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Literature Position
     Words are powerful and they fill our world.  They are spoken in our every day conversation, through musical or poetic lyrics, and in film.  They are read in the pages of books, magazines, and articles.  Words influence us, make us feel certain emotions, cause us to wonder, and teach us about the world around us, allowing us to look at things from a different perspective.  When I was growing up, The Phantom Tollbooth was my favorite piece of literature, and inside those pages was a debate on which was more important-words or numbers.  I must openly confess now that I always secretly rooted for King Azaz, the ruler of Dictionopolis and the lover of words.  Words open up new worlds for all of us, especially when it comes to literature.  As a reader, I have come to many important milestones in my life when it has come to reading, and I truly enjoyed reflecting on those in my Literature Autobiography.  I feel that the way this course has made me view literature and how I will use these new perspectives to mold my students into young readers and “lovers of words” will definitely be added to this timeline.
     I have read picture books throughout my entire life: at home, in school, at the bookstore, to my students.  I never realized the content and discussion that these books contained, even books with limited words that focus just on pictures.  I have found that picture books as literature can offer so much discussion and feeling, no matter which grade level you are using them.  Before this course, I had the mindset that picture books would only benefit children in lower elementary school grades.  I am honestly not sure what brought me to this decision-maybe because I associated pictures with smaller children and that they were there for their enjoyment.  Little did I know that those pictures can show aspects of the story that the text does not even cover, and that they almost tell a story all by themselves.  As my group was discussing the pictures in the book Heckedy Peg by Audrey Penn, I could not believe the amount of information that those pictures brought to our discussion about the plot, the characters and the setting.  The placement of the illustrations, the viewpoints of which they were shown, they depth and detail of the setting all were worthy of discussion and gave us a better sense of the story.  

     After reading the Sipe article on the language of picture books, I had a new mindset of how to use them with children.  Many children are visual learners, and it does not matter how old you are, we love pictures and illustrations!  Picture books are a wonderful tool for any age to get children thinking more about the story and to get a visual sense of what the author is really trying to say and get across to readers.  Picture books can also be used in upper graders to open up discussion and topics about major events in history.  Before reading Rose Blanche by Roberto Innocenti, I don’t think I had ever seen a picture book that contained that much emotion and feeling about a certain experience involving an event in history.  Although it wasn’t extremely historic and did not give many facts about the war, it gave readers a sense of what the main character, Rose, was going through as a child during this time and what she saw from her perspective.  As a piece of literature, this type of picture book gives students an emotional experience that also might inspire them look further into the particular event to learn more about it.  The story could possibly inspire them to want to learn more about the people who experienced the event, or even the event itself.  This type of literature gives readers an experience that history books just cannot provide, and the stories and illustrations make them so they can be enjoyed by many age groups.

     Picture books can teach us a lot, and they do not just have to be current in order to be used in the classroom.  When I was working on the “Picture Books Across Time” assignment and studying the contents of picture books ranging from the early 1900’s to today, I realized that these older books still open up new worlds and characters, teach lessons, and cause us to feel certain emotions, just as picture books currently do.  Sure, the illustrations might not be as complex or creative, and we might not be able to study them as deeply as we do illustrations from today, but the stories still have meaning and can be purposeful in the classroom.  I think it is so important for students to see a variety of literature, and to be exposed to it at an early age.  This will make them more willing to pick up an older book when they are older and even try different authors and genres as they grow into young adolescent readers.  As teachers, we need to expose them to these older books and point out the style and voice used, study the characters and the plot, and even compare and contrast them to certain stories from today through text-to-text connections.  

     I truly feel like exposing students to older literature at an early age will make them interested in more of the traditional types of literature and classics in literature that cannot be ignored.  There are so many classics that children just are not aware of anymore that are so enjoyable and wonderful!  Children need to know these traditional tales and classics.  There are some that children are exposed to usually in elementary school such as Little Red Riding Hood, Goldilocks and the Three Bears, and The Gingerbread Man, but I feel this is where their interest stops.  I think as teachers we feel sometimes that we always have to read books to children that excite them or that will grip them the entire time.  When they reach middle school and high school and begin to read some of the more complicated and older stories, they have a very difficult time with them because they have not been exposed to these types of books throughout their elementary years.  I am not saying that children need to be reading Lord of the Flies or A Christmas Carol and analyzing them in 5th grade, but maybe by exposing them to different types of children’s traditional literature that they recognize at a young age and really digging deeper into it will make them better readers of this more complicated type of literature so they are better prepared when they do encounter these books in later grades.  I loved the quote in Smith’s article when he stated, “Reading actively allows us to converse with greater minds in history.”  It is so important that children continue to be exposed to these great minds and writers!    
      Through my journey in this course, I have also learned how important it is to have a good variety of multicultural literature in my classroom library, and how it can help children not only learn about diversity around them, but also become more appreciative and open to different cultures that they could encounter in their lives.  I am aware that as a first grade teacher, I receive these students at a very crucial time in their lives; a time when they are beginning to form opinions about the world around them, and become influenced by their peers and the media.  Children form stereotypes against other cultures and people different from them very quickly.  I was so surprised by just how much stereotyping there is in the books we read and in the programs children watch on television.  The reality of this only reinforces the fact that children need to be taught accurate information and become aware of different cultures as early in their mental development as possible.  Having multicultural literature accessible and integrated into the curriculum is the best way to ensure this exposure.  
     In order for multicultural literature to be considered accurate, authentic, and worthy enough to be a teaching and learning tool, it must be read and researched prior to sharing it with the class.  It is important to catch any stereotyping or inaccuracies in the text before even placing it in the classroom library for students to potentially read.  It is also important to research the author of the book to find out how they obtained information to write the story.  Multicultural literature can be such a powerful tool in a classroom, but it can also be a harmful if not looked into before sharing it with students.  I also believe that this multicultural literature should be integrated throughout the entire school year, not just Black History Month or other special holidays.  The only way to make children aware of diversity and make it a normal part of their lives is to give them consistent exposure throughout the whole school year.  
     The fourth week of this class made me set a new goal as a teacher, and that is to become more educated on different cultures so I can be more knowledgeable when it comes to including multicultural literature in my classroom.  I realized that when I was reading some of these books and having some of these discussions on different cultures with my group, I felt almost uneducated in this area.  I was so surprised when I read the Seale and Dow essay and saw all of the stereotypes and inaccuracies of The Darkness Under the Water by Beth Kanell.  I did have complete confidence in this book, especially seeing the extensive research that Kanell conducted in order to write the story.  In this discussion, my group members and I all felt the same way; we could not believe that we did not catch these things as we were reading.  While it felt relieving to not be alone in this discovery, it also felt a little scary.  I realized that my teachers growing up never spent much time discussing different cultures and misleading stereotypes with us or reading this type of literature.  I realized that my view of the world is a little miscued because of this, and I realize now just how important this kind of discussion is in the classroom.  

     I feel like in order to have these discussions in a classroom, there needs to be a very open and non-threatening conversation environment, and this needs to be established before these conversations even begin.  Students need to feel like they can ask questions and have discussions, and the teacher needs to feel comfortable and confident with the information and the literature in order to best facilitate these discussions.  I realize now just how important multicultural literature is in shaping the minds and views of young children, and it is a wonderful tool to use if used correctly!  I am so excited to make this type of literature more of a consistent part of my teaching this year with my first graders, and also grow more culturally-whole myself!

     Just when I thought that that this class had completely turned my view on literature around as much as it could be turned, we started our week on poetry and other types of formats that literature can be studied through.  This is the week that I not only fell in love with poetry all over again, but I fell head-over-heals for the verse-novel.  I have encountered books like Locomotion in the past, but I always thought of them more as simply a collection of poems rather than a whole story.  After reading Joy Alexander’s article discussing the verse novel as a new genre, I realized that it is really not a collection of poems at all, but rather a deeper connection into the character’s/narrator’s mind and experience, and a visually strong look at their vivid thoughts and viewpoints.  
     While I use verse poetry and nursery rhymes in my classroom to teach phonics and descriptive language, I believe that the verse novel would be a wonderful tool to use in any grade to really get children to connect with poetry, as long as the book is age appropriate, of course.  When children become young adolescents, they thirst for stories to connect to and characters that have had similar thoughts and experiences as them.  Not only does the verse novel provide this type of connection, but it also allows children to see how the elements of poetry can be used to emphasize important moments or thoughts in a character’s story.  After I read Locomotion, I was even inspired to start keeping a journal in the verse novel form.  I feel like this type of literature could be very inspiring to young readers as well as young writers.
     As I stated at the beginning, words are everywhere, including film!  Until studying the different formats of Coraline, I never knew just how different the formats could be, including the main message each sends to the viewer/reader.  It makes me better understand why it could be so important to show a film of a book after reading it in class, and how to teach my students to look for differences, similarities, and how the director brings the author’s words the life.  When I watched movies after reading books, I always simply looked for obvious changes in the plot or similarities between the book and movie, but I never looked for different messages as I did when reading and viewing Coraline.  I think this is a perfect way to show students how readers interpret literature in different ways and not just poetry-complete novels as well.  

     My journey through this class has been eye-opening, emotional, interesting, and most of all fun!  In this short six weeks I have not only grown as a teacher of words and literature, but most of all I have grown personally as a reader.  I have looked at literature in ways that I have never looked at it before, and have learned to use it in ways that will make not only allow me to continue to grow as a reader, but also help me to better begin my students’ journeys as readers.  I feel like this course has made me think about my students not just as first graders, but as life long readers and learners.  It has made me think of where they are headed in their lives as both citizens and as readers, and what I need to do to prepare them for what is to come.  I am looking forward to reflecting on this for the remainder of the summer and thinking about how I will use what I have learned in this upcoming school year.           
