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I thoroughly enjoyed attending the 36th Annual Conference on Children’s Literature.  It was inspiring, enlightening, and downright fun.  I attended all of the General Sessions, and three concurrent sessions.  I also obtained an autograph (see paragraph 7 below).

1.  The first General Session featured Dennis and Judy Fradin.   Is it un-intentional that their interactions with each other provide such fun entertainment?  Anyway, their theme was “One thing leads to another”, as they explained how they are inspired by things that happen, or items they run across in their research, or even in the obituaries, to write yet another book.  I really liked Judy’s quote, when she said that she looked for people who had done “not the last thing, but the next thing”, when she was looking for famous people to feature in their books.    The books that they talked about sound very intriguing, but I would most like to read Dennis’ book on Samuel Adams.

2.  The first Concurrent Session that I attended was “Truth is Stranger than Fiction: Selecting Engaging Non-fiction for Middle School Students.   Sharon Mitchell and Melinda Lundberg from West Jackson Middle School introduced a great many non-fiction titles in a series of short “theme book-talks”:  

· True tales of survival

· That’s gross

· Food

· Mysteries

They also pointed out the indicators of bad non-fiction, such as bad bindings and the lack of such features as a table of contents, sources for further reading, references and vocabulary definitions.  They concluded by stating that the #1 best way to use non-fiction is to read aloud.

3.  The second General Session featured Nikki Grimes.  She was very captivating with her poems and her beautiful voice.   She read several of her poems, and sometimes it was hard to tell where the poem left off and her speech began.  She spoke of a “pattern of marginalization” with diverse books; African-American books featured in February, for instance, and Hispanic books featured around Cinco de Mayo.  She told a great story about Bessie Colman, the first African-American female pilot, as an inspirational example of how “hopes and dreams combined with hard work” can bring success.  She also spoke of children’s grief, and how her book of poems on that subject is an attempt to help children who might act out their grief when they can’t express it.  She recommended her web-site, www.nikkigrimes.com, for ideas of how to weave poetry into the curriculum.

4.  The second Concurrent Session I attended was “Reading Between the Lines:  Using Children’s Literature as a Location for Celebrating Diversity and Confronting Inequality.”  I think that this session, as presented by Holly Isserstedt from UGA, was wrongly titled.  Ms. Isserstedt did not provide recommendations of specific titles to celebrate diversity; she merely showed us a few books that she believed preserved the status quo, especially in terms of gender inequality.  I do believe she was stretching it a bit when she belittled a book about a little pea as being offensive to children from alternative types of families.  I do agree with her that “gender disruption is ok”.

5.  The third General Session featured Robert Sabuda, and I almost became a fan of pop-up books after listening to him.   I thought that the history of pop-up books, aka movable books, would be dull, but it was a very enjoyable and visually rich lesson.  It was interesting to learn that his pop-up books are made by hand, in South America and Asia, and that the workers make up to 10,000 a week.  He told the audience that his web-site. www.robertsabuda.com has pop-ups that can be downloaded and printed out; that sounds like a great way to integrate technology into an elementary language arts class.
6.   I attended a third Concurrent Session on Saturday morning:  Travels Though Literature, The Successful Integration of Trade Books and Technology Across the Curriculum, presented by Joeta Youngblood, Sherry Mathews, and Cheryl Carter, all from Jasper Middle School.  This was a very upbeat and entertaining presentation on integrating “literature into the new GPS curriculum”.  For example, the book JOURNEY TO JO’BURG, by Beverly Naidoo, anchors a unit of study correlated to some of the 7th grade Social Studies CPS.   Joeta handed out the entire lesson plan for that unit of study to each participant.  Cheryl Carter, who is a language arts teacher, talked about her ideas for inspiring students to read, including Book Boxes, which would contain a book, information and activities; and suitcases filled with materials and books on a particular topic of study that students can check out for the week-end.  I left that presentation with lots of ideas and lots of good hand-outs.
7.  The fourth General Session featured Joseph Bruchac, and I so enjoyed listening to his presentation that I purchased one of his books afterward, asked him to sign it, and persuaded the nice teacher behind me to take a picture of Joseph and me with her digital camera.   I chose CODE TALKER, and asked him to address it to my husband Tom, who was returning from Afghanistan.

      Mr. Bruchac talked about the 3DR formula for books (Departure, Difficulty, Discovery, Return), which echoed some of the devices of traditional literature described in Chapter 5 of CHILDREN’S BOOKS IN CHILDREN’S HANDS.  He talked at length about the role of women in American Indian society, especially in Iroquois culture, where women are calm, courageous, self-reliant and unselfish, and how that inspired him to make the heroine of SKELETON MAN a young girl, Molly.  He suggested a few resources for us to learn about the American Indian:  THROUGH INDIAN EYES; OUR STORIES REMEMBER; and A BROKEN FLUTE.
8.  The fifth and last General Session was a very entertaining presentation by Helen Lester.  She told us that she like to visit schools to encourage students to read.  She likes to make animals the characters in her books, because she “can get away with stuff” and because her illustrator, Lynn Munsinger, like to draw animals.  She encouraged the teachers in the audience to write stories, because students provide such great material.  When asked what her favorite book is, she admitted to HOOWAY FOR WODNEY WAT.

