of the two films was also very hard for me to watch.  Neither of these were created for my generation or for my mindset as a very liberal, independent, middle class woman in the 21st century.  Based on reading the novel, or watching the first film, I would have never suggested that anyone else read or watch these versions.  I was nervous when it came time to watch the more recent version of the film, but I actually have to say that I enjoyed this version of the story.  I was able to relate more to the characters, and it is clear that the filmmakers created this version to engage my generation of film viewers.  With this in mind, classic grow and change with time and with the people who want the stories to live on.  This is also a choice made by people that affect our literary history.  Without having those filmmakers choose to make the more recent version, I would have never had any kind of positive feelings towards Little Women.  


Looking back on the entire course, I have learned a lot about what makes a classic book and the different children’s book awards.  It is now that I really wish I worked in a school district that did not have a mandated literacy program (which happens to be scripted).  I can see how choosing classic, award winning, and just good books would provide students the opportunity to dive into literature the way we want them to.  In the last few weeks of the course we took part in a literature discussion that could be modified to work for any grade level.  Looking at books, both award winning and classics, through different perspective and with different ideas in mind helps to understand those books on a much deeper level.  I wish that I had the freedom and the flexibility within my classroom to be able to choose book to have my students work with.  I think that even in second grade they would be challenged and learn an enormous amount about literature, reading, writing, and author’s purpose by studying award winning, classic, and good books.
