
1. Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes (1991) 

Genre: Fiction


Year: 1991


Grade Level: K-2


Summary: In this short story, by Kevin Henkes, a young mouse, named Chrysanthemum, has both internal and external conflicts which revolve around her unusual name. In the beginning of the story, Chrysanthemum loves her name. She loves the way it sounds, she loves the way its written, she loves how her name looks on paper. However, when she begins school, the class, particularly three girls Victoria, Jo, and Rita, make fun and bully her because of her unique name. As this bullying continues, Chrysanthemum begins to question her name and sees it as “absolutely dreadful” despite her parents comforting each night. In the end, Mrs. Twinkle, the music teacher that Chrysanthemum’s class admires, states to Victoria, Jo, and Rita, that she too has a long name and is named after a flower and is considering the name Chrysanthemum for her unborn daughter. Chrysanthemum again loves her name as Victoria, Jo, and Rita rename themselves after flowers. 


Critical Reflection: Chrysanthemum is a fictional story that allows young readers to connect with the struggles Chrysanthemum has been dealt with. Kevin Henkes wrote this story in hopes to show young children the power of one’s name and how bullying can easily hurt others and make them feel insecure. This text can be used in the classroom as a critical literacy lesson by teaching children to think about the message being sent and the author’s intention in writing this story. For example, during a read-aloud, students can participate in pair-shares and discuss why they believe the author has written the story. This can then connect to literature common core standard R.L.1.5 in which students are to demonstrate understanding of the central message or lesson. 


Also, Henkes demonstrates conflict and struggle between characters of the story and different points of views given in the story (e.g. how Chrysanthemum, her parents, her classmates, her peers felt about her name). Students can write two versions of their own Chrysanthemum stories. One can be in the viewpoint of Chrysanthemum’s parents and another can be in the viewpoint of Victoria. Students can also learn how to connect to the story by learning about their own names, how they feel about their names, and why they believe they were given their names. This can connect to standard RL. 2.6 in which students are to acknowledge differences in the points of view of characters. Chrysanthemum can be used to help children establish an understanding of why an author writes a story, how to make text to self connections, and the different types of characters and points of view in a story. 
2. “One Inch Tall” by Shel Silverstein 

Genre: Poem 


Year: 1974


Grade Level: K-2


Summary: In this poem, Silverstein suggests what it would feel like if the reader was one inch tall. The poem demonstrates how a person who is one inch tall would have to live and adapt to the change of being so small. For example, he shows that if you were one inch tall, you would ride a worm to school, a flea and people’s feet would be frightening to you, and it would take you much longer to do things that are simple to one who is of average height. This poem then takes a humorous turn stating that it took the poet fourteen years to write this poem because he was one inch tall. 


Critical Reflection: This poem can be used to connect children to mathematics as well as critical literacy. During a unit on measurement, teachers can use this poem to have children investigate the concept of measurement and inches. For example, using a ruler students can look around the classroom and find things that are one inch tall, long, or wide. Students can even use technology to find the measurements of the objects and bug mentioned in the poem and compare them to the person who is one inch tall. Once the concept is grasped they can investigate how many inches are in a foot or a yard. Teachers can connect this activity to mathematics common core standard CCSS.Math.Content.2.MD.A.1 in which students are to measure the length of objects by selecting and using appropriate tools such as rulers, yardsticks, and measuring tape. 
Also, children can develop their phonemic awareness by gaining an understanding of rhyme schemes and rhyming words. A teacher can have the students make a list of the words that rhyme on the board or have the students highlight which words rhyme in the poem with emphasis on where these words are found (at the end of each line), which relates to standards RF.K.1, in which students can recognize and produce rhyming words, and RL. 2.4 in which students are to how words and phrases supply rhythm and meaning in a poem.  


Teachers can also use this poem to allow children to connect this poem to real life challenges such as ‘Was there ever a time you struggled to get something accomplished because there was an obstacle you had to face?” Students can write their own poems about their challenges.    

3. What Do You Do With a Tail Like This By Steven Jenkins and Robin Page 

Genre: Nonfiction 


Year: 2003


Grade Level: K-1


Summary:  In this interactive nonfiction story, Jenkins and Page explain the use of noses, ears, tails, eyes, mouths, and feet for several different animals. The book begins by stating that animals use their similar body parts in very different ways. The story then questions readers “What would you do with a nose like this?” Surrounding the print is illustrations of the animals’ nose where the use of the nose is revealed on the following pages. The author repeats this structure of asking the question and answering it to explain the use of different animals ears, tails, eyes, mouths, and feet. The book ends with descriptions of each animal represented in the story. 


Critical Reflection: In this nonfiction story, students can become easily engaged in a read-aloud or pair-share in which they can predict what animals do with the body parts they possess. This book can be used to demonstrate the difference between books that tell stories and books that give information which connects to core standards R.L.K.5 and RL.1.5.  


This book can also be used to connect literature to science as facts are given about how animals use their body parts in various ways for survival. Teachers can have students pick an animal from the book, draw the animal, and locate and describe the different body parts mentioned (e.g. ears, nose, mouth , etc.) by using the book or the internet. 


Additionally, the print in this book is presented in different angles as the description of how an animal uses a certain body part is written either next to or along the illustration of the animal. Children can gain an understanding of how to read words that are presented in multiple directions satisfying core standard RI.K.7 which states that with prompting and support, students can describe the relationship between illustrations and the text in which they appear. Overall, this interactive book will give children an understanding of nonfiction, guide them in learning how to make predictions, and learn how the same body parts have different functions dependent on the animals adaptation to its environment. 

4. All the Way to America: The Story of a Big Italian Family and a Little Shovel by Dan Yaccarino 

Genre: Autobiography 


Year: 2011 


Grade Level:  2-3


Summary: In this autobiography, Dan Yaccarino recounts the journey of his great-grandfather, Michele, who emigrated to New York from Italy. The story begins with Michele as a boy, receiving a shovel in which he tended to his family’s vegetables. When he grew up, Michele decided to leave his hometown, Sorrento, Italy, and move to America in hopes for new and better opportunities. When he arrived to Ellis Island, he had to change his name to Michael. As he grew accustomed to life in America, he began to succeed in the food industry and later married and had a family. The story then moves to Michael’s son Dan, recounting his he success in America by opening an Italian bakery and restaurant, using the shovel given by his father. The story transitions then to Dan’s son Mike, who is the author’s father. Mike opened a barbershop and again used the shovel that was passed down from his grandfather. The author then moves to his story on how he grew up in a big house in the suburbs and now uses the shovel in search of opportunity.  


Critical Reflection: This story can be used as a read-aloud in conjunction with a unit on America’s history. Students can reflect critically on this story by discussing who the author is and why he wrote this piece satisfying standard RI.2.6 in which students are to identify the main purpose of a text, including what the author wants to explain, answer, or describe. Students can also learn to think about how the author’s experiences have guided his writing and how the author’s voice is represented in the book. 


Students can also learn how to recount their own stories by reflecting on their life in America. For example, after reading the story, students can write their own autobiographies on their life in America after discussing the relationship of the events and use of the shovel found in the story. This connects to core standard RI.3.3 in which students are to describe the relationship between a series of historical events, using language that pertains to time and sequence. Students can then configure their own family trees in hopes of learning about how their family came to be allowing for text to self connection. Teachers can use this to address the different cultures in the classroom and discuss how each of us may be from different backgrounds, but we are all Americans. Teachers can then host a “Heritage Day” by having parents come into class and talk about how their family came to America.

5. The Very Lonely Firefly by Eric Carle 

Genre: Fiction 


Year: 1995


Grade Level: K-1


Summary: In this short story, a firefly is born and in search of other fireflies to accompany him in the night. The lonely firefly sees a light on numerous occasions and flies toward it. However, each time it is not a firefly, rather it is an object or animal illuminating the night sky. After several attempts at finding other fireflies, the lonely firefly flies through the night finally seeing what he has been looking for, a group of fireflies, and he is no longer lonely. 


Critical Reflection: The Very Lonely Firefly is a short story that allows emergent readers to develop their reading skills. This book can be implemented in the classroom as either an independent read or read-aloud, dependent on children’s reading levels. Students can reflect on main issues of the story on how the lonely firefly struggles to find other fireflies while learning how -ing is added to root words to change the condition of the word satisfying standards RL.K.3, identifying characters and major events in a story with prompting and support, and L.1.4, identifying frequently occurring root words and their inflectional form. For example, students can look at the -ing words found in the story and write the root word for each. 


Also, Carle’s illustrations can be used to demonstrate to students how illustrations and print of a story are connected satisfying standard RL.K.7, describing the relationship between the illustrations and the story in which they appear. These illustrations can also be used to have children predict what the light was that the lonely firefly saw. This book can also be used as an independent read for progressing readers who are just beginning to understand sentence structure, simple dialogue, and using context clues. 

6. Seed, Sprout, Pumpkin, Pie by Jill Esbaum (2009) Nonfiction

Genre: Nonfiction 


Year: 2009


Grade Level: K-1 


Summary: This piece of nonfiction depicts the life of a pumpkin, beginning from planting the seed, to growing in the orchard, to being used in a variety of ways. The book begins by asking readers “Have you picked your pumpkin?” Esbaum then begins to discuss the life of a pumpkin as its seed is planted into the ground, grows into a sprout, blossoms into a flower and wilts, then replaced by a knob that grow into a full pumpkin. The book discusses the different types and textures of pumpkins and how they can be used to cook breads, desserts, and soups, make jack-o-lanterns, and be fed to farm animals. The book ends explaining that unused pumpkins are left to nourish the ground awaiting to be grown again after a cold winter. 


Critical Reflection: Seed, Sprout, Pumpkin Pie can be used to teach children how plants, particularly pumpkins grow from a seed to a full size vegetable. With multiple words unfamiliar to students in this piece of nonfiction, teachers can expand students’ vocabulary on the subject by ask and answering questions to help determine the meaning of words in a text, satisfying standard RI.1.4. 


Additionally, the author allows students to connect their own experiences with pumpkins to the book. For example, Esbaum asks questions about what you will do with your jack-o-lantern, children can reflect on what they did with their pumpkins during the fall season. Teachers can have students create their own jack-o-lanterns to display around the classroom during October or create a picture “timeline” that shows the growth of this vegetable from seed to knob to jack-o-lantern or pumpkin pie. This can allow children to comprehend the story and recount the events that occurred satisfying standard RL.1.2. 

7. Give Me Half! By Stuart J. Murphy, Illustrated by G. Brian Karas 

Genre: Fiction


Year: 1996


Grade Level: 1-3


Summary: In this rhyming story, a brother and a sister argue over sharing food. The story demonstrates to children the concept of halves. It begins with the brother and sister arguing over how to share the pizza. An adult then walks in the room stating if you split the pizza in half, each of you will get an equal amount. The following page then shows a picture as well as numerical representation of how one half plus one half equals one whole. Next, the brother and sister argue of sharing juice. The adult again intervenes stating if you pour out half of the juice in one glass, and half in the other, you will each get an equal amount of juice. Again there is a picture and numerical representation of splitting the juice in half. After, the children argue over splitting a pack of 2 cupcakes. The adult intervenes stating if you each are given one cupcake out of the pack, you will both be able to eat the same amount. The next page then shows the picture and numerical representation of the split. Finally, there is a stack of cookies, however, the brother chooses to eat them all, which generates a food fight between the brother and the sister. In the end, the children make a mess and decide that if they each clean up half the mess, they will be done in half the time (with the help of Buddy the dog as well).  


Critical Reflection: Give Me Half! not only allows children to visually see how two halves make a whole, but shows them the concept of rhyming (the last word in each sentence rhymes). Teachers can use this book as both a math and literacy lesson. Teachers can have students write the words that rhyme on the board and explain how the rhymes and repeated lines supply rhythm and meaning to the story, satisfying standard RL.2.4.  


One activity could be having students use math vocabulary to retell the story. For example, students can use words such as half, whole, add, divide, and equals to recount how the siblings shared their food. Also, teachers can have students illustrate their own version of the story (with different types of foods) and draw lines through the food to show how objects can be divided to create equal pieces to share with their partner. This then allows students to generate an understanding of fractions which relates to core standard CCSS.Math.Content.3.NF.A.1, understanding a fraction 1/b as the quantity formed by 1 part when a whole is partitioned into b equal parts.

8. The Lion and the Mouse by Jerry Pinkney (2009)

Genre: Fiction (wordless)

Year: 2009

Grade Level: K-2


Summary: In this wordless book, the illustrations show the journey of a mouse and a lion. The illustrations begin with a mouse in the night running from an owl. While running, the mouse finds himself on the back of a sleeping lion. The lion, angered, catches the mouse with his paws, but lets the mouse go free. The mouse runs back to his family in the burrow. Two hunters then come along and set up a trap using rope. The lion walks into the trap. The mouse hears the cries of the lion and quickly uses his teeth to release the lion from the rope. The mouse then takes a piece of the rope to his family that the mice chew on. 


Critical Reflection: This wordless picture book allows readers to use their imagination to create the story. The book provokes children’s thinking in that they are forced to look at the pictures and create a story in their mind. Teachers can use Pinkney’s illustrations to have students write their own words to coincide with the pictures. This activity will allow children to see what story-making consists of when authoring the illustrations. Consequently, this will demonstrate to children the importance of illustration and how they must coincide with the words on the page. Students’ understanding of this concept will then satisfy standard RL.2.7 in which students use information gained from the illustrations to demonstrate understanding of its characters, setting, and plot. 

9. Bear Has a Story to Tell By Phillip C. Stead illustrated by Erin E. Stead

Genre: Fiction 


Year: 2012


Grade Level: K-1


Summary: In this fictional story, bear is just about ready to hibernate for the winter, but he has a story he wishes to tell. Bear finds his friends mouse, duck, frog, and mole, but they were all too busy preparing for winter to hear Bear’s story. Consequently Bear hibernated without telling his story. When spring arrived, Bear and his friends all gathered, but by this time he could not remember his story. His friends tried to rekindle his memory by asking what the story may have been about. Bear sat up and stated the first lines of the book, “It was almost winter and Bear was getting sleepy.”  


Critical Reflection: Bear Has a Story to Tell is an endearing fictional story that allows students the opportunity to discuss why authors write stories. This book can be used as either a read-aloud or shared reading that gives students the opportunity to discuss who the author is writing this book for and why it was written. Teachers can have students work in groups to figure out what the message of the story is. Students can then take the message they believe was sent to the reader and describe a time or draw a picture about a time it applied to their life. For example, patience is one of the messages of this story, therefore students can write about a time when they had to be patient and wait for others to be done with their work before being able to play or spend time with them. This book allows students to make text to self connection as well as demonstrate understanding of the central message and lesson, satisfying standard RL.1.2. 

10. Wolf Won’t Bite by Emily Gravett (2011) 

Genre: Fiction 


Year: 2011


Grade Level: 1-3


Summary: In this spin-off of the “Three Little Pigs,” the three pigs have captured wolf, using him as an act in their circus act. The pigs state that they can put wolf on a stool, dress him in a bow, ride on his back, make him jump through a hoop, make him dance, and shoot him through a canon and wolf would not bite them. In the end, the pigs foolishly try to show the audience that they can place their heads between wolf’s jaw and he won’t bite, but this time wolf does bite and chases after them. 


Critical Reflection: Wolf Won’t Bite is a humorous fictional story that is a parody of the “Three Little Pigs.” This book can be used to allow students to compare and contrast this spin off to the original “Three Little Pigs” fairytale. Students can learn to use Venn diagrams to show the similarities and differences of the two stories. This book can show students how stories with the same characters can sometimes be told differently, satisfying standard RL.2.9 in which students are to compare and contrast two or more versions of the same story by different authors. 


Teachers can have students analyze the main characters of the story (the three pigs and the wolf) and decide who is the “hero and villain” in this story, then see how it compares to the original story which relates to standard RL.2.3, describing how characters in a story respond to major events and challenges. 


Also, teachers can have students think critically by discussing if prior knowledge of the original story affects how you characterize the pigs and wolf in Wolf Won’t Bite. The engagement of students in this activity will reflect to standard RL.3.6 in which students can distinguish their own point of view from that of the narrator or those of the characters. 


