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Instructor: Kristin Dorsey
Course: ENG 221, Introduction to Children’s Literature
Course description: Surveys children’s literature for all ages in genres that may include picture books, myths and folklore, poetry, nonfiction, historical fiction, and fantasy, making connections to the historical, cultural, institutional, and psychological contexts related to production and reception. Examines how texts represent childhood and reflect assumptions about the social and educational function of children’s and young adult literature.
Curriculum rationale
Sustainability is discussed with increasing regularity in the discipline of children’s literature.  Publishers have increased their interest in titles related to or directly about sustainability (particularly for preschool and elementary-aged children).  In the last ten years, scholars have turned to ecology, climate challenges, and sustainability in their work related to children’s texts.  Education scholars and programs are incorporating sustainability into their teaching of literacy.  
A contemporary consideration of children’s literature as a genre and as a field really begs for some discussion of the role of sustainability content.  It’s a contemporary concern—one which may or may not survive the test of time, but certainly one that is timely currently.  So addressing this topic in a children’s literature course keeps the course updated and responsive.  Further, for students who plan to work within education, this helps prepare them for some conversations they are likely to encounter as they move forward in their education and careers.
Curriculum description
My proposal is for a course module that could be added at the end of the term.  The goals would be to 1) introduce the idea of sustainability as it relates to children’s literature currently (who is talking about it, why, and what they are saying); 2) have students interact with some sustainability-related texts, including picture books, middle readers, and graphic novels; 3)  in keeping with the course outcomes, provide an opportunity for students to critically consider how this current publishing trend “represent[s] childhood and reflect[s] assumptions about the social and educational function of children’s and young adult literature.”
We will be able to accomplish these goals through the following activities:
1.  Lecture/readings/videos to define sustainability in the context of children’s literature
2. A picture book read-around and discussion. 
3. Inclusion of a middle reader into the reading list of the course that deals with climate challenges, ecology, and/or sustainability.  
4. A culminating activity that asks students to consider what the literature we’ve encountered a) says about current beliefs about childhood and the education of children and b) compares to the world of children’s literature more generally (for instance, are these books able to engage with these topics and still meet criteria that we’ve named for quality and educational worth within the field).  
Notes
1. The most time-consuming part of this plan is that it has required (and will require) a large amount of seeking out texts and reading in order for me to be ready to present representative and quality texts to students. 
2. Relatedly, as I’m seeking out texts, I will want to reach out to Cat Finney to ask if certain titles can be added to CLERC.  I would also like to discuss with Cat the possibility of pulling together a list of titles currently owned by CLERC under the topic heading of sustainability.  Not only is that something I could use in my course, but other instructors could use in their courses as well.  I am also personally building a bibliography of children’s books that can be shared among instructors in other sustainability-related courses.
3. Introduction to children’s literature is a very broad survey course that attempts too much in 10 weeks already.  But I think the addition of this module is justified not only because of the reasons outlined in the rationale of this document, but also because these books tend to reflect more progressive values generally.  As we look at them, we can also identify themes related to diversity, global perspectives, and political activism.  These are topics that currently are not well represented in the course.  (Which is not to say that they are NOT represented.  Just not as thoroughly as they probably should be.)
4. This has traditionally been a fairly apolitical course.  This module will, necessarily, bring politics into the classroom discussions.  I need to spend some time considering how that might impact the course, the classroom environment, and my teaching of this subject generally.  This is neither a good nor bad thing—it’s just something that I want to be attentive to.
Reflection
As I had noted, tracking down texts and integrating them turned out to be the most challenging/time consuming aspect of the plan.  I realized quickly that it was going to require more changes than I was realistically going to be able to make to the course in the time I had.  As a result, I decided to scale back.  For this iteration of the course, I incorporated a new young adult novel about Native teenagers set on a reservation in Montana, written by a member of the Blackfeet Nation.  The setting of the book, the lifestyle of the characters (employment, living situations, leisure activities), as well as the Native traditions described in the book, led to considerable class discussions around place, scarcity, rural living, and sustainability practices.  A sustainability lens helped frame our consideration of the book, and ultimately, opened up organic paths into discussions about publishing trends (as described elsewhere in my plan).  
I hadn’t originally thought about what a natural connection there would be between very contemporary young adult books (that is, books written in the last 10 ish years) and issues around sustainability.  
Further, through Ponderosa, other possible projects occurred to me (or came out of conversations with other Humanities participants).  Those projects included the possibility of a new course on Nature writing, which would likely go back to the Romantics.  That’s something the department might keep thinking about and working on.  
The second project, a sharable index of nature/sustainability-related writing prompts is something I’ve been actively working on, slowly.  I am hoping to have something that I can deliver to all faculty by the end of Winter 2026.  
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