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Charlotte Huck- Children's Literature

in the Classroom

MARILYN CARPENTER
BARBARA PETERSON1

What motivates someone toset about helping tocreate thefield

of children's literature?How might that person thinkabout chil-

dren's books? How might that love of children's literature become

so compelling that theperson becomes an author of children's

books herselp Marilyn Carpenter and Barbara Peterson develop

these and other insights into one such person,Charlotte Huck, re-

cipient of theNCTE Awardfor Outstanding Educator in theLan-

guage Arts. This award, proposed bytheElementary Section

Steering Committee ofNCTE,recognizes a distinguished educator

who has made major contributions tothefield of language arts in

elementary education. In order towin theaward, one must have

(a) dramatically influenced classroom practice, (b) made ongoing

contributions tothefield of language arts, (c) obtained national

and/or international influence, and (d) contributed a body ofwork

thatiscompatible with themission ofNCTE.
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Charlotte Huck will receive
the third NCTE Award for
Outstanding Educator in

Language Arts forher many
contributions to the field of

language arts. Our personal
stories exemplify the contri-

butions she has made to in-

dividual lives. Barbara first
knew Charlotte through her
children's teachers, many of

whom had been Charlotte's
students at Ohio State. Bar-

bara, a children's librarian,
was so impressed with these teachers' knowledge of chil-

dren's literature and with her own children's enthusiasm for
school that she began her doctoral studies with Charlotte.

Marilyn, an education consultant, firstmet Charlotte
when she came to California to speak at the Claremont

Reading Conference. After implementing ideas from various
editions of the textbook, Children's Literature in theElemen-

tary School, Marilyn was eager to ask all of the questions that

had arisen while working with teachers and children. Later,
when Charlotte moved to California, itwas Marilyn's joy to

meet her at conferences where the two were able to deepen
their friendship. At a time in California when there was a

great zeal fprmoving to literature-based instruction, Char-
lotte offered wise advice and a wealth of ideas that sup-
ported Marilyn in her work. When Marilyn decided to begin
her Ph.D. studies at the University of Arizona, itwas Char-
lotte who again offered support.

When we learned that Charlotte had received the award
forOutstanding Educator in the Language ^rts, we were
thrilled to have the opportunity to go to California to inter-

view her forthis article. With her permission, we have woven
some of her comments from past articles into the interview.2

Some of the facts about Charlotte's life will provide an il-

luminating background forreaders. She is a professor emer-

itus in the College of Education at Ohio State University,
where she joined the faculty in 1955. She specialized in ele-

mentary education with particular emphasis on the teaching
of children's literature and the development of early literacy.
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Charlotte was born in Evanston, Illinois. She and her

twin sister were the youngest of five girls. She graduated
from New Trier High School in Winnetka, Illinois. She re-

ceived her B.S., M.A., and Ph.D. degrees from Northwestern

University. She taught forseven years in the elementary
schools of Missouri and Illinois, and then joined the faculty
of Northwestern, serving as an instructor in education while

working on her advanced degree.
From the single course in children's literature that existed

at Ohio State when she started teaching there, she built a na-

tionally known program that offers specialization in chil-

dren's literature at the M.A. and Ph.D. levels. Charlotte has

played a key role in other programs and research efforts over
three decades, including the OSU Critical Reading Project of

the 1960s and the development of EPIC, a teacher prepara-
tion plan emphasizing an integrated curriculum that began
in the 1970s. More recently, she was instrumental in estab-

lishing the Ohio Reading Recovery project and the Ohio

Early Literacy Project.
Many presentations and publications have helped to

take Charlotte's influence beyond the Ohio State commu-

nity,particularly her college text, Children's Literature in the

Elementary School and The WEB (Wonderfully Exciting
Books), a review quarterly that she founded at Ohio State in

1976. She has served NCTE in many capacities, including
Chair of the Elementary Education Section and national

president. She also served the American Library Associa-
tion as Chair of the Caldecott Committee and has con-
tributed her time to many other professional organizations,
boards, and commissions.

Among the many honors Charlotte has received are the

Ohio State University Distinguished Teaching Award (1972),
the Landau Award forDistinguished Service in Teaching
Children's Literature (1979), and the 1987 NCTE Distin-

guished Service Award. In 1988, the International Reading
Association honored her with the Arbuthnot Award, which

recognizes an outstanding university teacher of children's lit-

erature. She was also elected to the Reading Hall of Fame in

that same year. She has been honored by the Ohio Depart-
ment of Education for her efforts with Reading Recovery
and by the faculty of the College of Education at Indiana

University forher "Outstanding Contributions to the De-

velopment of Literacy." In 1996, the Ohio State University
established the Charlotte S. Huck Children's Literature Pro-

fessorship, the firstendowed children's literature professor-
ship in the United States.

MARILYN: Tell us about your personal reading history.
What books did you enjoy as a child? Did any-
one read toyou or tellyou stories? Did you
share books with your sisters?

CHARLOTTE: Both my fatherand my mother read to me, but

theyread differentthings. My fatherused to
read us something called FiftyFamous Stories

CHARLOTTE HUCK

by Baldwin. I can still hear his voice reading
about William Tell and "Androcles and the

Lion." Mother also read to us. One ofthe first
books that she read was Dorothy Aldis's Jane's
Father.Itwas in chapters and was a very funny
story.Dorothy Aldis lived not too farfromus
and had fivechildren, including twins. I just

thought she was writing forme because they
were poems about twins and I was a twin!

There was another book, The Black-eyed Puppy

by Katherine Pyle that I loved that one tohear
over and over again. There was lots and lots of
reading aloud. I can't remember a Christmas éfíi
or a birthday when my sisters and I didn't
each receive a book. Upstairs, we had a very
large hall with two fivefoot bookcases that
were filled with children's books. Almost all of
them had my sisters' names on them, but I re-
ally didn't care because I got toread all those

books.
I remember learning to read with folktales.

(Luckily, I missed learning toread with Dick
and Jane!) Our primer was filled with stories

like "Little Red Riding Hood" and "Cinderella."

I did read the twins series by Lucy Fitch

Perkins. The one I particularly loved was The

Scotch Twinsbecause we had ancestors from
Scotland. Then I graduated toreading The Se-

cretGarden by Frances Hodgson Burnett and
all ofLouisa May Alcott's books. My twin sister

and I used toargue over which books we loved
the most. We always read books and we always
talked about them.

Every summer we went tonorthern Wiscon-

sin where Mother would read aloud tous. I re-
member she read us SmokytheCow Horse, and

BeautifulJoe,a book fromher childhood. I read
all thebooks about collies by Albert Payson Ter-
hune. Maybe that'swhy I have a sheltie today.
When we bought our summer cabin, we found

all theZane Grey and Tarzan books there.I de-
voured these, too. I can't remember a time when
I wasn't involved in reading a book.

BARBARA: How did your reading history influence your

teaching? Describe the role of literature in your
classroom when you were an elementary
teacher. How did you share your love ofbooks
with your students?

CHARLOTTE: Reading was a part ofmy lifethatI so thor-
oughly enjoyed that I wanted children tohave
the same opportunities. This became my main

goal forteaching children and later,college stu-

dents. For example, my firstclassroom had an
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extra littlecloakroom which we turned into a

reading room with a rocking chair and books.
Atanother school where I taught, we had a

library with a full-time librarian who made
books available forclassroom. I encouraged
children tocheck out books and take them

home toread. I always had what we now call

an SSR time every afternoon. I also bought
books formy class like Horton Hatches theEgg
by Dr. Seuss and Make Way for Ducklings by
Robert McCloskey. Students in my elementary
classes never did worksheets or book reports

®for we shared
every book,

favorite
but

ones.
we did

Books
discuss

were

books
a major

and
we shared favoriteones. Books were a major

part ofmy teaching.

BARBARA: What led you todevelop thechildren's litera-

tureprogram atOhio State?

CHARLOTTE: 1created theprogram thatI wished I'd had! I
was a student atNorthwestern University dur-

ing World War II. Atthebeginning ofthechil-
dren's literature class, Dr. Paul Witty walked in

wearing his colonel's uniform and announced
thattheclass was canceled. Since there were

no graduate courses in children's literature at
Northwestern, I never had a course in chil-

dren's literature. When I was supervising stu-

dent teachers, I tried togenerate excitement

about thebooks. Later,I was invited toteach a

primary reading course, in which I incorpo-
rated a lot ofchildren's literature.

When I was interviewed atOhio State, I
was asked what I would like toteach. I said
I'd like toteach children's literature. However,
thatcourse already had an instructor. I
thought that's all right,I've brought books
into everything else I've done. Then Ohio
State grew quickly from20,000 to50,000.
We had so many students we had tohave two

sections, so I was finally able toteach chil-

dren's literature.

Later,when Janet Hickman was a doctoral

student, we developed theconcept ofmini-

courses. They were forone-hour credit and

over a short period oftime. The topics in-

cluded fantasy,poetry,and historical fiction.
These were later accepted as full-time courses.

We also taught Ph.D. seminars in alternate

years on thehistory ofchildren's literature and

trends and issues in children's literature. These

courses were then accepted as one strand ofa
three-part major forPh.D. students. While at
Ohio State, I advised over 30 Ph.D. students,

who are now teaching throughout the United

States, Canada, and Australia. 1also had a large
number ofmaster's students.

BARBARA: What theorists have helped shape your think-

ing about theteaching ofliterature atthecol-
lege level? How and why?

CHARLOTTE: I'm smiling about this question because the

theorists weren't out there when I started
teaching children's literature. Louise Rosen-

blatt was, but she had very littleinfluence on
me because we had no literature in the ele-

mentary schools atthe time. Louise Rosen-
blatt spoke tothehigh school teachers who
were requiring a "correct" interpretation of a

literary text.My job was just toget the litera-

ture into the elementary schools. I paid more

attention to people in reading like David Rus-

sell, Jeanette Veatch, Russell Stauffer,and the

child development researchers like Piaget and
Willard Olsen. Then Frank Smith affirmed

what I believed, namely that one learns to
read by reading.

BARBARA: Did these theorists help you toreshape or sim-

ply confirm what you had been believing and

practicing your whole career?

CHARLOTTE: I think usually theyconfirmed. One ofthe in-

triguing things about thisfieldis you can still
grow. Literature-based teaching is not really a

brand-new thing. We have had movements in

this country thathave emphasized using "real

books" prior tothewhole language programs.
Atabout the time I was working on my Ph.D.,

Literature-based teaching is not really

a brand-new thing. We have had

movements in this country that have

emphasized using "real books" prior

to the whole language programs.

there was a great deal ofemphasis on individu-

alized reading fromJeanette Veach. I think,
with all thecurrent criticism ofwhole lan-

guage, we may see thedemise of itsname but

not itsphilosophy. Itwill come back again in

another form.We've had progressive educa-

tion, we've had informal education. They all

shared a common focus- what does a child
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know and how can we build on thatknowl-

edge? That's what you can't test.How do you
testa love ofreading?

MARILYN: Why do you think themovement toward a

literature-based curriculum gained so much

momentum in thelate 1980s?

CHARLOTTE: You have tocredit thegrassroots movement of
whole language- teachers teaching teachers

through theTAWL groups, forexample. I think
theydid a great deal togenerate interest in top-
ics thatsome ofus were speaking about much

earlier. When teachers send out a message, itis
more effective.The TAWLs and other support

groups were local and so theywere even more

important because you could call friends and
ask questions. That's what didn't happen in

California. Whole language was instigated by a

top-down decree. Many teachers knew little
about itand therewere veryfewinservice
courses and fewschool libraries. Of course,
itfailed.

When you're my age, you've lived through
thehistory ofreading and you can see thecy-
cles. Itdoes happen in cycles and, while it
seems thatwe're returning toa veryskills ori-

ented approach, I have great faiththatwe will

eventually be going back todeveloping readers

through real experiences with literature. Atthis
point, our biggest challenge is tohelp teachers

know why theyare teaching theway theyare.
We have increased our knowledge ofthelan-
guage and cognitive development ofchildren.
Atthesame time, we are cutting back on
courses in education. Itdoesn't make sense.

Teachers need tostand up and say,"This is

why I'm teaching theway I'm teaching." How-

ever,they firstneed tobe educated about the
research and theories behind theirpractice. I
always go back tothetraining thatmedical
doctors receive. The public wants them tokeep
up with all theresearch, theyjust insist on it.
It'sequally truein education. We haven't been

standing still,we've been learning, gaining new

knowledge and developing new theories.

Teachers need tohave more than just refresher
courses, theyneed periodically totake a year to
renew theirunderstandings.

I can remember a graduate student who
was teaching thirdgrade. She said, "Every time

I read aloud, my principal walks by and I
know he's going toask me why I'm reading
aloud." I asked, "What are you going totell

CHARLOTTE HUCK

him?" She said "Well, I just don't know what

he'll say." I asked, "What does the research

show on reading aloud?" She replied, "Oh, you
mean I should tell him that?" I said, "Ab-

solutely, quote it!"She did! And he was very
interested. Atthe next faculty meeting, he

turned toher and said, "Sally I want you to
tellthe group what you told me about there-
search on reading aloud." Then he suggested
thatall of the teachers take 20 minutes toread
aloud each day.Ifshe hadn't pointed out to
her principal why she was reading aloud, the
restofthe teachers wouldn't have begun the éftS
practice.

MARILYN: Who are some ofyour favorite authors and il-
lustrators? You told me this morning that
Madeleine LEngle had slept in thebed I did
last night!

CHARLOTTE: Well, I love Madeleine LEngle's books, but not

all ofthem are forchildren. I think A Ringof
Endless Lightand A WrinkleinTime are her best

children's books. Katherine Paterson's writing is

simply superb. In fact,I think she should have

gotten a thirdNewbery forJip: His Story.I love

We are seeing a trend in the publication
of "safe" books and less variety in trade

books for children. I think this is because of

the consolidation of publishers with large

conglomerates that emphasize profit only.

picture books and appreciate their writing. I
think picture books are almost like poetry-
difficulttowrite and do itwell. Lilly'sPurple
Plastic Purse,by Kevin Henkes, is a wonderful

example, humorous, yetreflective ofchildren's
real concerns. He also writes formiddle grade
children, including WordsinStone and Protect-
ingMarie. He's a finewriter,besides being an

outstanding illustrator who has a delightful
sense ofhumor. I love Mollie Hunter's books
fromScotland. Her fantasy,such as A Stranger
Came Ashore and The Mermaid Summer,intrigue
children with their mystery.Ursula Le Guin's
Earth Sea quartet is outstanding. Lois Lowry's
The Giver is a genius ofa book. I have never

got more discussion fromchildren about a
book. Patricia Polacco has also been a favorite
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ofmine. Now I am a character in one ofher
picture books- Aunt Chip & theGreat Tuple
CreekDam Affair!Aunt Chip is thenickname

my nieces have given me.

I feelvery fortunate tohave had Anita Lobel

illustrate two ofmy books. I'm fascinated with

what she says about her artand the thinking

process thatgoes into her illustrations. Being
interested in drama, she frequently conceives

ofa story as taking place on a stage. Ifyou
think about it,many ofher illustrations begin
with thecurtains drawn back as iftobegin a

®play. naturalist

I also
who
love

writes
Jean George's

wonderful

books.
survival

She's a

naturalist who writes wonderful survival

stories, such as JulieoftheWolves.My Side of
theMountain stillfascinates children, even after
25 years.

BARBARA: What are your views about thechanges in recent

years in trade book publishing forchildren?

CHARLOTTE: We are seeing a trend in thepublication of
"safe" books and less variety in trade books for
children. I think this is because oftheconsoli-
dation ofpublishers with large conglomerates
thatemphasize profitonly.Atone time, li-
braries purchased 80% ofnewly published
books. Now it'sless than 50%. Consequently,

parents who don't know very much about chil-

dren's literature select books by covers or by
theaccompanying gimmicks. I'm delighted

parents are buying books, but itdoes mean a

difference in thekinds ofbooks published. It
also means thatchildren whose parents can't

affordbooks are being denied the opportunity.

Also, because oftheelimination ofinventory
tax breaks on warehoused books, children's

books go out ofprint almost as quickly as

adult books. This is serious, because ittakes a
children's book longer tofinditsaudience.

MARILYN: I've noticed lately thatmany ofthereview
copies 1receive are poorly edited. Some time

ago, when I had lunch with Maurice Sendak,
he commented thatthe nurturing and school-

ing he had received fromhis firsteditor, Ursula
Nordstrom, is sadly lacking formany oftoday's
new authors.

CHARLOTTE: Yes, we do not have as good editing as we used

tohave. Some books are being written with the

idea thattelevision will pick them up. I'm so

lucky,because thefewbooks I've written have

been published by Greenwillow. My editor,

Susan Hirschman, has so much integrity She

never changes a word without a discussion

with the author. And she rejects a great num-

ber of books simply because she knows what

she and Greenwillow do best.

MARILYN: What is itthatyou think makes a book memo-

rable? And what are some children's books you
think are memorable?

CHARLOTTE: Itis always a book you want to read again. I
think plotting and character development are

very important. I've reflected on why I liked
rereading The Secret Garden so many times. I
think itwas thatI wanted toexperience the
feeling thatbook gave me again and again. I
wanted tobe frightened, then reassured. I think
The Giver is a memorable book thatreaders are

going toreread. Other books I consider memo-

rable are: Sarah, Plain and Tall,A RingofEndless
Light,BridgetoTerabithia, TuckEverlasting,and

A Wizard ofEarthsea. There are so many thatit
is hard toname them all.

A memorable book has a plot thatkeeps
you turning the pages, characters thatyou ad-

mire or feelyou could crawl in to theirskin, it
has feelings and emotions thatecho again and

again. There's so much a well-written book can

do, but it'sgot totap theemotions of the child.

BARBARA: What have you learned fromyour students,

and how have your students continued your

legacy?

CHARLOTTE: I have learned a terrificamount frommy stu-

dents, but it'shard tosay specifically. I learned
what theirresponses tobooks are. I learned

I believe that if you present the right

books to children, they will read

and enjoy them. So, bringing children

and books together really means getting

them excited about reading.

how tohelp students who'd never read a book

become interested in reading. I even had one

Ph.D. student who had not read any children's

literature until she had a course with me. I had
other students who came with a wide reading

background, so one ofthethings I had tolearn
was how toadapt my teaching totheindividual
needs ofmy students. I also had thegreatest
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admiration forthose students who were work-

ing theirway through college, which I didn't
have todo, and were carrying heavy loads of
teaching coupled with theiractual work. I
learned torespect my students tremendously
and respect theirdesire tolearn. Itwas my joy
toteach and introduce them tonew books and

ways ofsharing books with children.

MARILYN: In your writings,you oftenuse thephrase "bring
children and books together,"instead ofsaying,
share or use books with children. Itwould be

interesting toknow how thatcame about.

CHARLOTTE: It'san umbrella term totalk about all thediffer-
ent ways you would use books. I want teachers

tothink about using books in all theirteach-
ing. I believe thatifyou present theright
books tochildren, theywill read and enjoy
them. So, bringing children and books together

really means getting them excited about read-

ing,and thereare many ways of doing that.
However, some teachers getofftrack by asking
too many questions and having a set group of
activities that,in many ways, destroys the
uniqueness ofthebook, instead ofhaving trust
in thebook and in thechildren's responses.
Never would I say thatyou had todo a project
with every book.

MARILYN: There's something you've said- ifyou haven't

acted on a book, you can't- what's therestof
that?

CHARLOTTE: That is a quote fromPiaget who said, "To know

an object is toact upon itand transform it."To
make a book memorable toyourself, you do
need toact upon it,totake itinto yourself, re-
visit it,discuss it,reflectupon it.I think a wide

variety ofextensions will help a child tofind
more in a book. Itis popular tosay that,as an

adult, I don't want tomake a diorama ofa
book. But,ifyou have enjoyed it,you do talk

about it.And, ifyou are ten years old, you may

enjoy creating a model or a diorama ofthe
story- something totake you more deeply into

thebook.

BARBARA: What was thegenesis ofyour textbook, Chil-

dren'sLiteratureintheElementary School?How
has thefieldresponded tothevarious editions?

CHARLOTTE: The genesis was fun.I had started teaching
children's literature and loved it.I had had an
officewith Doris Young atNorthwestern and
we'd shared many ideas about books. We de-

CHARLOTTE HUCK

cided to write a textbook about children's liter-
ature emphasizing theways literature can en-

rich teaching and the curriculum. We met ata
place called The Huddle, which was where

everyone went at Northwestern, and we talked

about what we could do in such a book. We
outlined the whole book on a napkin, but we
lost the napkin! I've always wanted thatnapkin
back. In the summer of 1958, before I went to
Europe forthefirsttime, we wrote the first
chapter ofthe last section, which was about

using children's literature in the classroom. In

fact,we wrote two chapters, and we wrote

them word by word together in my backyard.
The only book out at the time was May Hill
Arbuthnot's Children and Books,which was used
as a bible in children's literature classes. No
one could faulther critical reviews ofbooks,
theywere superb, but she never described how
towork with literature in the classroom. That's
what we thought was missing.

There were some principles we laid down
with the firstedition, which we have carried

on. One of them was thatwe wanted toshow
children and books fromvarious ethnic back-

grounds. At thattime, which seems hard to

believe now, no texts in reading or children's

literature pictured African American or His-

panic children. The second principle was that
we wanted toinclude children's work and give
them and their teachers credit.

AfterDoris died, I wrote thethirdedition by

myself.JanetHickman and Susan Hepler
worked with me on thefourthand fifthedi-
tions, and Barbara Kieferrecently completed the
sixth edition. Each had been a Ph.D. student of
mine. Each edition reflected what was going on

atthetime in education. People responded very
well, foritwas a book thatwas really needed. It
continues tobe used widely, although thereare
many more textstochoose fromtoday

MARILYN: When we bring children and books together,
what are the ways in which we can encourage
lifelong practices with reading?

CHARLOTTE: The best thing you can do is toread aloud to
children. There's a study reported in Becoming a
Nation ofReaders which concludes thatthe sin-

gle most important activity forbuilding a
child's eventual success in reading is reading
aloud. Startas early as possible.

The second best thing to do as a teacher is

togive your students time to read. When
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Daniel Fader wrote Hooked onBooks,he worked

with boys in a training school fordelinquents
in Michigan. For a whole year he just letthem
read anything theywanted, but theyhad to
read. They could read magazines, comic books,
series books. Most were non-readers, but they
gained three grade levels in reading without

formal instruction byreading what they
wanted toread.

There was a recent article by Vartan Grego-
rian in Parade Magazine. Fie has just been

made head oftheCarnegie Corporation. Fie

®
wrote

television

that
has
we

a

should
terrible

recognize
effecton

that
children's

too much

television has a terrible effecton children's

reading. Fie suggested thatwe consider mak-

ing television a chore rather than an amuse-

ment by requiring students towrite papers
about theprograms. All I could think ofwas,
that'swhat many teachers have done. They've

required kids towrite a book report on every
book they've read, thus penalizing them for
reading books. It'sso simple. You've got to

read books in order tobecome a fluent reader.

Frequently, you have tohave somebody who

brings thebook and thechild together, and

thatperson can be a teacher, a parent, a

wonderful librarian, someone togetthem
going. Reading is a passion, and it'ssharing
your passion.

BARBARA: Would you tellus something about your vari-

ous roles when you were involved in NCTE?

CHARLOTTE: 1was chair oftheElementary Section and,

later,president. I did many things thatI en-
joyed. We brought some authors and illustra-

torstosessions attheannual conference. That
was thefirsttime, other than theChildren's Lit-
erature Luncheon, thatwe'd ever had children's

authors attheconference. I suggested, and we

passed theidea ofhaving a Spring Conference.

Atfirst,itwas only fortheElementary Section;
later itwas opened up toall sections. I also
convinced theboard thatwe needed a poetry

award, because there wasn't an award forthe
poets ofchildhood atthattime. It'sgone to
such finepoets who wouldn't be recognized
otherwise, and I really feelgood about it.The
award also brought poetry totheattention of
teachers, which I think was important.

BARBARA: Tell us about thebeginnings ofThe WEB.

CHARLOTTE: Again, The WEB started because I wanted to
getteachers involved in bringing children and

books together. The idea ofa web came out of

a social studies textthatI had seen in England.
I thought itwas a wonderful way toexplore a

whole realm ofpossibilities with a book, with a

genre, or with an author, so I started teaching

webbing in my classes. Then itoccurred to me

thatwe needed a publication thatstressed what

could be done with literature in theclassroom.

Who could tellus better than teachers who

were actually involved? We asked teachers to
review books and writedescriptions of the
many wonderful things theirstudents had

done with books in theirclassrooms. And there

was a web in each edition. Atone time,we had

over 3000 subscriptions toThe WEB. We

started in 1979, but they're about todiscon-
tinue itnow. I'm sad about it,but I realize a

publication demands hours oftime.

BARBARA: Could you tellus more about thedevelopment
oftheChildren's Literature Conference atOhio
State?

CHARLOTTE: My colleague ,Martha King, and I had always

put on a reading conference, but we only
would have one children's book author. I al-
ways thought thatwas an unfair distribution! 1
don't know how I got brave enough, but one

year I just decided thatwe were going tohave
a Children's Literature Conference. What I
tried todo was tobring forward-looking peo-

ple together fromdifferentfields. We con-

nected professors ofreading, children's

literature, and language artswith editors and

literary critics, authors and illustrators ofchil-
dren's books, classroom teachers, and librari-

ans. We started with about 500 participants. It
has since become an annual event and now

registration has tobe cut offatabout 2000.
We've had perfectly wonderful authors and il-
lustrators talking about their work. Also, class-

room teachers and librarians always present
small sessions about how they bring books
and children together. Children's work is al-

ways displayed. I think it'sabout theonly
conference I know where children's interpreta-
tions ofliterature are shown. It'sa very excit-

ing conference!

BARBARA: Tell us about your new career as a children's

author.

CHARLOTTE: Oh, that'ssuch fun.I never knew how much

funitwould be. I've always wanted towrite

my favorite fairytale because itnever had been

published as a picture book. Itwas a storyofa
gutsy Cinderella, who didn't relyon a fairy

This content downloaded from
� � � � � � � � � � � � 131.156.224.55 on Thu, 19 Jun 2025 17:17:39 UTC� � � � � � � � � � � � �

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



godmother, but on her own resources. I
thought children should know about it.I went

totheLoughborough Children's Literature

Conference in Tennessee, which was an inter-
national conference. Susan Hirschman, senior

editor ofGreenwillow, was there and I told her

myfavoritefairytale, "Furball." She said,
"You're going towrite this!" However, I was so

busy atthetime thatitwas put offuntil two

years afterI retired.Then I did some research

on "Furball" and went tomy cabin in the
mountains and wrote and rewrote it.Finally, 1
sent itofftoGreenwillow Susan accepted it
and asked Anita Lobel todo theillustrations.
When I got thegalley ofthebook with thecol-
ored pictures, 1was thrilled with them. Anita

renamed thebook. I'd sent itin as "Furball,"

but somebody asked Anita what she was work-

ing on. She answered thatshe was working on

thiswonderful storywith thedreadful name of
"Furball." Anita had cats so she knew about

furballs, but 1knew nothing about them. Susan

called me toask how 1feltabout changing the
titletoPrincess Furball. I replied thatitwill al-

ways be "Furball" tome, but ifshe wanted to
name itPrincess Furball,thatwould be all right.
Since then, I've become veryattached to
Princess Furball, and now 1think ofthestory
as Princess Furball.

The original Grimm version included the
princess' demand fora coat ofa thousand furs,
so I kept itin also. Surprisingly, we were del-

uged with lettersforabout two months from
animal rightsgroups. They all went on and on

about how thiswasn't a book forchildren. They
said itwas an advertisement forthefurindus-
try.I couldn't believe some ofthelettersor the
anger in them, saying thebook should be

banned and withdrawn immediately. What in-
terested me was thatI'd always talked about

censorship, and now Iwas part ofit.Greenwil-

low wrote a verynice reply saying thatthiswas,
afterall, a fairytale thattook place in the15th
century when people had tokillanimals for
food and forclothing. Itwas an unsettling ex-

perience, but despite it,Princess Furball has

been verypopular. I've gotten wonderful letters
fromchildren, a hand-made Furball Christmas

ornament, and a photograph ofa littlegirl
dressed up as Furball forHalloween. Itseems

tobe a book thatpleases six, seven, and eight

year olds as much as itdelighted me as a child.

Toads and Diamonds also illustrated by Anita

Lobel hasn't been out long enough togetfeed-
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back other than good reviews. When I've

shared itwith kids, they've loved it.I also se-

lected poems fora poetry collection called Se-

cretPlaces, illustrated by Lindsay Barrett
George. In my course in poetry,I asked my
students tocreate poetry cycles. I gave them

poems I had collected about secret places as a

sample. Many ofthem shared these poems
with children, and reported how much they
liked them because they all had secret places.
So I knew these poems really tapped children's

interests.

MARILYN: Tell us about your new book.

CHARLOTTE: It'sa Halloween countdown book written in

verse. It'scompletely differentfromanything
thatI've done. Itstartswith one lone scarecrow

standing all alone on a hill and itbuilds up to
ten littlemice feeling brave enough tosay
"boo!" Then thelaughing mice scamper totheir
nest and therestofthe Halloween characters

go back totheirlairs. Joseph Smith is doing
theillustrations. The plan is forittobe pub-
lished in the Fall of 1998.

BARBARA: Tell us about what else you've been doing in

your retirement, in addition toyour writing.

CHARLOTTE: Friends have said they hoped I would startmy
retirement soon! But firstI had towork on the
fifthedition ofthetextbook fortwo years, writ-
ing every single day.When I finished thatpro-
ject, I brought together a group ofteachers
who stillmeet once a month toshare children's

books. Itis really funand keeps me up on new

books. I also have a writing group thatmeets

once a month. There are only fourofus. We

have dinner together, and then we critique
each other's writing.

The Redlands Public library keeps me very
busy. I'm chair oftheFriends ofthe Children's

Library Committee. I suggested thatwe starta
storyhour on Tuesday evening toattractwork-

ing parents and their children. Between 16 and

24 littlechildren regularly come. I read aloud
about once a month and other volunteers also

participate. It'sexactly what I hoped itwould

be, a chance forworking parents tobring their
children toa special story time.

We also wanted topromote theimportance
ofreading aloud tobabies. Working with the
local hospital, the library donates two books to
every Redlands newborn, one forthe children,

Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise Brown and
one fortheparents, Reading and Writing:Where
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ItAll Begins,Helping YourChildren at Home (pre-

pared by theLiteracy Connection, Columbus

Ohio). The Friends also brought JimTrelease
tospeak and we had 300 people attend.

Then, we've just finished a wonderful first
Children's Literature Festival atthe University
ofRedlands. We had Jean Craighead George,
Kevin Henkes, Anita Lobel, Susan Hirschman,
Eve Bunting, and Gary Soto as thespeakers.
This conference was modeled afterthe Ohio
State conference, but much smaller. We got
rave reviews about theconference and how

©much planning

everyone
fornext

enjoyed

year.
it,so we're already

planning fornext year.

MARILYN: What is your response tothecurrent crisis in

California and other parts of the country?

The whole crisis in California is,

as far as I'm concerned, political.
It's based on legislators who refuse

to face up to the fact that our schools
need a great deal more money.

CHARLOTTE: Let me take thatpart about California first.The
whole crisis in California is,as faras I'm con-

cerned, political. It'sbased on legislators who
refuse toface up tothe factthatour schools
need a great deal more money It'sso much eas-

iertopoint thefingerata method, and blame

thatmethod forour children's poor testscores.
California testscores are down atthe bottom,
50th in thestates, forfourth-grade reading.
The politicians are blaming this decline on

whole language and theuse oftrade books in-

stead ofinstruction in phonics. Well, thatis the

most simplistic explanation thatI've ever

heard! There are other explanations forwhat's

wrong with theCalifornia schools. Until re-
cently,thestate had the largest classes in the

union. We have thelargest number non-Eng-
lish speaking students ofany state in the

union. Over 50% ofthestudent population
come fromsingle parent homes. And, most im-

portantly,we have very fewschool libraries or

librarians. Additionally, some communities

have no public libraries. Where there are li-
braries, thecollections are usually outdated.

Most teachers have not taken courses in chil-

dren's literature and adequate staffdevelop-
ment is lacking. Many schools are crumbling,

in a terrible physical state. Teacher preparation
is very poor. I think we have torecognize that
teaching is a profession and thatwe must offer
professional courses thathave substance. We

have solid knowledge about how children

learn, and we should be teaching it.

MARILYN: Do you have any recommendations forhow
your colleagues in the teaching profession can

respond toattacks by politicians?

CHARLOTTE: I think we have tobecome much more political
than we've ever been. Having legislators deter-

mine curriculum is thewrong direction foredu-
cation. The only way tocombat thistrend isto
unite as teachers, either through our large asso-

ciations like NCTE or IRA, or our local groups.
We must be willing totestifyatlegislative hear-

ings, otherwise legislators will be acting on false
information. The voice ofteachers should be

heard more frequently than thatofpoliticians!
We have tobe much more savvy and intelligent
about what we're doing, and speak up forour
rights.This is a political world.

MARILYN: What are your predictions forthefutureof
children's literature?

CHARLOTTE: A major concern is about therole ofcomputers.

Again, legislators may think thata computer in

every classroom will avoid thenecessity ofpro-
viding books and libraries. I believe thatwe

have togive children books before bytes! Many
ofthelessons I see designed forthecomputer
are simply interactive workbooks.

My next concern is about politics invading
education. Itis a real threat thatteachers' input
may be lost, while principals, superintendents,

legislators, and publishers tellus how toteach.
That will be a very sad day fortheUnited
States, forchildren are our future.

BARBARA: What advice do you have forthose ofus who

are convinced thatliterature-based curriculum

is powerful?

CHARLOTTE: Teachers need to be strong advocates ofwhat

they know is best forkids. They also need to
be demanding. What would happen if,when

teachers were hired, they said, "I won't teach

here ifyou don't have a library"? I think we've

got tohave some standards and say what

makes teaching effective.We could lay down

some minimal standards about what we need.

Certainly, they would include small classes,
well-trained teachers, and an abundance of
teaching materials.
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The time has come to stand together. Oth-

erwise, we're going to lose out in the current

political atmosphere. There are certain things
we know thatwe can agree on in the teaching
ofreading and language arts. For example, we
know reading aloud and having a rich envi-

ronment of books makes a major difference.

We know giving children time to read helps
them become fluent readers. We know about
the rich relationship between reading and

writing. These are a fewofthe things we
can agree upon. We must have adequate pre-
service and inservice courses in reading, lan-

guage arts,and children's literature. Currently,
one semester course that includes all three

ofthese subjects is acceptable fora teaching
credential in California. I would hope NCTE
and IRA would provide leadership that can
unite the differentfactions in our field. It
goes back tobeing firmlygrounded in educa-
tion and research, then getting together as a

group and saying, "This is what we want and
no less."

I think we have to become much more

political .... Having legislators determine

curriculum is the wrong direction for

education. The only way to combat this

trend is to unite as teachers, either

through our large associations like

NCTE or IRA or our local groups.

MARILYN: What are your hopes forhow teachers can con-
tinue tobring children and books together?

CHARLOTTE: I would hope theprofession would alert whole
communities totheimportance ofbooks so

theywould stand behind public libraries and
school libraries. As faras teachers are con-

cerned, I would hope thatthey would have a
minimum ofone course in children's literature.

1would like teachers tobe able toexplain to
parents how theyare teaching and why.1
would hope thatwould bring respect back to
theteachers. I want toreally raise the quality of
teacher preparation.

Now, forbringing children and books to-
gether,ifwe give children opportunities todis-
cover how wonderful thebooks are, thebooks
will speak forthemselves as children respond

CHARLOTTE HUCK

tothem. But, ifwe want children tobecome
avid readers, we must have teachers who love

reading.
I think one tremendously hopeful sign is

the increase of children's bookstores. I can re-
member when there were about three in the
country. Now, we have over 700. That tells me

that one group of parents is buying books for
their children. However, these are the ones
that can affordthem. We need tohave some-

body togive us money, like Andrew Carnegie,
forthe ones thatdon't have money forbooks.
That was the intention ofMrs. McNamara é££l
when she started Reading Is Fundamental, that ifff
ifa child owned a book itwould make a dif-
ference. I think children need tobe fed,but
rightalong with that,is the factthat they've

got tohave food fortheir souls. That's the role

of books.
In conclusion, we need tohave a vision of

what we can become. We have theknowledge to
teach every child toread, and
teachers want every child to
learn toread and tolove read-

ing.We must not allow the
politicians and publishers to
take over our schools. Teachers

today are strong enough to
fightforwhat theyknow is

best forchildren. Teachers
have made a difference.They
can continue tomake a differ-
ence in thefuture.

Notes

1.The authors would like to thank Martha Ehrsam atNCTE for
transcribing the tapes of thisinterview.

2. We spent two days with Charlotte in her lovely home in Red-
lands. We found new insights and inspiration as we listened
toher eloquent language and focused on thethemes ofher
career and life.We were surrounded by her books, original
artfromchildren's books, and colorful quilts. Filled with

Charlotte's delicious home-cooked food, especially her fa-
mous brownies, we had a delightful conversation.
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