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Introduction
Dear Readers, 

We learn best when we feel safe, happy, and loved. From the moment our children step foot in our 
classrooms, we work to cultivate relationships grounded in care and trust that nourish the minds, 
hearts, and hands of our learning community. Those relationships matter—for teachers and students. 
Education may be the only profession that has the ability to influence lives so deeply. Yes, our work 
can leave lasting impressions, but so can books.

The role of literature in our classrooms goes far beyond its effect on academics. Reading 
 regularly to students helps them develop a sense of belonging to a community of learners. Our 
read-aloud time together and conversations around books can help children acquire the neces-
sary social-emotional learning skills, attitudes, and courage to promote self-care and compassion. 
Through books we not only nourish our reading and writing communities but also support the de-
velopment of the whole child.

No tool is more powerful than the picture book, and this has shaped my beliefs and driven my 
practices beginning with my days as a student teacher at the Manhattan New School, through my 
years as a classroom teacher, and today as a staff developer. We can use read-alouds to celebrate 
new books, new ideas, and new possibilities that impact authentic life learning too. There’s an 
immeasurable joy in sharing read-alouds, in seeing the smiles and the ripples of book love. From those 
first read-alouds in September to the books we share on the last day of school, we work tirelessly 
to find just the right book for just the right moment and surround ourselves and our students with 
quality literature. We trust the powerful connections created between books and readers.

When we use stories to invite complex questions and reflection, we see books as coteachers 
that inspire us to wonder, to see possibilities, and to illuminate the truths and sometimes the harsh 
realities about our world. As we read, our beliefs are affirmed, challenged, strengthened, or changed. 
The books we share can help shape this literacy landscape, from setting the stage for those getting-
to-know-you conversations to those difficult conversations that can push us through discussions 
to be more caring, compassionate, and concerned community members. In her memoir Becoming, 
former First Lady Michelle Obama offers us an invitation: “Let’s invite one another in. Maybe then 
we can begin to fear less, to make fewer wrong assumptions, to let go of the biases and stereotypes 
that unnecessarily divide us” (Obama 2018, 420). Books can bring us together in this way. Through 
read-alouds, we can teach our students about more than reading and writing and invite them into 
conversations that create spaces where they can start to understand one another better.© H
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xii Introduction

Countless researchers and educators have influenced my teaching and have informed my com-
munity of practice on the subject of caring in schools. I hope that this book will provide you with a 
balance of research and reasoning to support read-alouds, while offering insights into children’s lit-
erature to help you and your students lead conversations beyond literacy to include layers of literacy 
and life connections, character education, and social-emotional support.

This book invites you to reflect on ways sharing picture books can empower all learners. In ad-
dition to promoting these important interactions with tons of ideas and recommendations, together, 
we’ll explore stories, look through literacy snapshots, visit classrooms, and discover titles that sustain 
and strengthen whole-school communities.

Like all good teaching, our journey together will be about process, not product. I also hope this 
work will enhance your current practices. Use its framework and suggested ideas to help you find 
more connections between reading, writing, and life. Take the time you need to read and reflect. Use 
the conversations started in this book to enhance your ongoing reflection and collaboration with 
your professional community of learners. Look for opportunities to adopt or adapt the suggestions 
you’ll find here to the work you are already doing. Since the most effective professional development 
experiences include time for reflective practice, we’ll think beyond book lists to the various ways 
sharing texts can lift the quality of our reading and writing, change our conversations, and leave us 
feeling inspired. Books help us find a way of being as we celebrate stories, people, and practices that 
inspire all learners. Still, it’s not just about which books we use, but how we use them. I hope that 
this book will help you read, reflect, and research the possibilities that lie within every text. I hope the 
vision and visible voice of students and teachers throughout this book will inspire your work. Perhaps 
you’ll see something that causes you to nod in recognition, challenges you with a new way of think-
ing, or excites you with new ideas to try in your classroom.

This book has been years in the making, but it won’t be complete without the experiences you 
and your students bring to its pages. Together, let’s make every text we share and every move we 
make an invitation to learn about ourselves, others, and our world. 

With hugs and book love,
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xii Introduction

Part I
Learning as Heartwork
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1
Chapter

3

The Literacy  
Connections to  
Community

Without a sense of caring, there can be no sense of community.
—Anthony J. D’Angelo, “An Ally’s Promise” 

THERE’S SOMETHING special about the routines and rituals the fresh start of each new 
school year brings. End-of-summer, beginning-of-school year errands. Back-to-school shopping, in-
cluding fresh Sharpies, sacred new chart paper, carefully thought-
out spaces and places, and of course amazing new books! It’s really 
the most wonderful time of the year. You can almost see the Staples 
commercial, families dancing down the aisles with excitement. As ed-
ucators we have even more reason to celebrate. New beginnings. New 
faces. New hopes. New dreams. New books. And opportunities for 
new smiles every year. 

 With each new start, building community is imperative. Every year 
we recommit to the mission of preparing kids for a wider, healthier 
conception of the world. That isn’t always easy. And it doesn’t hap-
pen overnight. But, as Debbie Miller says, “Real communities flourish 
when we bring together the voices, hearts, and souls of the people 
who inhabit them” (2016, 21). When that shared purpose focuses 
on building the literacy lives of those who learn in our communities, 
magic happens.

Though community, by definition, speaks to the coming together of a unified body of individuals 
with common interests, our school communities consist of unique individuals with a variety of differ-
ent interests, backgrounds, and experiences. Still, I believe we can come together and nurture a sense 
of CommUNITY through story. Shared experiences through stories help us to celebrate, respect, and 
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4 Layers of Learning

value what makes us unique while, at the same time, highlighting the commonalities we share as 
learners and as human beings.

To that end, read-alouds empower and strengthen our sense of community. When we read aloud 
and carry the messages from these communal experiences across our day, connecting our reading, 
writing, and thinking beyond the texts to include shared life lessons, we can have a more significant 
impact in shaping our community of learners. Every read-aloud gives us the opportunity for purpose-
ful reflection and action, helping students manage emotions, navigate challenging times, prepare for 
a better tomorrow, and participate in a community of learners where all members are respected and 
valued. As we establish a sense of trust, a sense of belonging, a sense of purpose, the books we read 
and the stories we share affect how we relate to one another in our own classroom community and 
in our world. Books help lay this caring foundation and make it stronger with each additional layer—
brick by brick, story by story.

Sharing Stories, Strengthening Communities
Findings from the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) show that in-
corporating social and emotional learning contributes to greater success in school, careers, and life 
(Weissberg 2016). One way to make an enduring difference in the life of a child and build stronger 
learning communities is through positive, proactive character education. Many years ago I partici-
pated in a workshop led by Thomas Lickona, author of Educating for Character: How Our Schools Can 
Teach Respect and Responsibility (1991), and what stuck with me were his ideas around educating the 
whole child: through the head, the heart, and the hands. Lickona’s theory complements the work of 
other thought leaders (Banks 1998; Charney 1992; Gay 2000/2018; Noddings 1984) when he empha-
sizes that, through the head, students may know the good; through the heart, they may care about 
the good; and through the hands, they may do the good. His beliefs centered around the impact of 
character education on caring and learning in schools touching minds, hearts, and hands.

Inspired by this, I’ve made it an ongoing practice to share books through read-alouds that, in 
addition to supporting our regular literacy learning, highlight the opportunity for knowing, feeling, 
and doing. Through carefully selected read-alouds, learners begin to understand (head) more about 
themselves and the community around them. This understanding translates to empathy (heart) 
and both, eventually with our guidance, translate to action (hands). We can take advantage of this 
 virtuous cycle to create a complex chain of events that reinforces itself through a feedback loop. 
Each iteration of the cycle reinforcing the previous one. Know. Feel. Do. 

We can find support for this work in the pages of a children’s book. With powerful read-alouds 
that echo teaching as heartwork, we can balance academic and social-emotional growth to reach the 
whole child and the whole community. These social-emotional connections provide opportunities for 
layers of learning across all three areas of knowing, feeling, and doing.
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4 Layers of Learning Chapter 1 The Literacy Connections to Community 5

This book aims to shift literacy instruction and social-emotional 
learning from either-or choices to responsive yes-ands. Literacy is 
about more than reading or writing, empathy or creativity, imagina-
tion or critical thinking. Just as it is essential to teach comprehension 
strategies, it is also essential to refl ect on the multiple ways literacy 
instruction can integrate social, emotional, affective layers of learning. 
With purposeful planning, we can make our read-alouds do double—
even triple—work. Know. Feel. Do.

So, rather than thinking of social-emotional learning as isolated 
skills to add on to our already jam-packed days, we can explore read-
alouds through a framework of thinking that layers reading, writing, 
and caring conversations. With the right read-alouds, we can nourish 
the reader, the writer, and the human in each of our students, feeding 
three birds with one hand.

The Heartwork Books Do 
Books provide a lens into the world of others. They can also be the ve-
hicle that drives conversations about diversity, inclusivity, equity, and 
respect for others and our world. When we share books that give all 
students voices and are mindful of a curriculum of children, we honor 
their experiences and the experiences of others. Through stories, we can affect kinder, caring, more 
compassionate learners who can in turn impact our world. And when we invite books to serve as 
coteachers in our classrooms, they offer a kindly gesture, opening doors and telling us to look for 
ourselves and welcome others.

In thriving learning communities, there are common care elements driven by stories, relation-
ships, and opportunities to examine mindsets in new ways. We can use books to highlight these 
elements and help us examine how our attitudes and actions affect others. This shift from me to we  
supports our relationships and in turn impacts greater success in school and in life.

Children’s picture books can help explain big ideas and complex emotional topics (i.e., identity, 
self-esteem, family dynamics, relationships, grief, loss, discrimination, power, privilege, equity), in a 
simple, straightforward way to young children, while older kids can appreciate their symbolism and 
multilayered meanings. 

Since stories invite rather than impose, picture books can illustrate important life lessons and 
make a strong impact on your students and on their learning communities. As you look through 
the following examples, take a moment to refl ect on how sharing these titles provides opportuni-
ties for big thinking in small spaces. And consider how a little book love can go a long way.

From the head 

to the heart

to the hands.

Know

Feel

Do
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