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Abstract 

 

I investigate the use of an informational picturebook of poetry to show engaged 

learning in six classrooms of fourth grade students (age 9-10). Literacy and history 

curriculum objectives are seamlessly integrated during storytime sessions of readaloud and 

response. Scaffolded discussions engage students as they develop skills for literary, 

historical and critical thinking. Teacher perceptions of their students’ engagement and 

learning are analysed. This empirical study sits within a triadic area of need in children’s 

literature scholarship: the combination of nonfiction and poetry in a picturebook; poetry 

and the performative aspect of storytime; and how the book’s nonfiction elements invite or 

resist critical engagement. In education scholarship, it contributes to the debate about how 

student motivation and learning can be facilitated through the use of one book. Teachers 

perceived that this storytime session was extremely or very effective in helping all 142 

students of diverse backgrounds, literacy and English language acquisition learn.  
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Introduction: a blur of fact and fiction 

Librarians, suggests Joe Sutliff Sanders, “hate straightening up the nonfiction 

section” of the library (2018, 1). Au contraire mon ami. This school librarian is delighted that 

her eight hundred students are avid users and readers of nonfiction. What concerns me 

more than untidy shelves in this era of fake news and alternative facts is that children not 

only learn to discern the difference between fact and fiction, but also to enjoy and engage 

deeply with both. In developing a theoretical approach to children’s nonfiction Sanders 

argues that it is important “to pay attention to where a book makes itself vulnerable to 

critical engagement and where it deflects such engagement” (2018, 223-4), in other words, 

how nonfiction invites readers to react inquisitively and with nuanced thinking. One method 

that can foster critical thinking is the use of techniques more commonly associated with 

fiction such as voice, character, and empathy.  The “borderlands between fiction and 

nonfiction” sometimes known as “creative nonfiction” is an increasingly popular “fourth 

genre” for adults, write Sean Prentiss and Joe Wilkins (2014, x). It is a genre, says Nikola von 

Merveldt “only discriminated against in the sector of children’s literature” (2017, 232). It is 

an area ripe for research into how children engage with and learn from such literature. This 

study examines these possibilities through the exploration of one picturebook that lies in 

the ‘borderlands’ and its use in classrooms during a history lesson. While Sanders explores 

“the individual moments” (2018, 23) of nonfiction books that “spur dialogue” (32) with 

implied readers, I investigate the use of a single informational picturebook of poetry with 

one hundred and forty-two actual children. The book is used to seamlessly integrate literacy 

and history curriculum standards with a scaffolded discussion that engages students as they 

develop skills for literary, historical and critical thinking.  My research questions are: how 

does Colonial voices! Hear them speak! (Winters & Day, 2008) influence children’s learning 

and engagement?  What are teachers’ perceptions of student learning  and engagement 

with Colonial voices during storytime?  

This thesis explores my quest to answer these two questions. Firstly, by defining 

terms, setting the research context, describing the primary text, the way it is used in during 

storytime, and data collection. In part two, I analyse elements of the text: its poetry, its 

verbal-visual interplay, and its nonfiction peritext. In part three, I present the survey’s 

results which reveal teachers’ perceptions of their students’ engagement and learning.  
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Finally, I offer possibilities for further debate and conclude that the combination of poetry 

and images in an informational book like Colonial voices can lead us in “the pursuit of truth 

and beauty” (Einstein, 2013, 83).  
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Part One 

Study and in general the pursuit of truth and beauty is a sphere of activity in which 

we are permitted to remain children all our lives.  

(Albert Einstein, 2013, 83) 

 

Engaged learning 

Collectively my students and I are in pursuit of truth, which in this study refers to the 

acquisition of skills and dispositions that lead to historical knowledge; and the pursuit of 

beauty, which relates to the appreciation of and engagement with the book. English 

professor Richard VanDeWeghe (2009, 1-12) and education scholar Jonathan Barnes (2011, 

157-160) use the term ‘flow’ to describe the state of learning where brains and hearts are 

engaged.  Coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, flow describes a state of 

consciousness that is highly focused and pleasurable in response to a challenge or creative 

act (2004).  VanDeWehge points to research that shows when learners “find themselves 

totally enveloped in an exhilarating search for knowledge, answers, insight, or 

accomplishment, they are likely to encounter states of optimal experience that are 

intellectual, emotional, physical, spiritual, or any combination thereof.” (2009, 1).  This is 

the flow, he argues, that should be the target of educators. Students need not be in a state 

of pure flow to experience engagement and learning in the classroom. While students’ 

brains cannot be penetrated to scientifically assess the knowledge that they have absorbed 

from this storytime, their responses or signs of outward flow in the form of talk, dispositions 

and skills that contribute to learning can be observed (Barnes, 2011, 228). 

The range of skills and dispositions variously interpreted as critical, literary, historical 

thinking or understanding are all evident in the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) 

curriculum objectives that this study’s students and teachers are working towards during 

the time-frame of this research. ‘Critical thinking’, ‘critical engagement’, ‘historical thinking’, 

‘creative thinking’, ‘literacy’, and ‘literary understanding’ are terms commonly used by 

educators and scholars. Much debate circles around these terms but for the purposes of this 

thesis, some clarity is needed.  One definition of critical thinking that Sanders finds useful is 

that it “is a process of cracking open… the authority of texts …[so that] children (and, for 

that matter, adults) can ask questions, test information, and become part of the process of 

intellectual inquiry rather than its passive beneficiary” (2018, 21-22). The process is shared 
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and dialogic rather than a monologue that transmits information from author to reader. 

Sanders examines how the primary sources of children’s literature scholarship achieve this 

dialogic process.   

Similarly, historical thinkers investigate the authority and context of the primary 

sources of history scholarship, that is, material that was produced in the time being studied.  

My experience of teaching historical thinking is based upon the Library of Congress’ 2016 

Summer Teacher Institute where I learned “best practices for using primary sources in the 

K-12 classroom” (2019, n.p.).  Samuel Wineburg (2001, 11) and Jon Levisohn (2015, 619) say 

that historical thinking, rather than the rote accumulation of dates and facts, should be the 

goal of history education.  

The questions that historical thinkers ask intersect with the “common beliefs” of my 

professional organisation, the American Association of School Librarians’ (AASL, 2018).  We 

teach learners the skills and dispositions to evaluate “information for accuracy, validity, 

social and cultural context, and appropriateness for need” (VI. A. 3), to develop and satisfy 

curiosity by “reading widely and deeply in multiple formats” (V. A. 1), to reflect and question 

“assumptions and possible misconceptions” (V. A. 2), and to contribute to “discussions in 

which multiple viewpoints on a topic are expressed” (II. C. 2). 

Debate and dialogue with the text and with others is integral to students’ learning in 

this study.  Fiona Maine identifies creative and critical thinking as being two sides of the 

same coin that refer to divergent and convergent thinking (2015, 59).  Divergent in the 

sense that the mind is open to exploring new possibilities and convergent to suggest 

resolution. Karen Littleton and Neil Mercer look at the collective process of meaning-making 

in the classroom through talk and “interthinking” (2013).  Drawing on the thoughts of others 

can yield a broader and perhaps deeper range of “knowledge, skills and experience than one 

person” but it is important to avoid groupthink by encouraging constructive dissent (27).  

Mary Roche notes the socio-cultural aspect of critical thinking, critical literacy and critical 

pedagogy that enables children to interrogate and understand meaningful issues to create 

knowledge (2015, 11).  Philosopher of education Paulo Freire advocates for “a critical form 

of thinking” or “problem-posing education” that leads to the “perception and 

comprehension of reality [that is] rectified and acquire[s] new depth” (2014, 84). Social 

constructivists speak of knowledge building rather than knowledge discovery, which 

Lawrence Sipe connects to a “textured, multifaceted view” of literary understanding (2008, 
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36).  Sipe’s discussion draws on the theory and research from various cognitively oriented 

disciplines and concludes that “literary understanding consists of children’s abilities to (1) 

suggest multiple interpretations, and to (2) use these interpretations to think in new ways 

about their lives and the world” (43).  He calls for further research on the connections 

between literary understanding and the ability to read thoughtfully and inferentially.  He 

asks:  

 

What are the associations between literary understanding and the ability to 

interrogate or resist a text, not accepting it at face value, but rather probing its 

underlying ideological assumptions? 

(238)   

 

Children’s capacity to think critically, writes Joe Sutliff Sanders, is evidenced in a 

“bevy of results” (225) published around the turn of the twenty-first century. Sanders 

grappled with the question of whether children can engage in the kind of thinking that 

nonfiction can invite. He concludes that children can and do engage critically whether the 

“texts invite them to or not” (228). This supports my observations about children’s 

interactions with literature. They often find enjoyment in solving puzzles and creative 

meaning-making. But their creativity can lead them to imaginative conclusions, which is all 

well and good when innovation is needed, but not so much when they are trying to 

understand reality. Sanders invites adults to teach or model critical engagement with books 

(228): this study is an affirmative response to that invitation.  

 

Storytime and classroom dialogue 

I use the term ‘storytime’ to describe the fifty-five-minute period during which 

fourth grade (age 9-10) students and their teachers listen and respond to the readaloud of 

an informational picturebook of poems. Lawrence Sipe’s Storytime: young children’s literary 

understanding in the classroom (2008) presents a grounded theoretical model of 

comprehension during classroom storybook readalouds, which emphasizes the productive 

quality of the discussion about the text.  Classroom dialogue is an integral part of this 

storytime, for which Fiona Maine’s Dialogic readers: children talking and thinking together 

about visual texts is helpful.  Also Neil Mercer’s work (2008, 2010) on the analysis and 

methodology of classroom dialogue.  For picturebook theory, Maria Nikolajeva and Carole 
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Scott’s How picturebooks work (2006) investigates the nuances of visual and verbal 

interaction. Empirical research into students’ responses to visual and verbal elements in 

picturebooks is documented by Evelyn Arizpe and Morag Styles (2003), Janet Evans (2009), 

and Mary Roche (2015), but only Arizpe and Styles mention poetry, and then only in the 

context of pupils’ reading backgrounds: “non-fiction and poetry were hardly mentioned” (8). 

The combination of nonfiction and poetry in the same picturebook is unusual and I was 

unable to locate any empirical studies for this type of book.  Donelle Ruwe explains that 

“[s]cholarship on poetry and the picturebook is still in its infancy” (2017, 258).  The lack of 

attention to poetry’s acoustic dimensions parallels Sipe’s observation that readalouds are 

“seldom discussed in any detail” (2008, 228).  For the poetry aspect of this study, I turn to 

Debbie Pullinger’s From tongue to text (2017), which offers a theoretical framework for 

children’s poetry. Her work is valuable for exploring the bridge between orality and literacy.  

Poetry merges with pedagogy in Colonial voices.  Studies of informational picturebooks, 

reveals Nikola Von Merveldt are more likely to be found in the field of library science rather 

than children’s literature:  

Among the many recent guides, handbooks, and companions in the field of 

children’s literature none mentions information picturebooks as a specific genre, and 

only a few devote an entry or chapter to the broader category of informational 

books (Bush 2002; Mallett 2004; Kiefer and Wilson, 2011; Ossowski and Ossowski 

2012) – most do not even mention them at all as an object of study or neglected 

area of interest.  

(2017, 242) 

 

Joe Sutliff Sanders states that although children are capable of independently engaging 

critically with nonfiction, “they’re much more likely to do so with adult encouragement, and 

the books that children read play a key role in that process” (2018, 229). He recommends 

that practical applications “should invite critical engagement and foster it where we can 

because doing so is democratic, respectful, and humanizing” (230).  

My study sits within this triadic area of need.  It looks at the combination of 

nonfiction and poetry in a picturebook. It discusses the readaloud and performative aspect, 

and it examines the nonfiction elements to see whether they invite or resist critical 

engagement. I study how one book can “play a key role” (229) in critical engagement, and 

explore teachers’ perceptions of its use in classrooms.  
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The setting of the study 

The study took place in early April 2019 at a                 public school where teaching 

and learning is guided by the VDOE’s Standards of Learning (2019). Additionally, the         

Public School district adopts the Whole Child approach which “promotes the long-term 

development and success of all children” rather than “narrowly defined academic 

achievement” (ASCD, 2019). The school’s principal is a Deeper Learning Equity fellow whose 

leadership in this field drives professional development at this school. She encourages 

teachers to create learning environments that motivate and challenge every student to see 

real-world connections while mastering academic content and acquiring critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills (“Equity fellows”, 2019).  

Enrollment at this school averages around eight-hundred students.  Given its 

proximity to the embassies in Washington, DC, and the Pentagon, it sometimes has a 30% 

turnover of students during a school year. The students are diverse in every sense of the 

word: socio-economically, linguistically, racially and geographically. They speak more than 

forty languages at home and were born in sixty-eight countries.  Race and ethnicity data 

reveal that about 50% are white, 20% are black, 16% are Hispanic, 13% are Asian. 

Approximately 34% are English language learners; 23% are economically disadvantaged, and 

9% have disabilities.  The fourth-grade classrooms in this study average twenty-three 

students of mixed ability, that is, students are not assigned in classes according to reading 

levels or other academic grouping. This study collects data from the teachers of these 

students.  All are fully qualified to teach in Virginia and hold master’s degrees.  One admits 

to a preference for teaching mathematics rather than the humanities. Primary school 

teachers are not expected to be subject specialists in the same way that teachers of older 

students are, but I make this point to illustrate that we, the teachers, have varying 

expertise. Six weeks after this lesson, students will sit state-wide ‘Standards of Learning’ 

examinations, while the teachers will be informally assessed on their students’ 

achievement. 

 

The primary text 

Nonfiction texts should be selected with imagination and judgement, bringing them 

in “at just the right point” (Mallett, 2004, 627).  In preparation for the end-of-year state-
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wide assessment in May, fourth grade students were learning about the revolutionary war. I 

considered two informational picturebooks: A spy called James: the true story of James 

Lafayette, revolutionary war double agent (Rockwell & Cooper, 2016), and Colonial voices! 

Hear them speak! (Winters & Day, 2008).  The latter was the most promising because of its 

potential for inquiry and debate.  

First, it tells of the outbreak of the revolutionary war from the point of view of 

fourteen colonists. Mallett states that as children develop from novice to mature readers, 

they need to encounter different voices in texts to help with “categorizing, generalizing and 

abstracting” (628). The differing colonists’ perspectives have the potential to foster 

productive dialogue in the classroom, which directly correlates with the curriculum 

standards that require students to describe everyday colonial life (VDOE, 2019, VS4.e) and 

identify “the reasons that the colonies went to war with Great Britain” (VS5.b).  

Second, the classification of Colonial voices as ‘nonfiction’ is debatable. Fact and 

fiction are somewhat blurred in this book.  Is it literary nonfiction or historical fiction?  The 

inside cover lists “other nonfiction books you may enjoy.” The Library of Congress classified 

it as “E215” (title page verso), which places it in the broad category “History of the Americas 

– the Revolution 1775-1783” (LOC “classification outline”, 2019). In the Dewey Decimal 

Classification system, commonly used in school and public libraries, it was classified as 

“973.3” (title page verso), which is the call number for United States History – Periods of 

Revolution and Confederation.  The peritext contains three pages of detailed historical 

notes, a glossary and an extensive list of recommendations for further reading about the 

topic, but the main thrust of the book is the multiple perspectives of fourteen imaginary 

colonists. True, the characters are based on the author’s research, but only one is named 

(Ethan the errand boy) and none are identified as having actually lived in 1773. They are 

literary voices not actual voices from the past.  Readers with some knowledge about the 

period might infer that the “Son of Liberty” on the fourteenth doublespread is silversmith 

Paul Revere (1735-1818).  Was this the author’s intent?  Kay Winters is a former teacher 

whose “books are closely related to the school curriculum” (“The magic of story,” n.d.).  She 

constructed this text of “selected events and characters” to lead readers into another era or 

“a probable world” (Nikolajeva, 2014, 56). In “terms of epistemology” it is crucial that 

readers recognize the difference between fact and fiction (23).  Did the detail-orientated 

catalogers at the Library of Congress fail to spot the difference or did they conclude that 
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despite the unreliable narrators it should be classified into the group that places it in the 

American history nonfiction section of libraries across the nation? What is the likelihood of 

the rest of us, librarians, teachers, students, in discerning the distinction?  What are the 

implications for educators trying to teach children how to distinguish the difference 

between ‘real’ and ‘fake’ news?  I’m not suggesting that we cannot learn factual history 

from this book, indeed that is the premise of my argument, but clarity about the text, intent 

and context leads to the type of deeper learning or “critical engagement” that Sanders 

argues invites dialogue and shared authority rather than monologue and the passive 

acceptance of information (2018, 13).   

Sanders discusses the distinction between text books and trade nonfiction (2018, 7) 

which lie at one end of the spectrum of children’s nonfiction market.  At the other end lies 

the ambiguous borderland of creative, narrative or literary nonfiction. Author Elizabeth 

Partridge prefers the term narrative nonfiction (2011, 70). “We don’t create anything that 

isn’t there already” so the term creative is misleading, and “literary sounds pretentious to 

me.” Narrative nonfiction on the other hand “uses all of the best techniques of fiction 

writing: plot, character development, voice and theme” to build “meaning and emotional 

content. Without making anything up.” In a response to an online comment on the Horn 

Book blog posted more than four years later, she expounds:  

I really understand the need to have emotional content in writing. I am always trying 

to weave it in myself. But to write narrative nonfiction, any emotions or thoughts of 

my characters have to be from them – either something they told me in an 

interview, or something they wrote, or someone close to them wrote.  Once you 

imagine anyone’s thoughts or feelings, what you are writing is a whole new 

category: historical fiction. Perfectly legit, just not nonfiction any longer.   

(2015, n.p.)  

 

Partridge’s comment seems like a definitive answer to where the border lies between 

historical fiction and narrative nonfiction, but children’s nonfiction author, Marc Tyler 

Nobleman notes a complication: 

Avoiding made-up dialogue and citing sources are straightforward obligations. A  

trickier prospect is addressing the authenticity of dialogue not in and of itself but 

rather with respect to context. 

 

Technically, no nonfiction book is pure nonfiction.  Even if every word of every 

quotation can be corroborated, the bugaboo is the placement of those quotations. 
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In other words, while a quotation may be “real,” it may not necessarily have been 

spoken at the chronological moment it appears in the book’s narrative. That makes 

many lines of dialogue at once true and false. Let’s call them nonfictionesque. 

(2013) 
 

 

Nonfictionesque is not a term that has been used with reference to Colonial voices; narrative 

nonfiction seems to be the preferred term among readers who comment online. An internet 

search using the Boolean method with the terms “Colonial voices” and “narrative 

nonfiction” reveals four hundred and forty-four results mostly from bloggers and Pinterest 

groups. I suggest that Colonial voices is more accurately defined as an informational 

picturebook. A Boolean search of these two terms generated no results but did suggest 

using the combination of terms “Colonial voices” and “informational picture book” (note the 

space between picture and book, reflecting American usage rather than ‘picturebook’ as a 

compound word) which generated nine results.  Clearly, this type of book has not received 

much attention from scholars nor online commentators, which makes it an interesting topic 

for debate inside and outside the classroom.  

 

Informational rather than nonfiction  

The term ‘informational’ is less problematic than the term ‘nonfiction.’  In my 

experience in teaching young children how to use the library, the term ‘nonfiction’ causes 

confusion because it is in opposition to ‘fiction.’ Physically, the fiction and nonfiction 

sections of the library are divided.  The separate sections imply that everything in the 

‘fiction’ section is ‘make-believe’ while everything in the other section labelled ‘nonfiction’ 

is not. Clearly this is not the case.  Consider three examples of ‘make-believe’ or ‘works of 

imagination’ commonly found in the nonfiction sections of libraries categorised by the 

Dewey Decimal System: mythology (292), folk tales (398), poetry (811). Nikola von Merveldt 

finds this labeling similarly unproductive:  

While ʻnonfiction’ remains the standard label in English (especially in libraries and 

marketing), authors, illustrators, and critics use it only reluctantly (Fisher 1972; 

Macaulay 1993): first, because trying to define the genre by what it is not remains 

largely unproductive; second, because these attempts tend to fall into the trap of 

the fact/fiction debate, positing an opposition between factual information and 

fictional devices, apologetically called ʻincidental fiction,’ which distorts and 

misinterprets the very mechanisms that constitute the core of the genre. Other 

terms include the attributes ‘expository’ or ‘descriptive’ to differentiate information 
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books from narrative texts, while the term ‘literary’ or ‘creative nonfiction’ is being 

adopted from the realm of adult nonfiction (Kiefer and Wilson 2011) in an effort to 

accord the same critical attention to a genre only discriminated against in the sector 

of children’s literature.  

(2017, 231-232) 

 

The boundaries of what constitutes an informational picturebook are fluid, explains von 

Merveldt. They include concept books aimed at toddlers, wordless books, and sophisticated 

science or history books aimed at teenagers and adults. Colonial voices’ is a book of poems. 

Poetry is not usually associated with factual information, but there are several notable 

examples. The stuff of stars (2018) by Marion Dane Bauer and Ekua Holmes is this year’s 

Coretta Scott King award winner. The 2008 Newbery medal for distinguished children’s 

literature was awarded to Laura Amy Schlitz for Good masters! Sweet ladies! Voices from a 

medieval village (2007), a book of interconnected free verse monologues and dialogues or 

“miniature plays” (viii), illustrated by Robert Byrd.  It contains historical background 

information based on an extensive bibliography.  Similar in format to Colonial voices, it is 

not classified as ‘942’, medieval England, but as a play in ‘812’ where it can be found at 

Homerton College library. Kay Winters’ poetry-information-picturebooks are, like Colonial 

voices, catalogued as nonfiction science or history rather than poetry or historical fiction: 

Tiger trail (2000) illustrated by Laura Regan, Voices of Ancient Egypt (2003) illustrated by 

Barry Moser, Voices from the Oregon Trail (2014) and Voices from the underground railroad 

(2018) both illustrated by Larry Day. Newbery award winning poet Kwame Alexander 

collaborated with National Geographic photographer Joel Sartore in Animal ark: celebrating 

our wild world in poetry and pictures (2017). This is classified as ‘590’, which is animal 

science, rather than poetry. Another National Geographic collaboration is Fly with me: a 

celebration of birds through poems, pictures and stories (2018) by Jane Yolen and Heidi 

Stemple, catalogued as ‘598’, the science of birds. In contrast, A round of robins (2018) by 

Katie Hesterman and Sergio Ruzzier, which shows and tells the life cycle of birds, is 

catalogued as poetry, ‘811’.  The classification of children’s poetry informational 

picturebooks seems to lack consistency.  The Association for Library Service to Children 

(ALSC) in a footnote on its webpage about the Robert F. Sibert Informational Book Medal 

notes:  
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Information books are defined as those written and illustrated to present, organize, 

and interpret documentable, factual material for children. There are no limitations 

as to the character of the book, although traditional literature (e.g., folktales) is not 

eligible. Poetry is not eligible except as a format or vehicle to convey information.  

(1999) 

 

It is an interesting area for further study given the apparent rise of the genre. Michèle 

Anstey and Geoff Bull highlight the complexities of picturebooks as vehicles for multiple 

genres (2000, 111 – 131).  “In some ways all texts can be seen as informative, as readers are 

exposed to new information or different points of view each time they read” (126).  Barbara 

Kiefer and Melissa Wilson say that the blend of fantasy with facts, as in the Magic School 

Bus series, for example, may confuse “children who are only just beginning to sort out what 

is real” (2011, 292). Sanders, in exploring the “tension between reliability and inquiry”, 

writes “I would go so far as to say that as long as nonfiction is written by human beings, it is 

always going to be wrong” (189).   Sanders’ develops a theoretical approach in this complex 

area, while I turn to an empirical study.  

Complex educational phenomena and classroom-based research 

Knowing how and what children learn from texts is difficult to assess. “Educational 

phenomena are complex”  writes Keith Taber (2013, 6). Deep learning rarely happens in an 

instant; it is cumulative (Mercer, 2008, 4).  How could I assess the impact of a readaloud on 

the complex, contextual accrual of knowledge and skills?  In essay two I submitted evidence 

to show how four children learned a literary interpretation skill using visual grammar, 

inference and a homonym, but replicating a similar study in a classroom posed problems of 

logistics and validity.  How would I satisfy the ethical prerequisites regarding access and 

consent in less than a month?  How would the significant amount of data that a classroom 

study required be collected and analysed? How could the contextual, cumulative and 

relational aspects of learning be accounted for?  The answers, perhaps, lay at the 

elementary school from which I have taken a year’s study leave.  With the principal’s 

permission, I asked a former colleague if she would observe me teaching a lesson and 

provide her opinion about its impact on students’ learning.  This approach, I hoped, would 

solve the logistical and analytical concerns. As an employee, I would be more likely to gain 

access and consent. Rather than collect data about the students’ responses, I would seek 
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the professional judgement of the teacher about her students’ engagement. She would be 

better able than I to assess the children’s responses in context, which Neil Mercer argues is 

crucial when analyzing classroom dialog.  

Talk which mediates joint intellectual activity poses a considerable methodological 

challenge for a discourse analyst, because any specific interaction has two aspects, 

both of which have a temporal quality: a historical aspect and a dynamic aspect.  

(2008, 19) 

 

Classroom teachers and their students have shared histories, routines, vocabulary, and to 

an extent, common knowledge.  Although I would scaffold the discussion, the conversation 

and new shared knowledge would develop through the dynamic, unpredictable interaction 

of the participants.  

 

A profound problem for researchers concerned with the joint construction of 

knowledge (and, indeed, with understanding how conversational communication 

works at all) is inferring what knowledge resources speakers are using. They may 

make explicit references to shared past experience or other types of common 

knowledge, but they often invoke such historical, temporal resources only implicitly.  

         (2008, 20) 

 

I was trying to avoid the pitfalls of approaches  “which rely only on brief encounters with 

classroom life, or on the atemporal coding of utterance types and content references, [and] 

can never do justice to what teachers and learners achieve, or fail to achieve, every working 

day” (Mercer, 2010, 10).  Rather than analyse the responses of students, this study 

examines the perceptions of their teachers who have contextual insight.  

Lawrence Sipe says that there is no “standard formula for a successful picturebook 

readaloud” (2008, 235). Teachers should know the text, prepare beforehand, note potential 

teachable moments but must be willing to follow the conversational trajectory. “Teachers 

must be in command of literary understanding in order to help children reach their 

potential” (235). I had in mind what students should be able to do for the development of 

literary, historical and critical thinking, and designed the survey based on those discrete 

skills (appendix one).  I realise that “[d]econtextualising reading comprehension skills …is a 

risky business” (Roche, 2015, 32) so I relied upon the skills cited in the VDOE Reading and 

Virginia Studies curricula.  
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Limitations 

In the current culture of accountability in public education, some might say that one 

limitation of this study is that it lacks evidence of children’s learning as assessed through 

formal, standardised tests.  I considered seeking access to the results of the state-wide 

Standards of Learning (SOLs) tests in History and Reading that the students sat in May 2019 

but concluded that this data would not impact my analysis.  Firstly, the test questions are 

strictly confidential.  The VDOE periodically releases sample test questions or previous 

questions but it is impossible to know whether the curricula objectives of this study would 

be on the test in May.  Secondly, online testing allows teachers to be informed of their 

students’ pass rate soon after the test so that students within a designated fail range can 

opt to sit retakes with their parents’ permission, but students and their families are not 

officially informed of the SOL results until their end-of-year report cards on June 21st. So 

even information about students’ overall achievement in the standardised tests would have 

been difficult, though not impossible, to obtain in the time frame of this study.  Thirdly, the 

tests aim to measure students’ learning over an entire school year. The results would not be 

a direct correlation to the storytime of fifty-five-minutes in April. Instead, this study’s survey 

yielded contextual and immediate data from the point of view of the teachers.   

 

Researcher-practitioner dilemmas 

Before I could begin, I had a conundrum to unpick: that of my role as researcher-

librarian.  I conducted this study at the school from which I had taken leave.  One benefit of 

returning to the school where I have worked since 2014 is that many students know me. I 

have been reading aloud with them since they were in kindergarten (age 5).  Despite having 

been away for six months and not knowing the students who had recently enrolled, the 

rapport that is so essential in “unleashing children’s responses” (Bentall, 2019,  4) was 

established.  However, Keith Taber addresses the complicated “ethical issues facing the 

teacher-researcher” (2013, 243) by outlining examples of possible abuses of power.  

Any research has the potential to complicate classrooms as well as the potential to 

improve them, but it may be difficult for one person (especially if under pressure to 

undertake research, for a university course, for example) to judge the balance 

between the potential value and costs of the research.  

(245) 
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Taber emphasizes the importance of gatekeepers in safeguarding the interests of school 

children who participate in research studies.  When I sought permission from the school 

principal to conduct this study, she responded affirmatively and asked if I would work with 

all six fourth-grade classes rather than just one. This would result in richer data because I 

could collect the opinions of at least six teachers instead of one, but it called into question 

the issue of obtaining informed consent.  Would I need to gather signatures from the 

parents of all one hundred and forty-two students?  I did not intend to record the sessions. I 

was delivering a storytime lesson that I had delivered in the past; one that the principal 

deemed necessary. It would take place in the classrooms rather than the library, which is 

where I usually work. I would collect data from the teachers whose consent I would seek, 

but I doubted whether obtaining signatures of consent from the students’ families was 

necessary or feasible.  

 Another area of uncertainty concerned the freedom to withdraw.  Keith Taber 

states that participants should be informed that they are “free to withdraw from a research 

study at any time” (233). This was not a problem for the teachers but if I let the ten-year-old 

students know that they could leave at any time, who would remain? I might as well read 

out loud to an empty classroom.  The principal had invited me to teach in all six fourth-

grade classrooms rather than just one as I had requested.  None of the scenarios outlined in 

Classroom-based practice and evidence-based practice: an introduction reflected my 

situation, but Taber emphasizes the “need to consider the complexity of each specific 

research context, and to customize decision-making for a particular study.” (250). 

Fortunately I was able to discuss my dilemma with Keith Taber following a lecture on ethical 

considerations (26 February 2019). He advised that parents should be informed of the study 

by the principal and invited to direct any concerns to her. I would not need to advise the 

students before the session that they were free to leave. The principal agreed to send an 

information letter to parents (appendix two).  Letters of consent to the principal and 

teachers are shown in appendices three and four.  All three documents and details of this 

study were submitted through the University of Cambridge Faculty of Education Research 

Ethics procedures, consistent with current British Educational Research Association 

guidelines.  In hindsight, the students’ welfare was not adversely affected by my study.  Two 

teachers added comments at the end of their survey: “Karen always teaches this lesson in a 

way that all students learn and enjoy her teaching. Thank you, Karen!” and “I love this 
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lesson! Thank you for sharing.” The students welcomed me back with cheers and hugs when 

I entered every classroom. But solving the ethical dilemma was only the beginning. What 

and how did they learn?  And how would we know? At the heart of this study is the book 

and how it is used in the classroom. An account of my methodology is not complete without 

an explanation of my preparations for the readaloud, the responses, and the collection of 

data.  

Storytime: the readaloud and response 

  The learning objective of this storytime is to use Colonial Voices! Hear Them Speak!  

to seamlessly integrate the cross-curricular standards in literacy, history and research. 

Based on the VDOE English Curriculum (2019) and Virginia Studies Curriculum (2019, 

“History”), students are invited to respond to Colonial Voices! Hear Them Speak! by showing 

they understand multiple perspectives of the colonists in the revolutionary war era. I used 

an electronic version of the book displayed on a large screen, which had three advantages 

over the print version. The students were better able to see the detailed illustrations and 

follow the words as I read, and the e-version allowed magnification of the text for closer 

examination. An integral part of the discussion was that students would find evidence in the 

text to support their argument. As the student stepped up to the screen and pointed to the 

part of the text that supported their reasoning, I could instantly magnify the words allowing 

the entire class to visually focus on the evidence while listening. Finally, the novelty of 

switching between close-up and distant views of the pages aids engagement.  

To begin, I asked the students to look at front cover and a poster I had prepared in 

advance (figure 1.1).  

   

Figure 1.1. Front cover and poster 

This version 

shows the poster 

after the 

students had 

added the short 

vertical blue 

lines onto the 

spectrum line, 

showing that we 

had reached 

consensus about 

each colonist. 
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I told students that we would be reading this book and deciding whether the people in it are 

patriots, loyalists or somewhere in-between. To activate prior learning I asked them to 

explain the difference between patriots and loyalists.  The sketched US and UK flags and 

labels on the poster were an aide-mémoire.  After reading each voice I asked the students to 

respond with a signal. With their hands, they could make a ‘P’ shape for patriot or an ‘L’ 

shape for loyalist. They could add a slight shake of the hand to indicate somewhere in-

between, perhaps because the colonist doesn’t know, doesn’t care or won’t say. I invited 

individual students to show the evidence for their opinion in the text on the screen. Other 

students were invited to add more evidence to support the claim, or to offer conflicting 

evidence. When we all agreed, the first student marked the poster, showing on the 

spectrum the degree to which that colonist is a patriot, loyalist or neither. This pattern of 

readaloud, response, discussion and agreement was repeated for every colonist. Then we 

discussed the balance of perspectives on the poster. In wrapping up, students considered 

why the author chose those fourteen voices and whose was omitted. Books for further 

reading were recommended and displayed.  

   

The survey 

This storytime was repeated in six classrooms over two days. The classroom teachers 

and other school staff were invited to observe and record their opinions on a survey.  It was 

important that the survey be comprehensive but also quick and easy to complete while 

observing. The format of the questions included multiple choice, rating scales and free 

response. I sent an online version a few days in advance to preview. I did not want to add to 

teachers’ heavy workload by asking them to fill the survey at the end of the school day.  By 

completing the survey during the fifty-five-minute storytime, they were able to focus on the 

students’ responses and the survey questions. All but three of the teachers had seen me 

deliver this storytime in the past. One classroom teacher was absent on the day of the 

study. Her class had a substitute teacher who observed, but whose responses I did not 

collect because she was not as familiar with the context of the standards nor the students.  

The survey was in three parts (appendix one).  First, historical and critical thinking 

based on the Virginia Studies curriculum (VDOE, 2019). Second, reading based on the 

English curriculum (VDOE, 2019).  Third, the readaloud, which addressed student 
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engagement, the use of accents, and whether the teacher would recommend the book to 

others. The first two sections list the discrete skills that students should be able to do to 

demonstrate that they are critically responding to the text. Using Reading and History 

curricula (VDOE) as a guide meant that the teachers responding to the survey were familiar 

with the terms and objectives. We shared a common understanding of the context in which 

the book was being used. I selected the particular objectives from the curricula that allowed 

for the seamless integration of literacy and history learning, and those that addressed the 

learning framework of the American Association of School Librarians (2018).  

Before each session, I informed the teachers that this study was not about me, but 

about the students’ responses to the book. It was important for them to understand that I 

was not seeking feedback about my performance as a teacher but was interested in how the 

particular qualities of the book contributed to students’ learning. Teachers had the option of 

completing a print or electronic survey. Following ethical guidelines, I reminded them that 

their participation was optional and collected their signed consent forms. I collected seven 

completed surveys, which will be examined in part three. In part two, I turn to my first 

research question: how does Colonial voices influence children’s learning and engagement?  
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Part Two 

 Here I analyse three qualities of the text and show how they might encourage 

students’ responses. First, the poetry and performative aspect, followed by the visual and 

verbal interplay of the picturebook, and finally how the nonfiction qualities invite or resist 

critical engagement.  

 

Orality and aurality: performance and poetry 

It was the best of storytimes, it was the worst of storytimes.  This nod to Dickens’ 

famed opening line summarizes Lawrence Sipe’s assessment of twenty-five years’ research 

into classroom storytime practice (2008, 5-6). At best, teachers who are “serious and 

knowledgeable about literature” are able to foster “substantive talk and thoughtful literary 

interpretation” (5). At worst, readalouds can be “downright damaging.” Despite research 

that confirms the educational value of reading aloud with children (Roney, 2009, 46), 

researchers into classroom practice find that most readalouds are perfunctory time-fillers 

(Sipe, 2008, 5). Going through the motions of reading aloud does not automatically foster 

literary understanding. It is the quality of the interaction that is essential to learning.  

Interaction implies both the discussions about the text and the performative aspect of 

reading aloud. 

Mary Medlicott reflects upon the global oral traditions as the foundation for passing 

on knowledge. Inherited stories, life stories and new material are the three main sorts of 

devices that storytellers employ to “empower and inspire” (2004, 614). But story-telling is 

different from story-reading. Eye contact is the most distinguishing factor between the two, 

especially with children. “It gives a host of advantages, ranging from the freedom to observe 

which children are restless to being better able to establish rapport and communicate 

emotions” (620).  Colonial voices offers the eye-contact benefits of story-telling while 

reading because it is written in poems, not prose. The sixteen free verse poems offer many 

breaks in between stanzas and couplets allowing me to glance up momentarily to make eye 

contact with students. The number of lines in the poems range from twenty to twenty-nine.  

All but one has between five and eight breaks denoted by extra line space. Unlike prose, this 

format allowed me to glance up to make eye-contact every few seconds without losing the 

rhythm nor my place on the page. I could vary the length of the pause depending on the 
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emphasis that I wished to place about the emotion being communicated. For example, 

consider the last ten lines of the midwife’s verse (figure 2.1). The pause after the declarative 

“A TINY PATRIOT!” gave listeners time to consider whether the midwife is a patriot or a 

loyalist, but the second pause has a different emotional quality.  

 

 

Fig 2.1.  An excerpt from ‘The Midwife’ 

 

The centre three-line stanza is a tender moment among the heightened emotions 

elsewhere, inside and outside the birthing room. After the excitement of the arrival of a tiny 

patriot, a question hangs about his future in uncertain times. Then a rhyming couplet, split 

by a colon to denote a short pause. The structure suggests falling or dropping - of a teardrop 

or of the volume of the speaker’s voice from high to low – and then a pause before the final 

quatrain. When I looked up during this break, I was met with an attentive silence that had a 

fittingly expectant quality to it. In all six classrooms, every eye was either on me or the page. 

The silence is broken with a different tone suggesting a dual meaning of ‘thanks.’ Gratitude 

for the birth of a healthy child in contrast to the many she mourns mentioned earlier in the 

poem, and thanks in terms of payment which jolts us back to the economic reality of the 

times.   

 “[P]oetry is a multimodal art form whose acoustics and phonic dimensions are 

fundamental, but these are aspects conspicuously neglected in criticism (and in many, 

though not all, classrooms).” (Pullinger, 2017, 8).  In reading the poems aloud, I gave voice 

to them. It is difficult to separate my interpretation of the rhythm and cadence from the 

experience of hearing the poems. Pullinger acknowledges the difficulty of writing about 

something that is better “vivified through the physical voice” (69) but suggests that oral 
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dynamics are significant in children’s poetry and that they “may be seen as a site of 

interaction between orality and literacy” (83). This idea is crucial for my argument in how 

Colonial voices can influence children’s literacy skills so I shall do my best here to highlight 

more examples of its oral and aural dynamics in action in the classroom. First by examining 

the overall structure of the free verse poems and then by the particular qualities within 

them.  

The poems of Colonial voices are written in free verse. Pulitzer prize-winning poet 

Mary Oliver writes that free verse cannot be defined because each verse is different (1994, 

69-70). She wonders whether its origin “was a product of the times” speculating that the 

increase of privately-owned books at the turn of the last century changed attitudes towards 

literature and poetry, causing writers to “alter the tone of the poem.”  Formal composition 

and parameter-bound poems might have felt at odds with the “increasing idea of a 

democratic and therefore classless society in America.” Furthermore, suggests Oliver, 

changing the tone of a poem requires changing the line so that the sound is more like 

regular conversation rather than formal speech.  

What was needed was a line which, when read, would feel as spontaneous, as true 

to the moment as talk in the street, or talk between friends, in one’s own house. 

This line naturally would have to affiliate itself more with the iambs and dactyls of 

natural speech patterns – the forward-reaching feeling of speech – than with 

measures of meter. That, I think, is the long and the short of it. Speech entered the 

poem.  

 (70) 

 

Speech at the dawn of democracy in America neatly characterizes the free verse of Colonial 

voices, but it offers no guidance on how to judge the quality of the poems. One reviewer 

notes that “the free verse feels a little prosy at times” (Bush, 2008, 405). Perhaps it feels like 

prose because Kay Winters writes multiple narratives: the overall narrative of what happens 

during the hours before and during the Boston Tea Party, and the individual narratives of 

fourteen colonists. Nevertheless, examples of oral dynamics abound in Colonial voices, and 

next I shall highlight several using Debbie Pullinger’s work as a guide.  

One deceptively simple technique in children’s poetry is known as parataxis in which 

“[p]hrases are straightforwardly added, one after another” (2017, 84). The effects of 

parataxis differ depending on the poem but can include comedy, formality and invitations 

for inference.  Pullinger suggests that “paratactic style creates a sense of immediacy, an 
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intensified present between the poem and the reader” and “clearly serves the purposes of 

oral performance” (86).  This technique is evident in all sixteen Colonial voices poems. One 

example is the second stanza of the penultimate verse “More than an errand boy”: 

The rain has stopped. 

Lanterns light the deck.  

Thunk! Splat! 

The “warriors” and I split wooden boxes 

while the captain and his crew stand by. 

Thunk! Splat! 

We ax the lids,  

then spill the tea and heave the heavy chests. 

The tea leaves float. 

Thousands watch from the wharf. 

They wait in silence.  

On British warships docked nearby, 

no sailor sounds a warning.  

      

Note how phrases are added to build a description of events. Additive structures such as 

this are “perhaps most strongly in evidence in oral-culture compositions or those imitating 

the forms of oral culture” (86).  Colonial voices imitates the oral culture of Boston, 1773, by 

using common vocabulary of the time, which enhances the feeling of being transported to 

another world.  

 Pullinger highlights another form of parataxis, the list, which is common in children’s 

poetry. Two types of lists are evident in nine of the sixteen Colonial voices poems: the 

pragmatic list and the poetic list.  A logical, functional, discrete list is the pragmatic sort, like 

a shopping list.  One example is seen in ‘The tavern keeper’ verse when she describes her 

day:  

 I check the chicken, 

 stir the soup, taste the turnips, 

 prod the cook, clean the counter,  

 plan the menu.   

 

This gives the sense of how her busy day is filled with tasks.  In contrast, the poetic list 

implies infinity. Debbie Pullinger says that while “a practical list rarely aims to be more than 

a sum of its parts, this is precisely the aim of a poetic list” (89).  Consider the list in the 

second and third quatrains of ‘The basket trader.’ 
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 They turn our trails into roads 

 for carriages and carts,  

 claim land, plant fields,  

 build cities and towns. 

 

 They shoot our fowl, 

catch our fish, 

stalk our hunting ground,  

force us to move on.  

 

Readers can see from the accompanying illustration that the basket trader is an American 

Indian. Given the plight of indigenous people then and now, this list suggests far more than 

the sum of its parts.  In The infinity of lists: from Homer to Joyce, Umberto Eco suggests the 

reasons for poetic lists. 

Faced with something that is immensely large or unknown, of which we still do not 

know enough or which we will shall never know, the author tells us he is unable to 

say, and so he proposes a list, very often as specimens, examples or indications, 

leaving the reader to imagine the rest.  

(2009, 49) 

  

“Leaving the reader to imagine the rest” is an implied invitation for critical engagement. In 

an educational setting, the teacher or librarian can use these two quatrains to encourage 

historical thinking that has the potential to illuminate the situation of American Indians 

today. It is an area where literary understanding, critical and historical thinking can 

seamlessly intersect. Pullinger states that such lists circle “round and round the ineffable, 

creating a space in the middle where apprehension can materialize.” (2017, 95).  

‘Apprehension’ suggests both an action (seizure) and a feeling (anxiety). It is an example of 

“literacy in a very broad sense: intellectual, social, emotional, and ethical” (Nikolajeva, 2014, 

227).   

Children’s poetry is written for an audience who are making the transition to a 

literate-culture from an oral-culture. Rhythm and repetition bridge the space between 

orality and literacy (Pullinger, 2017, 80), and can be found in the line, word, sound, metre, 

assonance and consonance of poetry. It is “instilled in our being from the womb, and, like 

the air we breathe (rhythmically!), it is deeply familiar to our minds and bodies.” Perhaps 

this is the reason it has not received much critical attention from scholars because it is 

“difficult to gain the necessary distance for analysis” (108). Close analysis of the free verse in 
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Colonial voices reveals examples of rhythm and repetition. Consider the fifth stanza of the 

first poem ‘The errand boy’ that contains instances of assonance, consonance and internal 

rhyme highlighted in bold.   

Will King George and Parliament have their way? 

Will their custom men collect the tax? 

Will the tea company say who sells the tea?  

 

   LET THEM TRY! 

 

Debbie Pullinger notes research studies that show how our speech becomes more metrical  

when we experience heightened emotion (117). This stanza conveys Ethan the errand boy’s 

feelings about taxation without representation in parliament. Pullinger defines “the 

repetition of a word at the beginning of successive phrases, sentences or stanzas” as 

anaphora (237). Note how the initial vowel sound at the beginning of each line carries the 

breath and the emotion.  The exaggeration of vowels, says Pullinger, favours the sense of 

emotion over the denotative. 

Another example of repetition is that the first thirteen poems all contain a stanza 

detailing the colonist’s trade. This is a pattern that my students learned to anticipate when 

looking for evidence about whether the colonist was a patriot or a loyalist. We realized that 

these stanzas gave information about what the colonists do in their daily lives which often 

influences their political opinion. The connection to the present was expressed in one 

classroom when a student remarked that the wealthy people did not want to change 

anything that might threaten their income.  

Another student remarked that there is always one line written in large capital 

letters in bold font. All but three poems contain such a line. For example: “FREEDOM FOR 

THEM, BUT NOT FOR ME” (the blacksmith’s slave), “PAY IT!” (the milliner), and “WE WILL 

NOT PAY WHEN WE’VE HAD NO SAY” (the silversmith’s apprentice). Students learned to 

look for these lines on the screen as a clue to the colonists’ opinions.  These lines were often 

highlighted as one piece of evidence during discussion of the poems. For me, as the 

performer of the poem, these lines demanded an urgent, bolder tone than the rest of the 

poem.  

Sound, says Pullinger, “is the raw material of poetry” (2017, 206), and suggests that 

critically productive readings can be “characterized in three ways” (232): poetic, multimodal 

and integrated readings. The first is the storyteller’s approach, the second, the literary 
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critic’s, and the third, an amalgamation of both. In poetic readings, the reader is at “the 

epicenter of the performance, physically experiencing the poem even as I (re)make it” (233).   

This suggests a flaw in my methodology. I had informed the participating teachers that this 

study was not about me, but about the book and the students’ responses to it.  My intent 

was to reassure the teachers that they were not evaluating me as a teacher in the hope that 

this would prompt frank, honest responses about its potential to influence students’ 

learning. However, I later realized that my performance of the poetry was integral to the 

students’ engagement and perhaps had more effect than I had anticipated. The effect of 

sensation, feeling, embodiment. Karen Coats says that children’s poetry has “a more 

inclusive, more imperative agenda: to bring sensation alongside the heterogeneous mode of 

representation, to reproduce the body in language. Thus the ways the sonic qualities of a 

word or phrase relate to its referent are not accidental” (2013, 136).  

The impact of the aural became clear to me when I came across an online video of a 

reading of Colonial voices by Pachion Carlson (2016). Carlson is a teacher who recorded 

herself reading aloud more than seventy children’s books. Apart from the copyright 

violations of this practice which are beyond the scope of this essay, I was struck by the 

monotone reading of the poems of Colonial voices.  There is no change in tone, for example, 

between the slave’s sombre account and the milliner’s account of fashionable fripperies.  

Compare the first stanza of both poems.  

 

The Blacksmith’s Slave 

 

I WAS SEIZED IN AFRICA, 

thrown on a ship, 

shaken, beaten, branded. 

 

 The Milliner 

 

 I SELL THE LATEST FRIPPERIES IN MY SHOP – 

 lace, fans, hats, velvet shoes, a scarlet cloak, 

 silk flowers, fabric, beaded purses, muffs and mitts. 

 Ladies look to me for fashion  

 in these troubled times.  

 

These two stanzas demand a contrasting tone and pace. Sombre and slow for the slave; light 

and quick for the milliner. Yet Carlson reads both in monotone at the same rate. No emotion 

is conveyed.  She does not pause between the line breaks and reads the book as if it were a 
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piece of prose. There are three examples in the entire readaloud when her voice raises in 

volume in response to the lines in bold, capital letters. Not even the many questions voiced 

by the colonists generated a questioning tone. Frankly, I would be surprised if my students 

would sit still through such a reading. Yet, her online video has been viewed three thousand, 

six hundred and forty times according to YouTube, although there is no data to show how 

many viewed the entire fourteen-minute video.  It had not occurred to me that the book 

could be read in this way, but it led me to reflect on the gulf between my interpretation and 

Carlson’s. I attended a Welsh-language school where poetry recitation was a competitive 

event. We practiced for hours with teachers in a way that school sports teams in the United 

States practice. “We analysed every syllable, visualized every detail, and rehearsed every 

expression until we were perfectly synchronized” (Bentall, 2018). Poetry recitation was 

instilled into me at a young age and became part of the way that I now instinctively react 

when faced with a poem. My first impulse is to stand up and read it aloud with expression. 

The Welsh poetic tradition and its impact on children is different to that in England and 

most western countries (Pullinger & Whitley, 2013, 166). Teresa Cremin argues that the 

“culture of accountability in schools has … constrained both teachers’ and pupils’ 

engagement in and response to poetry”(2010, 220-1). Karen Coats claims that poetry is “not 

entirely well in children’s culture” (2013, 127). One study that aimed to widen teachers’ 

knowledge and pedagogic practice to encourage their students’ reading motivation 

focussed on the use of poetry at Medway Local Education Authority (Cremin et al., 2009, 

12). It revealed that when teachers read poetry for personal pleasure they gain “confidence 

to teach both effectively and affectively” which strongly influences the development of their 

students as able readers. Furthermore, it “highlights the crucial role in reading poetry for 

pleasure of, not just subject and pedagogical content knowledge, but also personal passion 

and teacher positioning” to motivate reluctant readers and develop engaged communities 

of readers. (2010, 224-225). Teachers and students become co-learners. Reading poetry 

aloud might indeed be a sphere, to paraphrase Einstein, in which we are all allowed to 

pursue beauty even in the culture of accountability. 

 There was one detail in the poetry of Colonial voices, however, that could not be 

expressed orally: the fourth stanza of the clockmaker’s verse.  
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Figure 2.2. Excerpt from ‘The clockmaker’ 

 

Often referred to as “visual poetry” (Pullinger, 2017, 202), this type of verse is common in 

children’s poems.  Pullinger describes it as “the figurative (as opposed to non-figurative) use 

of textuality and typography” (203). Here, the word ‘dangle’ is expressed figuratively, adding 

a playful element that places the reader in the material, literate world.  This bridge from the 

oral to the textual has significance for children who are themselves transitioning from the 

oral-culture to the literate-culture. Orality and textuality, writes Pullinger, are 

interdependent and interact on many different levels in children’s poetry. Furthermore, she 

argues, orality and literacy “are not only modes of communication, but ways of knowing and 

interacting with the world.” (231). Our experience of poetry mirrors our neurological 

functions. The left cerebral hemisphere is concerned with sorting, listing, denotative 

language, the explicit and the theoretical. It cannot engage with narrative because it gets 

sequences wrong (33). It is the hemisphere of ‘what’. On the other hand, the right side of 

the brain is the hemisphere of ‘how,’ engaging with ambiguity, flow, the prioritization of 

experience, humour, irony and empathy. Poetry, argues Pullinger, reflects the way in which 

the two hemispheres work together. Information passes seamlessly back and forth in 

“micro-seconds of neurological time” synthesizing everything into “a richer, more 

meaningful whole” (235). The way that poetry helps children “think in synthesizing ways” 

was noted by the American Academy of Poets’ executive director Jennifer Benka, in her 

announcement that the Teach This Poem series had received an award of twenty-thousand 

dollars from the Library of Congress. 
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Poetry can have a powerful impact on students studying different subjects because 

the art from (sic) helps them to think in synthesizing ways. We’re pleased to now 

have an opportunity to assist teachers in sharing poetry and primary sources from 

the Library of Congress’s incredible collection with their students, as we look to 

enrich the Teach This Poem series. 

(2019, June 11)  

 

The verses of Colonial voices support children’s cognitive development by activating both 

sides of the brain through the interplay of the oral/aural and the textual through poetic 

techniques such as parataxis. As a picturebook, its visual and verbal interaction is another 

area of potential impact on cognitive processes.   

 

Visual and verbal: the picturebook 

Interaction of the author’s words and the illustrator’s images create the sense of 

time and place that is vital to Colonial voices. “It is not enough to know the facts to write 

such a story; the difficulty is to place them in the plot so that the historical background is 

clear, the place is evident and any unfamiliar terms are self-explanatory” (Fisher, 2004, 490).  

Author Kay Winters’ peritextual notes list the sources used to research Colonial voices.  

Careful research by the author and illustrator translates to details that “offer information 

about places and historical epochs that go far beyond the young reader’s experience, and 

do so in a subtle, nonintrusive way that provides an understanding of unfamiliar manners 

and morals and the cultural environment in which the action takes place” (Nikolajeva & 

Scott, 2006, 63).  Each of the sixteen doublespreads contains a poem in free verse and a 

water colour and ink illustration by Larry Day. The words and images are “expanding” or 

“enhancing”  (12). The images show more than the words tell, and the words depend on the 

detailed illustrations to convey information about the historical setting of Boston, 1773, and 

about the characters’ perspectives and feelings. The book communicates to readers on a 

spectrum of ages and experience. Fluent readers can decode and master unfamiliar phrases 

and words from the 18th century. Novice readers might have a more perceptive eye for 

pictorial details.  It is ideal for a classroom of students of varying backgrounds, reading 

ability and languages. Every sighted-student can glean something from the images alone.  

Every hearing-student can glean something from the words read aloud by the teacher. This 

section examines how the verbal and the visual interact to transport readers back in time to 



 

- 29 - 

 

Boston, 1773.  The particular qualities of picturebooks will be examined: materiality, 

framing, endpapers, maps, the artistic use of colour, line and symbolism, the page-turn, and 

close-ups.  

The cover image, adapted from an image inside the book, shows a child dressed in 

raggedy-jacket and britches stepping out onto snow-covered brick steps with a bundle of 

newspapers under his arm. Watching him go is a woman in a colonial-era cap. In the 

background are three schooners at dock and a sky suggesting sunrise or sunset. Ethan is 

framed on three sides by the brownish-red bricks of the steps and colonial-style buildings. 

The entire image is framed by a decorative border typical of the colonial period. Framing, 

explains Perry Nodelman, is a technique that “implies detachment and objectivity, for the 

world we see through a frame is separate from our own world, marked off for us to look at” 

(1988, 50). The reader is metaphorically stepping into another world, while the main 

character, Ethan, is stepping toward the reader with news to share. It suggests a meeting of 

minds between the child protagonist of the past and the implied child reader of today.  

The tip of Ethan’s shoe points towards the declarative “the outbreak of the Boston 

Tea Party told from multiple points of view!” The back cover suggests aged-paper and 

frames further contextual details. The heading in themed typeset states the time, place and 

mood of the day “It’s December 16, 1773 and tempers are high in Boston” followed by a 

short paragraph that explains the reasons for high tempers. This paragraph and the extracts 

of starred reviews from Booklist and School Library Journal are clearly intended for the adult 

buyer of the book, but the small black-inked vignette offers a detail that perhaps only 

perceptive children would spot: tiny box-shaped objects floating in the water next to a 

schooner by the light of a crescent moon. Informed readers (adults?) would know that these 

boxes are crates of tea. If they know the location of Boston on the eastern seaboard of 

north America, they might deduce that the sky on the front cover depicts a sunrise. The 

front and back cover encapsulate the day’s events from morning to night and reflect the 

medium in which the story is to be told: water colour and ink images with themed-typeset 

and layout.  
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Figure 2.3. fourth doublespread 

 

Note how the words are printed on paper that has been tinged brown to create an illusion 

of an artefact (figure 2.3). The ragged edges suggest that it has been placed on top of the 

illustration and could be peeled away to reveal the rest of the image underneath.  It’s an 

example of a technique which Carole Scott describes as the “multilayered, multi-materialed 

productions of artists’ books, but are in fact simulations of the materials, reducing the 

three-dimensional tactility of the artists’ book to two dimensions in a kind of faux 

reproduction” (2014, 48). The unframed images bleed beyond the borders of the page to 

suggest expansion. The turns of the pages connect image with image and ‘artefact’ with 

‘artefact,’ as shown in figure 2.4.  

Figure 2.4. Page turns between doublespreads four and five, and between doublespreads 

five and six 
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The reader’s interaction with the materiality of the picturebook helps draw them into the 

past. Readers can get the sense that they are handling an artefact when they turn the pages 

that connect the voices-in-verse on the recto and verso.  The frequent use and placement of 

windows in the images helps give the impression that the reader is being transported from 

one scene to another that lies beyond the window as the page is turned. Page turns in 

picturebooks correspond “to the notion of cliffhanger in a novel” (Nikolajeva & Scott, 2006,  

152), but in picturebooks the specifics of suspense and movement can be verbal or visual. 

Page turns, writes Lawrence Sipe, “might be a powerful site for investigating children’s 

cognitive integration of text and pictures, as well as their ability to make high-level and 

subtle inferences” (2008, 244). In Colonial Voices, the effect of the page turn is also in the 

physicality. It’s a cleverly subtle device, but one that is not best suited for classroom use. In 

planning the lesson for the classroom, I had to decide whether to forego the printed version 

in favour of the electronic version that could be displayed on a large screen, enabling 

students to better notice details that could lead to gap-filling and meaning-making.   

 Colonial Voices’ front and back endpapers show an illustrated map of Boston with a 

key that denotes Ethan’s progress throughout the day (figure 2.5).  

 

Figure 2.5. Map on front and back endpapers 

 

Lynn Liben notes that research has not yet tackled “two interesting and important 

questions” regarding the use of maps in children’s literature (2017, 42). First, how are they 

“actually used” by children and adults during the reading process? Second, does the 
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“availability of embedded maps, their qualities, the ways they are used have measurable 

effects on what children take from their reading experiences in either cognitive or 

emotional domains”? (43). The second question regarding the measurable effects of maps 

on reading is beyond the scope of this study, but I will address the first question by 

describing my use of the map and its potential impact on my students. 

 After checking that students understand about the difference between patriots and 

loyalists in this context, I swipe the page to reveal the endpaper map (figure 2.5). I pause to 

give time for reflection because this map can extend cognition in several ways. First, the key 

and the map set the time and space inviting “the reader to follow the narrative route of the 

story” (Goga & Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2017, 13). The key has a dual purpose: it shows the 

location and time of  Ethan’s stops along the route, and it serves as a table of contents.  

Each stop labelled ‘A’ to ‘P’ on the key represents the sequence of doublespreads. This map 

is “a didactic tool to structure or anchor what happens at different times within a specific 

field, area, or piece of land” (9). Furthermore, nine of the sixteen doublespread images 

contain a clock showing the time that corresponds to this key. The calculation of elapsed 

time using analog clocks is a mathematics curriculum objective for fourth grade students in 

Virginia (VDOE, 2016, 4.9). I did not pursue this cross-curricular connection for this study, 

but this aspect holds potential to aid in the further cognitive development of students.  

Second, the colours, fonts and decorative flourishes convey the historical setting. 

Third, Liben notes that “age-linked differences in patterns of mapping performance parallel 

age-linked progressions in symbolic and spatial development more generally” (2017, 37).  

This map uses both overhead or ‘bird’s eye’ views (the streets and harbour) and oblique 

views (the buildings and ships). This “higher-level” use of spatial relationships, claims 

Anthony Pavlik, means “that the eye is always moving, and the landscape is never fixed, 

controlled or delimited” (2010, 35) encouraging cognitive processes. Fourth, consider the 

scale, placement and colour of the ships on the bottom right hand corner of the recto. Their 

size and red flags (the only splashes of red on the page) suggest the importance of these 

three ships, both to the narrative and to history. This is where the action that sparked a 

revolution takes places. As the reader turns or swipes the page, she cannot help but notice 

the ships. Whether the reader consciously recognizes their importance at this point depends 

on the reader’s prior knowledge. Whether the knowing-reader accepts their importance is 

subjective. Maps are always subjective representations of some kind (Pavlik, 2010, 31), 
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revealing their “close connection with ideological matters by emphasizing the triad of 

knowledge, power, and space” (Goga & Kümmerling-Meibauer, 2017, 11). Whether the 

teacher recognizes this potential for discussion and chooses to lead her students into it 

depends on the purpose and audience of her lesson.  

 A page turn of the map leads to the title page on the recto and a solid block of red 

on the verso. The shade of red is commonly known in the US as ‘colonial red’ and it is often 

used on the doors and shutters of colonial-style houses in the eastern states. The same solid 

block of red is used at the end. Books are often described as portals into other worlds, and 

here, the red pages act like the opening and closing of a door. Metaphorically, red doors 

have meaning beyond colonial times. Biblically, “red symbolizes the blood of Christ that 

saves those who come to him” (UMC, 2019) and is used on church doors to signify a place of 

refuge and safety. Similarly, the ancient Chinese used red peach wood for doors, “which was 

believed to drive off ferocious animals” (“Opening the door to ancient tradition”, n.d.). 

Humanity’s age-old beliefs and stories seem to weave through our lives today whether we 

recognize them or not. Lawrence Sipe claims that endpapers can provide “a prelude to the 

story that is both temporal and an indicator of mood/tone.” He encourages such 

speculations because they can help to develop children’s “critical and inferential thinking, 

and visual interpretation skills” (2008, 15).  

 From the endpapers to a turn of the title page which reveals a doublespread 

depicting a close-up of three ships docked in Boston harbour. Close-ups, argues Perry 

Nodelman, are rare in picturebooks because they are a “literature of action…the emphasis is 

on events and relationships rather than subtleties of feeling” but when they are present 

they operate as an introduction typically placed at the front of the book (1988, 151). This is 

true of Colonial voices.  The use of form, colour, line and perspective of the ships over the 

houses of Boston evokes a sense of oppression and the magnitude of the action to come: 

the overthrow of an empire by townsfolk (figure 2.6).  
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Figure 2.6.  Close-up of ships’ bows following the title page verso 

 

From the enormous to the diminutive. Note the brown rat at the centre. Its nose points 

towards two dots of light beneath a sign in a Boston street, which is the next stop on the 

reader’s journey into the story. The next two doublespreads reveal the place from where 

the two points of light emanate: the print shop.  

   

 

Figure 2.7. First doublespread 
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The description of the print shop and the relationship between the two characters “in the 

narrative would have demanded pages upon pages of verbal ekphrasis, and perhaps still be 

inadequate, while the images produce an immediate and direct effect, even though each 

image also affords lengthy contemplation and repeated reading” (Nikolajeva, 2014, 105).  

Now that the illustrations have drawn us into the print shop, the verse draws us into the life 

of Ethan whose route we shall follow throughout the narrative. He states his name, role and 

circumstances. No age is given but the illustration might lead the implied child-reader to 

conclude that they are of about the same age. Ethan’s mother died when he was born; “his 

father drowned at sea”. Then a pause. A pause which allows the reader/listener to 

contemplate the implications of losing both parents, probably invoking feelings of 

sympathy. The verse and visual interplay create a moment in which “emotions are 

simulated” but “just as xenotopia evokes stronger curiosity, so do unfamiliar emotional 

states” and the death of loved ones “apparently causes strongest possible distress” (83).  

Our curiosity is partially satiated in the next line, “Now I sleep above the print shop.”  The 

reader can see exactly where he sleeps by glancing at the illustrations to see a ladder 

leading up to a bunk.  The verse then further eases the tension through a reference to 

arguably one of recent literature’s most popular orphans: Harry Potter and his invisibility 

cloak.   

No one times my comings and goings. 

Errand boys, like servants, are almost invisible. 

It’s a good cloak to wear. 

 

The use of this reference prevents the reader from feeling too much sympathy towards 

Ethan. Instead, the implied reference to Harry Potter foreshadows the hero-child’s 

autonomy and his role in the struggle against oppression. The second half of the verse turns 

to the pressing issue of the day and Ethan’s job of passing the secret to the patriots and 

listening to the “tittle-tattle” from the loyalists.  Before he leaves, he and the printer are 

pictured facing the printed notice about that evening’s “final meeting at Old South.” Note 

the placement of the notice in the centre of the recto.  Its significance is emphasized by 

both the visual and the verbal.  

  The multimodal elements of Colonial voices offer readers “vicarious emotional 

experiences” in which “we are allowed and encouraged to understand” (Nikolajeva, 2014, 

124) what the colonists think and feel. Maria Nikolajeva uses the term ‘emotion ekphrasis’ 
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to denote the “representation of an emotional state through either words or images or 

both.” (125).  Next, I will examine three examples of emotion ekphrasis in Colonial voices.  

 

Figure 2.8. Tenth doublespread 

 

First, note the raised eyebrows and chins of the barber and his clients (figure 2.8). Proud 

and haughty, they look down their noses at the notice. The verse refers to human hair from 

London as “the best quality to be had!” It ends with the barber admiring the judge’s new 

wig and reflecting that “[h]e looks a proper Englishman!” There is no doubt as to the 

political persuasion of this colonist. Ethan, meanwhile, is staring at the jar of leeches. The 

bold label “LEECH” might invoke multiple interpretations from sophisticated readers. While 

leeches were used by barbers in the hope of curing bruises (peritext), another meaning of 

the word ‘leech’ refers to someone who takes advantage, like a parasite.  This meaning has 

particular resonance as we turn the page to see the blacksmith’s slave.  

 

Figure 2.9. Eleventh doublespread 
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The enslaved man is hunched toward the fire and bound by chains.  The blacksmith stands 

upright in a gesture of power, holding the hammer high, poised to strike. Their postures 

alone suggest the power dynamic between master and slave. Ethan stands between them, 

facing the master with his back turned from the slave, as if to suggest that there is only one 

voice that matters in this room.  

 The final doublespread describes the scene after the patriots have stormed the 

British ships and dumped the tea (figure 2.10). Ethan stands centre-stage with arms raised 

in a triumphant gesture. His mouth is wide open with his teeth visible to express a joyful yell 

rather than surprise. The colonist shown in the bottom right-hand corner is also open-

mouthed in a gesture that evokes triumph, but rather than joyful, the narrowed eyes and 

low eyebrows suggest determination and purpose.  

 

 

Figure 2.10. Sixteenth doublespread 

 

This final doublespread of triumph and celebration ends the narrative. The patriots have 

had their say, “though many Loyalists disagreed. / The deed is done!” The feeling of a happy 

ending lingers. The views of the blacksmith’s slave and the Native American basket trader 

are not revisited. It seems to me that this final page of emotion ekphrasis confirms the 

overarching ideology of the book. Written for US students by a US educator with the 

didactic intent of supporting US history curricula. This is the authority of the text endorsed 

by the Library of Congress by categorising it to the American history nonfiction section of 
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libraries across the country. In identifying areas for further research, Lawrence Sipe asks 

how children might learn to identify ideologies through literary understanding (2008, 238). 

Ideology, says John Stephens “functions as a cognitive framework that shapes” 

beliefs, attitudes, social order and so on (2017, 137). “Stereotypical sexual, racial, and class 

attitudes, with concomitant social practices, have long been implicitly inscribed” in 

narratives.  Teaching children to recognize the underlying ideologies in literature helps them 

to “internalize social norms but also to develop affective and nuanced interactions with 

those norms (138). My concern with the ideology of Colonial voices is that it only gives one 

perspective for the enslaved: “I am a slave. / I will always be bound” (eleventh 

doublespread).  It denies the myriad covert and overt ways that enslaved people resisted. 

As I mentioned earlier, I asked students to consider the questions on the following two 

slides which I displayed on the screen (figure 2.11).  

  

   
 

Figure 2.11. Wrap-up slides from lesson 

 

By guiding the students to interrogate the book as a whole, we discussed the author’s 

intent. Collectively, we concluded that she wanted to teach the multiple perspectives 

leading up to the Boston Tea Party and the revolutionary war. We would have to look 

elsewhere for perspectives of the enslaved and Native Americans. Overlooked voices from 

history are becoming more visible in children’s literature (I’ll discuss possible causes in the 

next section). In closing, I recommended several books to students. For example, Voices 

from the underground railroad (Winters & Day, 2018), Molly Bannaky (McGill & Soenpiet, 

1999),  A spy called James: the true story of James Lafayette, revolutionary war double agent 

(Rockwell & Cooper, 2016). As I was talking about each one, many students and teachers 

used their iPads to take photographs of the covers so they could later find the books in the 
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school library.  It was clear that my students were motivated to seek out similar 

picturebooks. Here, I have examined the visual and verbal interaction in picturebooks that 

foster critical engagement, next, I will follow Joe Sutliff Sanders’ suggestion and interrogate 

particular qualities of the book that invite or resist such engagement.  

 

Inquiry and nuance: nonfiction elements 

At the end of Colonial voices there are five pages that contain historical notes, a 

glossary and suggestions for “further reading”. These “parallel texts that accompany the 

main text” can be defined as the “peritext” (Sanders, 2018, 109). The same ‘aged’ brown-

stained paper, colonial-era borders and inked vignettes lend cohesiveness, but other 

elements suggest a dual audience. The font is smaller and the final line of the book is a 

footnote:  “*Indicates books students might enjoy.” Of the thirty-five titles recommended 

for further reading, eight are denoted with an asterisk.  Presumably the other twenty-seven 

titles are intended for the adult reader. Only one title is a primary source document from 

the colonial era: “Boston Weekly Gazette, December 23, 1773, # 3664 Washington’s 

Crossing, PA.”  This title is not asterisked, suggesting that this is not for children. In my 

experience, students engage enthusiastically and critically with primary source documents 

such as newspaper extracts. Of all the suggestions for further reading, this would be the first 

I would show to my students. Colonial voices, on the other hand, resists critical engagement 

by suggesting that this resource is for adults. This leads to the inevitable debate in children’s 

literature scholarship sparked by Jacqueline Rose’s The case of Peter Pan, or, the 

impossibility of children’s fiction (1984).  Since then, debate has continued over the question 

of adult-child power dynamics and I am not inclined to step into the fray here except to say 

that the didactic intent of Colonial voices suggests it is for teachers and their students.  

An interesting case study in the invitation or resistance to critical engagement is to 

compare the historical notes in Colonial voices to those in Voices from the underground 

railroad (2018). Kay Winters, Larry Day and designer Jason Henry (title page verso) returned 

to collaborate on the “third in the series” (back cover jacket flap), which tells the tale of two 

runaway enslaved siblings in 1861 from various perspectives: the enslaved, their helpers, 

their hunters, and enslavers. The books share the same narrative structure of sixteen 

poems, format and design. The peritexts appear to follow the same format but closer 
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analysis reveals a shift in attitude.  In Colonial voices,  the historical notes resist, rather than 

invite, critical engagement. The first three sentences are declarative and assured, leaving no 

trace of, nor inducement to, inquiry.  

The colonial period in American history took place during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries when immigrants from Europe, slaves from Africa, and Native 

Americans inhabited the thirteen colonies. Ethan and his role in the Boston Tea Party 

are fictional. Hear the re-created voices of a milliner, baker, midwife, printer, school 

mistress, tavern owner, shoemaker and others whose occupations and political 

beliefs played a significant role in the colonies.  

       (Historical notes, peritext) 

 

It is acknowledged here that Ethan, the only named character, is fictional but the phrase 

“[h]ear the re-created voices” conceals any interpretation of the sources used. I am not 

suggesting that Winters’ interpretations are incorrect, just that an invitation to historical 

thinking might have been phrased something like this: ‘I re-created the voices of the 

colonists based on these sources (newspaper articles and so on)’.  This phrase would 

suggest an approach “characterized by humility [which] offers information that is truer, 

both intellectually and emotionally” (Sanders, 2018, 30).   

In her most recent book, Voices from the underground (2018), Winters adopts a 

more revealing, truer approach. The historical notes begin by adopting the same passive, 

authoritative voice as Colonial voices, but with a revealing addition.  A “NOTE FROM THE 

AUTHOR” follows the historical notes. In this section, the active voice is used as Kay Winters 

details the places she visited to conduct research for this book.  It’s a personal account of 

the travels she and her husband “Earl” made to Pennsylvania, Maryland and Massachusetts, 

and what they learned at each location. Furthermore, following this note, sixteen sources 

are listed under the heading “REFERENCES” and then a heading in smaller font “BOOKS 

STUDENTS MIGHT ENJOY” in contrast to Colonial voices’ heading “FURTHER READING” with 

asterisked titles for students. In Colonial voices, the approach favours a “seamless narrative 

of knowledge” (Sanders, 2018, 47) whereas the Voices from the underground invites critical 

engagement with a more personal, truer stance that reveals the author’s research process.  

The books were published a decade apart in 2008 and 2018.  What would cause a 

shift in focus between two books of the same series?  I suggest several factors.  After 

decades of acknowledging excellent writing and illustration for children through the 

Newbery medal (since 1922) and Caldecott medal (since 1938), the American Library 
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Association began awarding the Robert F. Siebert medal for “the most distinguished 

informational book” in 2001 (ALSC, 1999), raising the profile of children’s nonfiction. The 

introduction in 2010 of the nationwide Common Core State Standards Initiative with its 

focus on reading “informational text” (2019) sent educators in search of resources and likely 

boosted the popularity of the genre. Debate among authors and others in the field were 

highlighted in a Horn Book issue dedicated to children’s nonfiction (March/April 2011).  

Sanders notes that support for the type of nonfiction that highlights experimentation and 

the research process, rather than “a focus on facts alone”, is rising (2018, 40-42). 

Furthermore, it has been a decade of activism concerned with revealing hidden truths of the 

past and of the inclusion of unrepresented voices of the present.  Consider the impact of the 

#MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, and #TakeAKnee movements, but the social media presence 

that has most impacted the children’s publishing industry is #WeNeedDiverseBooks 

(WNDB). 

It began in March 2014 with a hashtag tweeted by author Ellen Oh. Since then, this 

“grassroots” movement has evolved into a nonprofit “organization of children’s book lovers 

that advocates essential changes in the publishing industry to produce and promote 

literature that reflects and honors the lives of all young people” (WNDB, 2019). Its impact 

has made the transition from social media to real life in five significant areas. One, the 

Walter Grants are awarded yearly to five aspiring authors and illustrators from marginalized 

communities. The 2015 recipient, Angie Thomas used her two-thousand-dollar grant to buy 

a laptop to finish her novel The hate u give (2017). Two, internship grants spearheaded by 

author Linda Sue Park, provide financial assistance to college students and recent graduates 

who intern at eligible publishers or literary agencies. Thus far, thirty-three grants have been 

awarded, and twenty-two of those recipients now have full-time positions in children’s 

publishing. Third, We Need Diverse Books has donated more than fourteen thousand books 

to economically disadvantaged US schools. Fourth, mentorships pair established authors 

with upcoming writers and illustrators from diverse backgrounds. Co-founded by children’s 

nonfiction author Miranda Paul, this program has enabled thirty-eight mentorships, with 

several mentees securing book deals. Fifth, the Walter Dean Myers Award for Outstanding 

Children’s Literature, known as “The Walters,” has been presented since 2016 in two 

categories, teen and younger reader.  One of this year’s honorees is a poetry book that 

reflects the reality of life on the Mexican-American border: Call me Güero: a border kid’s 
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poems (2018) by David Bowles. In the decade since Colonial voices the zeitgeist shifted: a 

sequel was needed that highlighted untold voices of the past and reflected change towards 

a more inclusive approach to history.  

Another way that Winters appears to have responded to the changes is the use of 

the term “enslaved” (historical notes, 2018) rather than “slave” (historical notes, 2008). It is 

a slight but significant change in terminology that seems to have become more widely-used. 

Ellen Bresler Rockmore argues that the use of ‘slave’ rather than ‘enslaved’  “obscure[s] the 

role of slave owners in the institution of slavery” (2015). Revealing the role of slave owners 

through the use of precise language can help expose injustices rather than gloss over them, 

leading to the “highlighting rather than obscuring cracks in authority” that Sanders argues 

“has the potential to create a more accurate nonfiction” (2018, 231).  

Earlier, I noted that Nobleman believes that there is no such thing as pure 

nonfiction, and Sanders says that any nonfiction written by human beings will be wrong 

(189).  What about Colonial voices? It does not invite the reader to investigate its sources, 

and neither I nor my students and their teachers noticed any inaccuracies. However, 

illustrator Larry Day revealed an inaccuracy in his reply to my emailed question about his 

research process. Referring to the painting on the title page verso (figure 2.6) he wrote, 

“[l]ater after further research, I discovered that the ships bows were incorrect.” (personal 

correspondence, May 22, 2019).  According to master shipwright, Leon Poindexter, who 

researches, designs and builds historic sea vessels for museums and films, no line drawings 

or “plans existed of the original Tea Party ships” (n.d.).  Poindexter details his extensive 

research in building two ships for the Boston Tea Party museum. Reproductions of the 

Eleanor and the Beaver were completed in 2012, four years after the publication of Colonial 

voices. Perhaps only an expert of colonial-era ships would notice this error in the 

illustration. But, as Sanders argues, “it does not matter” because “the reason for the untruth 

is unimportant in comparison with the realization that untruths can and do appear even in 

nonfiction that announces (and has been recognized for) its dedication to truthfulness” 

(2018, 189).  Rather than looking for inaccuracies in nonfiction, we should be searching for 

where it “does and does not invite questions.”  Young readers should be encouraged to scan 

for “vulnerabilities, where it chooses to bury inquiry in favour or cultivating an air of 

reliability” (190). 
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 The vulnerability of protagonists, rather than authors, is explored by Sanders who 

says that when nonfiction reveals characters’ flaws, mistakes, and conflicted lives, it 

encourages rather than negates children’s critical thinking skills. Sanders hesitantly 

stretches the comparison to include Paulo Freire’s argument that it is important for the 

oppressed to see the vulnerability of the oppressors (2014, 50). It is not a stretch too far. It 

is evident on the penultimate doublespread of Colonial voices, “On British warships docked 

nearby, / no sailor sounds a warning.” Thus ends the verse followed by blank space that 

demands a pause. Were the sailors sleeping? Was no one on the warship on lookout duty? 

Is this a glimpse of a crack in authority? Was the British navy complacent?  Or did the sailors 

notice the “mohawks” (fifteenth doublespread) but refrained from leaping to the defence of 

the tea company? In addition to the multiple perspectives of the colonists, here readers 

might consider that not every British subject was a staunch supporter of King George III and 

parliament. “Making sense of a changing world” argue history professors Jo Guldi of Brown 

University and David Armitage of Harvard University, depends on “understanding the nexus 

of past and future [and] is crucial to acting upon what comes next” (2014, 4). What comes 

next in the short term for my students is the Virginia history and reading exams. In the long 

term, they need to be prepared to navigate a path for themselves and others in a digitized 

future that seems likely to include increasing inequality, climate change, globalization and 

political instability. My role is to teach them how to think rather than what to think. Studies 

reveal that teachers play an “essential part in supporting and developing” students’ literary 

understanding when they “reflect on their own comments, questions, and responses” 

during storytime (Sipe, 2008, 233). Rather than the “librarian who is a master storyteller 

performing a well-rehearsed reading to a room full of children” (Sanders, 2013,  62), my 

students and I are co-learners.  Except for a handful of books that I return to every year, 

there is no time to become “well-rehearsed” in a demanding schedule of teaching and 

managing a library. I attend to the performative aspect as best I can and note the teachable 

moments. Now I shall be more alert for places in nonfiction that invite or deflect critical 

engagement, but as Sanders notes, children’s nonfiction is still generally a literature of 

answers rather than questions.  

The majority opinion that nonfiction is and should be a literature of final answers is 

an opinion that refuses humility, that refuses historical consciousness, the realization 

that answers have always been followed by questions. Defining nonfiction in this 

way makes it a literature that is opposed to critical engagement, with all of the 



 

- 44 - 

 

consequences for human dignity and a functioning democracy that Freire, Kincheloe, 

Wineburg, and so many other authors have articulated. 

(Sanders, 2018, 40) 

In concluding this analysis of inquiry and nuance, I suggest that the nonfiction qualities of 

Colonial voices deflect invitations to critical engagement, but that the book can be used to 

seamlessly integrate history and literacy curriculum objectives while developing children’s 

critical thinking skills if the teacher so chooses.  

 There are other areas in the text that offer subtle invitations for critical engagement. 

‘The basket trader’s’ poem, for example, leaves the reader imagining the infinite 

implications of the plight of Native Americans.  In leading the reader into the probable world 

of 1773, the characters’ speech and emotion are mimicked. Meaning-making is prompted by 

the visual-verbal interplay that affords emotion ekphrasis and historical details. The 

combination of poetry, picturebook, and nonfiction offers opportunities for readers to 

engage emotionally and cognitively. However, in a classroom setting, the quality of the 

interaction with the text and other learners is dependent upon what the adult does with the 

book. The performative aspect, which I had initially underestimated, and the adult’s 

epistemological stance are crucial to engaged learning. Poetry-performance can be a bridge 

between orality and literacy when it is read aloud “effectively and affectively” (Cremin et al, 

2009, 12). Highlighting the text’s intent and content in the context of changing societal 

norms and controversies can reveal its implicit ideology, and is one way that teachers can 

model and encourage literary interpretation and critical thinking.   
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Part Three 

This section focuses on the teachers’ perceptions of the influence of the Colonial 

voices readaloud and classroom dialogue on students’ learning and engagement. I analyse 

the teachers’ responses to the three parts of the survey: historical and critical thinking, 

reading and literary understanding, and the readaloud.  

 

Historical and critical thinking 

The first question addresses the overall learning objective from the history 

curriculum (figure 3.1). 

 
 

Figure 3.1. Teacher responses to question 1.  

 

The one hundred and forty-two students had a wide range of background knowledge and 

English language acquisition.  Some had disabilities but none had significant hearing or 

vision impairments.  Here I will address the way that the book allowed me to scaffold the 

discussion to include every student. 

 After reading aloud every voice, I asked the students to silently use hand signals to 

show whether they thought the colonist was a patriot, loyalist or somewhere in-between. I 

gave them some moments to think and waited until everyone showed the hand signal. If it 

appeared that some were having difficulty in deciding, I asked them to discuss it with their 

neighbour before again asking for silent hand signals. Rather than launch into a discussion 

immediately after reading each voice, I allowed the students plenty of thinking time with 

the poem and image displayed on the big screen. Sipe recounts that fast-paced discussions 
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are often described as successful by teachers, but these competitive, rapid interactions 

might hinder students who are quieter or need more time to process.   

 

 Studies that focus on the behavior (sic) of the less vocal students during storybook 

readalouds are therefore needed. Such students’ literary understanding may be 

more fruitfully investigated in situations that are less competitive and allow more 

time for response.  

(2008, 245) 

 

The format of Colonial voices allowed me to pause after each voice. These repeated pauses 

gave students plenty of quiet, reflective processing time before we discussed evidence for 

their opinions.   

I noticed that the students in two classrooms were more sophisticated debaters.  

Displayed on their classroom walls were posters with sentence starters such as “I 

agree/disagree with … because ….” and “it states in the text that …” and so on. These 

teachers had obviously established norms and rules of debate. One classroom teacher 

seemed to have spent less time in promoting this type of discussion so I had to work much 

harder in guiding her students towards productive conversation. I felt that we achieved less 

in this classroom compared to the others. This was the classroom that had a substitute 

teacher that day which could have been a factor.  

 The second question asked for the teachers’ views on the extent to which the book 

aids historical thinking by addressing four student competencies on a scale of one (not at all 

effective) to five (extremely effective). All seven teachers agreed that the students 

recognized points of view and historical perspectives to a great extent (five on the scale). 

Five teachers agreed that the students compared and contrasted cultural ideas and cultural 

perspectives in Virginia history to a great extent (five out of five) while two rated this skill as 

four out of five. One commented, “I would make a point to connect the views of people in 

Boston to the similar views of people in Virginia and their long connection to England (since 

Jamestown).” The third skill also addressed Virginia history on a scale of one to five. 
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Figure 3.2. Teacher response to question 2.3 

 

The question about the fourth and final skill in historical thinking asked for responses using 

the same scale.  

 
Figure 3.3. Teacher response to question 2.4 

 

The mixed, although generally positive, responses to the last two questions are probably 

due to the fact that the book is set in Boston. I did not specifically make connections 

between the views of colonists in Virginia and Massachusetts because of time constraints.  

There is a lot of cover in fifty-five minutes and I had to be intentional about what to include 

and what to omit.  

The next four questions use the same scale to rate the effectiveness of the 

readaloud in promoting critical thinking skills. All seven teachers agreed that the book and 
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the way it was used was extremely effective in requiring students to give evidence or 

reasons for their conclusions and opinions. This skill was at the heart of the discussions that 

took place after the voice of every colonist was read aloud. When all the students had 

displayed their silent hand signals to show whether they thought the colonist was a patriot, 

loyalist or somewhere in-between, I asked one student to state one reason for their opinion.  

As the student pointed out the evidence in the words or the images, I instantly magnified 

that part of the text on the screen so that all students could reread and consider whether 

they agree or disagree. Lawrence Sipe reports that some studies show that rereading the 

same text results in “important gains in literacy” (2008, 246). If, after rereading the text, 

there was any disagreement, I asked the dissenting students to point to evidence. I asked if 

there was anything else in the text that would support or contradict the first opinion. By 

continually asking ‘what else?’ and requiring students to give evidence for their opinions, I 

was able to ensure that we reached consensus before moving onto the next voice. Littleton 

and Mercer state that this type of classroom talk, where all “members of the group try to 

reach agreement at each stage before progressing” is an indicator of “exploratory talk.” Of 

the three types of classroom talk, disputational, cumulative, and exploratory that they 

observed in their research, the latter is the most uncommon but “the most educationally 

effective” (2013, 16). Educational psychologist Lauren Resnick uses the term “accountable 

talk” which is similar to exploratory talk. It emphasises the use of evidence and good 

reasoning.  

Accountable talk sharpens students’ thinking by reinforcing their ability to use 

knowledge appropriately.  As such, it helps develop the skills and habits of mind that 

constitute intelligence-in-practice. Teachers can intentionally create the norms and 

skills of accountable talk in their classrooms.  

(1999, 39).  

 

This process is championed by Sanders using the term “punctuated plurality”, which he 

explains is “a process of multiplying meanings, drawing to a consensus, testing that 

consensus, and then allowing the entire process to repeat from the beginning, again and 

again” (2018, 22). This process of accountable talk or punctuated plurality is repeated for all 

sixteen poems in Colonial voices. The students display their opinions, we examine the 

evidence, seek conflicting evidence and do not move on until we have reached consensus. 

The breaks between the poems allowed me to intentionally create patterns of discussion in 

which students combine subject knowledge with reasoning skills. Survey questions 3.7 and 
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3.8 asked for teachers’ opinions concerning the interpretation of content information, and 

the connection of prior learning and new knowledge.  Responses are shown in figures 3.4 

and 3.5. 

 
Figure 3.4. Teachers responses to question 3.7, on a scale of one (not at all effective) to five 

(extremely effective) 

 
Figure 3.5.  Teacher responses to question 3.8, on a scale of one (not at all effective) to five 

(extremely effective) 

 

The next question in this section asked teachers to consider how effectively this readaloud 

promoted and supported interaction among students. The quality of interaction determines 

growth in children’s understanding (Sipe, 2008, 8; Mercer, 2013, 16). Four teachers 

responded that the readaloud promoted and supported student interaction extremely 

effectively (five out of five), and three gave it a rating of four out five.   
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Reading and literary understanding 

The second part of the survey addressed reading and literary understanding with 

three questions. The first question asked about the extent to which this readaloud 

supported the development of reading skills. “Decontextualising reading comprehension 

skills” is problematic (Roche, 2015, 32) but as this study took place in a Virginia public 

school, I drew from the objectives listed in the reading curriculum. Eight skills were selected 

and are shown below, along with the number of teachers who judged how effectively 

students achieved competency in each (table 3.1).  

 

 Number of teacher responses 

 Extremely  

effectively 

Very 

effectively 

Somewhat 

effectively 

Not so 

effectively 

Not at all 

effectively 

Draw conclusions about 

the text and make 

inferences using the text 

as support. 

5 2    

Identify cause and effect 

relationships. 

1 6    

Identify main idea. 4 3    

Summarize supporting 

details. 

4 3    

Differentiate between fact 

and opinion. 

1 5 1   

Use vocabulary from 

content areas. 

5 1 1   

Demonstrate 

comprehension of literary 

nonfiction. 

4 3    

Use context to clarify 

meaning of unfamiliar 

words.  

4 3    

Table 3.1. Teacher responses regarding the development of reading skills 

  

The development of six skills was judged to be extremely effective or very effective. The two 

skills that each received one rating each of ‘somewhat effective’ are ‘differentiating 

between fact and opinion’ and the ‘use of vocabulary from content areas’.   

Distinguishing between fact and fiction was not the main objective of this lesson in 

the way it is when I teach about the evaluation of online information. However, the habits 
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of mind being developed here are those that students need to assess the reliability of 

information elsewhere. Part of the discussion at the end of the readaloud included the 

consideration of why the author chose those particular fourteen voices. I asked, ‘how many 

men’s voices were heard as opposed to women’s?’ ‘Why?’ ‘How many kids’ voices?’ ‘Whose 

voices did she not include?’ On the screen I displayed the eleventh doublespread featuring 

the blacksmith’s slave who declares that he will never be free, “I will always be bound” and 

asked if his opinion was typical of all enslaved people.  Could the students think of other 

enslaved people who behaved differently? For example, they might remember their first-

grade lessons about Harriet Tubman who helped enslaved people escape to freedom, or 

remember her from media reports about her face being the next one on the twenty-dollar 

bill.  Harriet Tubman did not live during the period under discussion here, but I wanted to 

prompt the students into realizing that the single enslaved man in this narrative did not 

speak for every enslaved person. Considering whose voice is absent and why is a crucial 

element of thinking critically. In addition to asking students to consider missing voices and 

perspectives, I drew their attention to Voices from the underground railroad (2018) also by 

Kay Winters and Larry Day. In summing up research into storytimes and considering the 

implications for practice, further research and beyond, Lawrence Sipe asks how children can 

learn to discern the implicit ideology in books (2008, 246). This interaction between text, 

teacher and students is an example of practice that fosters the habits of mind to question 

ideologies.   

The other skill shown in table 3.1 that received one teacher rating of ‘somewhat 

effectively’ was ‘the use of vocabulary from content areas.’ This refers to academic 

vocabulary from other disciplines, such as social studies, science or mathematics. This lesson 

required students to state opinions in their own words, but they were not required to use 

new vocabulary. The book offers this potential if the teacher wishes to focus on this skill.  

For example, students could write a news report or free verse as if they lived in 1773; they 

could create and perform a play; or they could calculate elapsed time between stops on 

Ethan’s journey. Such responses were beyond the scope of my fifty-five-minute readaloud 

and discussion.  

The final question in the reading section of the survey asked, ‘to what extent does 

this book support the seamless integration of learning standards?’ Teachers were asked to 

respond on a scale of zero to ten.  
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Figure 3.6. Teachers responses on a scale of zero (not at all) to ten (very much) 

 

The ‘seamless integration of learning standards’ refers to the multi-disciplinary or cross-

curricular approach that Jonathan Barnes states occurs when “the skills, knowledge and 

attitudes of a number of different disciplines are applied to a single theme, problem, idea or 

experience” (2015, 62).  The foci of this lesson were history and reading but I wondered if 

the teachers observing this readaloud would agree. The third and final section of the survey 

refers to the readaloud.  

 

Engagement and the readaloud 

 
Figure 3.7. Teacher responses. The final option ‘other’ is omitted from this chart. 

 

I was surprised that all seven teachers would recommend this book to ‘teachers of Virginia 

studies’ but only four to ‘teachers of history’ given that the book is set in Massachusetts not 

Virginia.  Perhaps because they were focusing on particular objectives from the Virginia 
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Studies curriculum at the time of this study. I probably should have included a survey 

question asking whether they are familiar with the concept of ‘historical thinking.’ 

In hindsight, perhaps I should have also included options for teachers of science, 

mathematics, art, drama, and so on rather than ‘other,’ which received no ticks.  

Connections to other disciplines are not immediately obvious but one of the hallmarks of 

cross-curricular teaching is that it allows for the teachers’ as well as the students’ potential 

for creativity. Good cross-curricular teaching practice, argues Barnes, builds individual and 

group motivation, sustains interest and raises standards (63). It challenges teachers to 

consider how they might “use children’s distinctly different viewpoints, as motivation, 

method and model for their learning. It seems from all we know about children learning, 

that motivation, self-esteem, personal relevance, authentic challenge and a sense of 

achievement are all crucial” (2). Which leads us to the survey’s final section: ‘how engaged 

were the students with this readaloud?’ 

 Fifty-five minutes is a relatively long time for a class of nine to ten-year-old students 

to sit attentively.  Barnes states that “looking for the outward signs of flow is a good way of 

assessing the degree, and therefore learning in a child.” (228). In this study, the classroom 

teachers were better placed than I to observe their students’ “outward signs of flow”.  

 
Figure 3.8. Teachers responses on a scale of zero (not at all engaged) to ten (extremely engaged) 

 

Even though I sensed by their eager participation that students were highly engaged 

most of the time, I realized that this was a longer readaloud than they were accustomed to 

and I needed to actively hold their attention and involvement in the text.  I used accents for 

two of the poems, ‘The milliner’ and ‘The tavern keeper’ to help keep them engaged. In 
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Story-telling, Mary Medlicott says that “[s]ome tellers use the actor’s ability to put on 

different voices; others rely on change of tone and pitch rather than accent. Ability to draw 

on dialects is almost always admired” (2004, 619). However, the use of accents can be 

problematic because they can reinforce stereotypes. I chose an upper-class English accent 

for the milliner and a cockney-style accent for the tavern keeper. As a British woman, I felt 

reasonably confident that I could pull off these accents realistically to reflect the social 

status and personas of Winters’ characters. The survey’s penultimate question asked for the 

teachers’ opinions about my use of accents. All seven teachers responded.  

With an authentic sounding accent it serves to enhance and engage, when the 

accents don't sound correct it can distract a bit, but even the distraction can be a 

teach-able moment, done correctly. In this case, with the milliner and tavern keeper, 

there was a noticeable uptick in student attention being paid, it sparked small 

conversations between students (some just nudging, others hushed conversation) in 

the crowd that other "voices" did not. Remembering some of the books we had a 

guest reader in for last year, your voice for the African-American Barber shop book 

would not have worked, for several reasons... 

 

The accents that were used were appropriate and did not feed into any stereotypes.  

 

I enjoyed the use of different accents because it helped to differentiate the voices by 

breathing life into the characters. The accents added to the delivery of the character. 

 

I think the accents enhance the experience and help capture the students' attention 

by adding a fun element.  

 

These accents keep students engaged and reinforce the connection to the time 

period and origins of the citizens of Boston. We are at a school where accents are 

normal and thus tone and words carry more weight.  

 

The accents support the character and assist with engagement. 

 

They aided in keeping students engaged. I think the accents were appropriate and 

benefitted the lesson. 

 

Before closing this chapter, I want to address teachers’ responses to the survey’s final 

question which requested their comments and suggestions.  

Inviting students to the screen to "find evidence" is a strategy that could be used 

more widely, it shows other students what they key-ed (sic) on and gives them a 

chance that might not have to codify in their minds what a piece of evidence is being 

used for. 
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I am not sure whether this teacher is suggesting that the strategy of finding evidence on the 

screen be used more widely in this lesson, or more widely in general. Although I was 

intentional in calling on every student to respond verbally at some point, not all students 

stepped up to the screen to point out their evidence. This would have taken too long, 

resulting in the possible lapse in attention of some students. I tried to achieve a balance in 

pace that allowed for reflection and engagement.  

 

I loved the use of a line to chart voice perspective. Enlarging the stanzas was a great 

way to make the text easier to read, especially from the back. The use of hand 

symbols for Patriot, Neutral or Loyalist provided a quick and easy way to see student 

opinion. Super job making students show the evidence for their thinking. I think 

more movement -- perhaps a 3 corner game where one corner is patriot, 1 corner is 

neutral, 1 corner is loyalist!?!?!? 

 

I had not considered having students move around the room to show their responses but I 

can see the potential of this strategy in aiding engagement and addressing students’ various 

learning styles. One drawback is that students might flock to the corner with their friends 

rather than decide on their own so this would have to be addressed at the beginning of the 

lesson. The use of this technique with Colonial voices would likely take longer than fifty-five 

minutes, but I am considering trying it with next year’s fourth graders.   

The teachers’ responses showed that they perceived the book and its use to be 

effective in reaching every student. The extent of the development of historical, critical, and 

literary thinking skills among a diverse group of fourth graders is difficult to assess, but the 

teachers’ perceptions of their students “outward signs of flow” (Barnes, 2011, 228) revealed 

engagement, connections of prior learning to new knowledge, and multiple interpretations 

of causes, effects, and perspectives. The teachers’ comments about my use of accents 

showed that they considered the orality of the poetry-performance to have positively 

impacted engagement and learning.  All said that they would recommend Colonial voices to 

others, particularly teachers of Virginia history, which suggests that they consider it useful.   
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Conclusion 

Rather than a “school-valued practice” (Sipe, 2008, 7), storytime is viewed by many 

educators and researchers as a “middle-class, elitist” time-filler (5). In contrast, this study’s 

teachers perceived that a readaloud involving engaged students and an active 

teacher/librarian can effectively integrate literacy and history learning.  These highly-

qualified and experienced teachers had contextual knowledge of their students’ varying 

literacy and language acquisition, socio-economic backgrounds, learning styles and 

dispositions.  Every student was involved in the pursuit of truth and beauty.  

Analysis of the poetry, picturebook and nonfiction elements of Colonial Voices 

revealed how they can be used to interrogate ideologies, but I had underestimated the 

impact of the orality of poetry. I realised that I asked too much when I asked teachers to 

ignore my role to focus instead on the book’s qualities. When I lifted the poetry off the 

page, it became embodied, “breathing life into the characters” (survey response). The 

teachers connected my performance to students’ motivation and learning.  This is a point 

highlighted by theorists.   

[P]erformance has the potential not only to celebrate form and meaning, but also to 

instantiate a kind of knowledge whose educational value should be given equal 

status with the analytical understanding of poems that currently drives the 

examination system.  

(Pullinger & Whitley, 2013, 172) 

 

Pullinger and Whitley argue that the best way for children to experience the pleasure of 

poetry is to hear and read it aloud often. Teresa Cremin writes that children deserve 

teachers who can “expand and enrich their knowledge and pleasure in poetry” (2010, 225).  

Teachers often speak anecdotally about students becoming deeply immersed during 

readalouds, which “is in itself an aspect of literary understanding” but has not been 

“theorized extensively or incorporated into a broader theoretical framework” (Sipe, 2008, 

173). This study suggests that “children do experience both types of literary pleasure: the 

pleasure of mastery and the pleasure of being overwhelmed, puzzled, and enthralled.” 

(Sipe, 2008, 244). I suggest that adults do too; I enjoyed these six storytimes. When teachers 

become creative, cross-curricular co-learners they are more likely to feel positive and 

enthusiastic, which in turn, facilitates an appetite for “deep transferable learning” in their 

students (Barnes, 2011,  189). 



 

- 57 - 

 

Further thoughts 

Having addressed the two research questions, I find myself faced with more 

questions than answers, rather like the type of nonfiction that becomes a ‘starter’ instead of  

a ‘stopper’ (Sanders, 2018, 95). Below are some thoughts about how this study’s findings 

might contribute to debate in the fields of children’s literature, audiobook publishing, library 

science, education, and beyond.   

Nonfiction texts that, like the peritext of Colonial voices, assert an aura of authority 

of final answers can become a literature of questions if the teacher can scaffold students’ 

literary understanding. Sipe recommends that teachers adopt five critical roles: “as readers, 

managers and encouragers, clarifiers or probers, fellow wonderers or speculators, and 

extenders or refiners.” (Sipe, 2008, 233). And yet, many teachers operate in a high-stakes, 

data-driven climate where they are assessed by the results of their students’ achievement 

on standardised tests. Whether the results are published online (VDOE, “School 

quality..”n.d.) or as league tables (Government Digital Service, n.d.), or in the case of my 

previous school where high student pass rates resulted in teacher bonuses of up to five 

thousand dollars, there is incentive enough to ‘teach to the test’ rather than take the time 

to wonder, speculate, and probe. Maria Nikolajeva notes a similar dichotomy in the context 

of the portrayal of social knowledge in children’s fiction.  

         As I have argued, adult authors cannot unproblematically cede their power; 

therefore the depiction of society in children’s literature will inevitably be biased. 

        So, if novice readers are to learn something from fiction about how society 

works, they need to start with the understanding of this false or at least distorted 

representation. The cognitive dilemma is to go with or against the intention, and the 

text can endorse both. The question is also whether the adult establishment is 

prepared to cede its own supremacy in order to train novice readers in this particular 

epistemic skill.  

(2014, 35) 

 

In the current high-stakes climate in education where much depends on the results of 

standardised tests, it is perhaps less likely that teachers will be prepared to ‘cede 

supremacy’ to risk poor performance appraisals and/or financial incentives. It is beyond the 

scope of this thesis to dip into the debate about the consequences and nature of 

standardised testing of elementary-age children, except to acknowledge that assessment is 

a factor in knowing if and what children have learned.  More emphasis is needed on how 
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books can simultaneously enthral students and develop their cognitive skills while 

seamlessly integrating curriculum standards.   

The performative aspect of children’s poetry and perhaps even nonfiction looks 

likely to receive increased attention given the rapid pace of technological change. Sales of 

audiobooks have doubled in the last five years (Willingham, 2018). Consider the attention to 

detail in the production of the audio version of Robert MacFarlane’s The lost words: a spell 

book (2019). In seeking voices “to bring the magic of nature and language to listeners”, the 

publisher recorded birdsong and recruited four “iconic voices of modern Britain” in Edith 

Bowman, Guy Garvey, Cerys Matthews and Benjamin Zephaniah (Penguin, 2019). Marketing 

and communications manager for audiobooks at Penguin Random House, Helena Sheffield, 

recently met with groups of teachers to discover how audiobooks can be used in 

classrooms. Look out for a new series of nonfiction Ladybird audio books for three to five-

year olds to be released on 11 July 2019 (personal interview, 17 June 2019). Psychology 

professor Daniel T. Willingham recounts one study that tested students’ retention of 

information depending on whether it was heard or read in print.  It depended on the 

difficulty and nature of the information. He predicts that “ our richest experiences will come 

not from treating print and audio interchangeably, but from understanding the differences 

between them and figuring out how to use them to our advantage” (2018, December 8). 

How will we respond to the accelerating pace of change in the audiobook publishing 

industry?  It is an area ripe for research for scholars of cognitive criticism, children’s 

literature and education. How might an increase in audiobook usage impact how literacy is 

taught? Will as much attention be paid to phonics-of the-ear as to phonics-on-the-page?  

How do recorded poetry, information, and stories compare to ‘live’ readings by teachers 

with regard to student learning and engagement?  Recordings of professional actors might 

have the advantage in terms of resonance, rhythm, pace and tone, but lack eye contact and  

body language. A growing body of research is demonstrating that we unconsciously use 

gestures to impart information leading to “a better understanding and recall of topics being 

discussed.” (Watson, 2019, June 14, 30). 

Are poetry-informational-picturebooks becoming a category in their own right? In 

part one I listed several books that fit this description. Many are award-winners or created 

by respected authors and illustrators, Kwame Alexander, Sergio Ruzzier, and Jane Yolen, for 

example. Yet there is a lack of scholarship in this field, and a lack of consistency in the 
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cataloguing and placement of this type of book in libraries.  At what point do they become 

‘poetry’ rather than ‘nonfiction’ in terms of classification? In teaching children to distinguish 

the often-blurred difference between fact and fiction, should school and public libraries 

review the practice of labelling ‘fiction’ and ‘nonfiction’? Any debate about how students 

develop dispositions to engage deeply with literature and factual information ought to 

include the role of school librarians.   

  To take a global perspective, six-hundred-seventeen million youth lack basic literacy 

skills (United Nations, n.d.).  The reasons are many and complex; lack of resources being just 

one.  

 

In a world where many children are unprotected from vicious and demoralizing 

experiences, and where they may feel existential despair, dread and anxiety just as 

intensely as adults, these issues are eminently relevant for them, and the experience 

of literature and the development of literary understanding may be an empowering 

and affirming force in their lives. 

         (Sipe, 2008, 245) 

 

 

Could humanity’s age-old life-affirming traditions of poetry and story-telling be harnessed in 

ways that prove competency in data-driven educational climates?  Could the 

implementation of co-learning teaching strategies that use poetry and picturebooks to 

seamlessly integrate literacy, historical, and critical thinking skills have an impact?  

Wherever the debate about literacy takes place, these questions ought to be part of the 

discussion.  

 At the heart of this study lies a deceptively simple question for which there is no 

simple answer, but it is one that my students often ask during storytime: 

 

 ‘Is this a true story?’ they say. 

‘Let’s see’ I say; 

     and collectively,  

our pursuit of truth  

and beauty  

begins… 
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Teacher survey offered in print (below) and electronically via Google Docs. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Letter of information to parents 

 

University of Cambridge 

Faculty of Education 
184 Hills Rd, Cambridge CB2 8PQ 

Tel: +44(0) 01223 767600 

Graduate@educ.cam.ac.uk  www.educ.cam.ac.uk  

         

 

 

22 March, 2019 

 

Information for parents and family members of fourth grade students 

 

As a graduate student undertaking research at the Faculty of Education, University of 

Cambridge,  I am writing to let you know that I will be conducting part of my research at          

xxxxxxxxxxx  Elementary School in April.  

 

I will be teaching fourth grade students about the different perspectives leading up to the 

Revolutionary War.  It is a lesson I have taught several times before at        .Students are 

encouraged to think critically about the different perspectives and to engage in a 

discussion. The classroom teachers, Ms.                 and possibly other staff will observe the 

lesson and provide feedback to me.  The lesson will not be recorded. 

                  

The University of Cambridge has strict ethical procedures on conducting research with 

teachers and young people, consistent with current British Educational Research 

Association guidelines: http://bit.ly/BERAethics2018. This exercise does not involve any 

risks or discomfort for the students. All personal data will be treated as confidential and all 

names will be anonymized in any reports of the work. 

 

The data from the teacher questionnaires will be used for training and research 

purposes, and subsequent publications. The University of Cambridge is committed to 

the dissemination of its research for the benefit of society and the economy and, in 

support of this commitment, the results of this research might be written up as a 

journal article, blog post or conference presentation. This study has been approved 

through the University of Cambridge Faculty of Education Research Ethics procedures. 

 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at                    or Dr.               at                

.                     .   I am looking forward to returning to                 for this project.  

 

Best wishes,  

 

 

 

 

MPhil Student 

Faculty of Education 

University of Cambridge 

Homerton College 

 

mailto:Graduate@educ.cam.ac.uk
http://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/
http://bit.ly/BERAethics2018


 

- 73 - 

 

Appendix 3 

 Letter of consent 
 

University of Cambridge 

Faculty of Education 
184 Hills Rd, Cambridge CB2 8PQ 

Tel: +44(0) 01223 767600 

Graduate@educ.cam.ac.uk  www.educ.cam.ac.uk  

         

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

7 March, 2019 

 

Dear Dr.  ,  

 

As a graduate student undertaking research at the Faculty of Education, University of 

Cambridge, I am writing to confirm that I can conduct part of my research study at                                

School.  

 

This project will involve teaching fourth grade students about the different perspectives leading 

up to the revolutionary war. I will use the book Colonial Voices! Hear Them Speak! to stimulate 

students’ critical thinking and dialogue. Classroom teachers, Ms.                   and the social 

studies lead teachers will be invited to observe and complete a questionnaire.   

 

The University of Cambridge has strict ethical procedures on conducting ethical research with 

teachers and young people, consistent with current British Educational Research Association 

guidelines: http://bit.ly/BERAethics2018.  

 

A pre-interview will be carried out with you before the lesson so that you are familiar with the 

objectives of the lesson and the way in which data will be collected. The lessons will not be 

audio or video recorded.  All personal data will be treated as confidential and all names will be 

anonymized in any reports of the work. Information for parents of fourth-grade students will 

be sent out 3-5 days before the lessons. Participants may withdraw at any time.  

 

This exercise does not involve any risks or discomfort for you, the teachers and your 

students. It might not be possible for you to foresee any immediate benefit of your 

participation as you will not receive any payment. However, researchers have to rely on 

voluntary participation in order to understand human behaviour such as dialog.  

 

With your permission, l will use data from the teacher interviews and questionnaires for 

training and research purposes, and subsequent publications. The University of Cambridge is 

committed to the dissemination of its research for the benefit of society and the economy 

and, in support of this commitment, the results of this research might be written up as a 

journal article, blog post or conference presentation. This study has been approved through 

the University of Cambridge Faculty of Education Research Ethics procedures. 

 

If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact me at                        or my 

supervisor,                          . If you consent to the research outlined above taking place at                          

please sign the consent form below.  

 

mailto:Graduate@educ.cam.ac.uk
http://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/
http://bit.ly/BERAethics2018
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Thank you for your time and attention. I look forward to returning to                  School for 

this research project.    

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

 

MPhil Student 

Faculty of Education 

University of Cambridge 

Homerton College 

 

 

I ……………………….Dr.              , principal of                      School, consent to the research 

outlined above.   

 

Signature ……………………………….  Date………………………………………. 
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Appendix 4 

Letter of consent for teachers 
 

University of Cambridge 

Faculty of Education 
184 Hills Rd, Cambridge CB2 8PQ 

Tel: +44(0) 01223 767600 

Graduate@educ.cam.ac.uk  www.educ.cam.ac.uk  

        

 

22 March, 2019 

 

Dear Colleague,  

 

As a graduate student undertaking research at the Faculty of Education, University of 

Cambridge, I am writing to ask for your participation in my research study, part of which I will 

be conducting at                         School in April.  

 

This project involves studying how the book Colonial Voices! Hear Them Speak! can stimulate 

students’ critical thinking, dialogue, and understanding of the different perspectives leading up 

to the revolutionary war. I’m writing to ask if you would observe the lesson and answer a 

questionnaire about how the students respond to the book.  

 

The University of Cambridge has strict ethical procedures on conducting ethical research with 

teachers and young people, consistent with current British Educational Research Association 

guidelines: http://bit.ly/BERAethics2018.  You may withdraw from the project at any time. The 

lesson will not be audio or video recorded.  All personal data will be treated as confidential 

and all names will be anonymized in any reports of the work. Information for parents of fourth-

grade students will be sent out 3-5 days before the lesson.   

 

This exercise does not involve any risks or discomfort for you and your students. It might not 

be possible for you to foresee any immediate benefit of your participation as you will not 

receive any payment. However, researchers have to rely on voluntary participation in order 

to understand human behaviour such as dialogue.  

 

With your permission, l will use data from the questionnaires for training and research 

purposes, and subsequent publications. The University of Cambridge is committed to the 

dissemination of its research for the benefit of society and the economy and, in support of 

this commitment, the results of this research might be written up as a journal article, blog 

post or conference presentation. This study has been approved through the University of 

Cambridge Faculty of Education Research Ethics procedures. 

 

If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact me at                 , or Dr.          If 

. If you consent to participate in the research outlined above please sign the consent form 

below.  

 

Thank you for your time and attention. I look forward to returning to                 School for this 

research project.    

 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

 

mailto:Graduate@educ.cam.ac.uk
http://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/
http://bit.ly/BERAethics2018


 

- 76 - 

 

 

 

 

MPhil Student 

Faculty of Education 

University of Cambridge 

Homerton College 

 

 

I …………………………………(name) consent to the research outlined above.   
 

Signature ……………………………….  Date………………………………………. 
 


	Faculty of Education
	Faculty of Education
	Faculty of Education

