LET’S CELEBRATE BOOKS!
I’ve always loved to read and I took that
love of books right into the classroom with
me during the years that I taught primary
school. Introducing every new topic, new
theme, new skill by reading a book became
my trademark. I taught every reading
strategy with examples from great authors.
They became the teachers for that day.
Every important social concept was
revealed through the pages of a book. So I
especially looked forward to Read Across
America as a day to celebrate books. Some
years we’d let our students come to school in their pajamas. They’d bring a special
blanket and a few favorite books, and we would all just read, sharing our treasures
with each other.
Read Across America began in 1998 sponsored by the National Education
Association and was connected to the celebration of the birthday of the famous
author of children’s books, Dr. Seuss. In 2017 the National Education Association
separated itself from speci ically featuring Dr. Seuss’ work due to concerns about
racial undertones in some of his books. Recently, books by authors of color with
themes of racial justice, respect and inclusiveness have come to better represent
Read Across America. That is truly wonderful! But does that mean we should rid
ourselves of Dr. Seuss when so many of his books also present themes of tolerance
and social consciousness? In my classroom I often used “The Lorax” to teach about
protecting the environment, and “The Sneetches” to generate discussions on
acceptance and diversity. No author should be dismissed completely because of
issues with some of their work. Children do not read
books in a vacuum and thinking, discussing, questioning
and making comparisons is key to what reading is all
about.
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Recently, some of the most revered and respected books
are being held up to intense scrutiny, and we are facing
a spate of book banning efforts directed at schools and
libraries. You might wonder at the arbitrary nature of
some of this opposition. If each person removed a
library book they found offensive in some way, we
would soon have no libraries. By all means choose the
books that you love, and share them and talk about
them with your children at bedtime, and anytime, but
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don’t exclude the books you object to from your bookstores,
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libraries and schools.

Banning books is often more about the discomfort of the adults than that of their
children. These books may generate questions, ideas and feelings that are
sometimes hard to talk about, but those conversations will be some of the most
important you may ever have.
In a small town in Pennsylvania a group comprised of 13 through 16 year-old
students has responded to the most recent book-banning movement by forming a
Banned Book Club that meets at the back of their local bookstore. These young
people express the concern that their thoughts and opinions are not being
considered. They feel the censorship closing in is restricting them from access to
books that are helping them make sense of their lives. “It’s scary to know that all
these people who might need these books for a reason, because maybe they’re just
learning about themselves, and they need something to read, now they don’t have
access to that,” says the 14 year-old founder of the club.
We need to add our voices to the voices of these young people. We need to push
back against attempts to purge books that teach love of literature and respect for
knowledge. Book banning is not new, but this recent resurgence does call for a
response. Especially when opposition to particular books goes beyond book
banning, we must call that out as morally bankrupt behavior not consistent with
democratic values. A group gathering in a small town in Tennessee set ire to a
collection of “Harry Potter” books just last Wednesday. In Virginia, an elected county
school board of icial actually called for the burning of
books that were
determined to
be “bad stuff”
and suggested
that hundreds
of people in his
community
would like to
turn out to see
that happen.
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“Books are inseparable from ideas – and that is what is really at stake: the struggle
over what a child, a reader, a society are allowed to think, to know and to question”
(Quote from New York Times article by Pulitzer Prize Winning author V.T. Nguyen)

To me there is no better gift than a book. I’ve given children
beautifully written books to celebrate every occasion from a
birth to a graduation. The last published book by Dr. Seuss was
“Oh the Places You’ll Go” and it sends the reader off on the
journey of life with all its challenges and its joys. Great books
offer us “andness”.
They give us contrasting and equally
compelling reasons for reading by making us feel joy and
sorrow, allowing us to explore pride and shame, letting us
witness intolerance and empathy. Celebrate the “andness” of
books.
Celebrate the freedom to read, and rethink, and
question. On Read Across America Day, and everyday…
LET’S CELEBRATE BOOKS!

