
A Message from Megan
Dear Reader,

Welcome to your Steps To Literacy Whole Book Approach 
Storytime Set! As an educator, you may view your own reading 
of picture books as secondary to your students’ engagement with 
them; but as you begin to explore the titles I’ve curated for this 
book bin, their associated storytime discussion plans, and my 
professional book, Reading Picture Books with Children: How to 
Shake Up Storytime and Get Kids Talking About What They See, 
I hope you will indulge in your own enjoyment of the picture 
book form and all it offers you as a reader of words, pictures, and 
design. I am convinced that allowing yourself this pleasure will 
only help your efforts to engage students with picture books, too.

I discovered how powerful my own 
enjoyment of picture books could be in my storytime 
practice when I started developing the Whole Book 
Approach as an educator at the Eric Carle Museum of 
Picture Book Art in Amherst, Massachusetts. “Why 

am I using themes?” I asked myself one day after feeling like I’d muddled through 
a mediocre picture book at storytime because it paired well with a different book 
I loved. “I should just read picture books I love, whether or not they have an obvious 
theme tying them together,” I decided. 

From there, I asked myself what makes me love a picture book. The common ground 
I found is that I love how this multimodal form can create something greater than 
the sum of its parts when words, pictures, and design work together to deliver story 
or information in a cohesive, satisfying way. Furthermore, I realized that my love of 
picture books is grounded in slow reading that takes time to engage with the whole 

book. I decided to take that love and translate it into 
my storytimes by slowing down readings to invite and 
accommodate children’s responses to the picture book as 
a visual art form. “I’m reading with children, rather than 
to them,” I started to say at The Carle, embracing what 
literacy scholars describe as co-constructive or dialogic 
storytimes, rather than performance storytimes. 

Reading Picture Books with Children introduces the 
resulting Whole Book Approach storytime model I 
developed in association with The Carle. I don’t offer 
the Whole Book Approach as the best or the only way 
to lead storytime; instead, I present it as an intentional 
means of shared reading that centers children’s ideas 
and questions while fostering critical thinking about 

I hope you will indulge in your own 
enjoyment of the picture book form 
and all it offers you as a reader of 
words, pictures, and design.
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how picture book text, design, and illustration work together. Much of what I outline 
in my book and in the storytime discussion guides I’ve written to accompany your 
book bin titles will doubtlessly feel familiar or intuitive to you. My twin goals in this 
Steps To Literacy project are to give you some new tools to build on what you’re 
already doing as an educator, and to highlight picture book exemplars to use in your 
storytime practice.

Now, about those exemplars: time and again when I’ve led workshops or have 
given speeches at conferences, people have asked me for lists of favorite titles to use in 
Whole Book Approach storytimes. I’ve resisted making such a list for several reasons, 
primary among them that I think the Whole Book 
Approach can work with any picture book, and my 
main advice is (again) to share books that you love. I 
love all the books I chose for your book bin. That was 
my first criterion for selection, and I hope you and 
your students will love them, too. There are books 
that will make you laugh, and others that might bring 
tears to your eyes. There are books that will surprise 
you, and others with artistic and literary achievements that will just plain take your 
breath away. 

Since I truly believe Dr. Louise Rosenblatt’s statement that “Books do not simply happen 
to people. People also happen to books,” i   I’m sure you and your students will have a 

range of responses to each book based on what 
you each bring to your shared readings—and 
that’s ok! No matter how you individually feel 
about the books, the Whole Book Approach 
will help you collectively discuss how words, 
pictures, and design work together to tell 
stories and convey information. Your job as 
the Whole Book Approach storytime leader 
is to hold space for a range of responses and 
to facilitate dynamic, safe, engaging reading 
experiences for all of your students. 

And, about those students: I also made 
an effort to think deeply about inclusivity 
in my curation of titles so that each book 
bin has a range of books by diverse authors 
and illustrators who employ varied styles 
and approaches to content. One motivating 
factor for this effort was a content analysis I 
performed on my final manuscript for Reading 
Picture Books with Children as it was heading 
off to press in 2015. I was sorry to realize that 

I love all the books I chose for your 
book bin. That was my first criterion 
for selection, and I hope you and 
your students will love them, too.
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the range of picture books I mention in my chapters 
is not as diverse as I’d thought it was. I committed 
myself to do better from that day forward, and I 
started conducting diversity and inclusion audits of 
my critical and professional writing, my syllabi, and 
yes, my storytime practice, too. I did so to hold myself 
accountable to my own inclusive values and to support 
the work of diverse creators in the field. To paraphrase 
Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop, I believe that all children 
need to have books that can act as mirrors of their 
own experiences, and books that can act as windows 
or sliding glass doors into others’ experiences.ii I hope 
the titles in your book bin, and the guides I’ve written to support your storytime 
practice, will contribute to your classroom library’s inclusivity and diversity.  

Finally, about those discussion plans: I 
faced a bit of a conundrum when Steps To Literacy 
asked me to spearhead this project. “I don’t want to give 
people scripts,” I thought. “The Whole Book Approach 
is an approach—there’s no one way to do it!” I’ve tried 
to write the discussion plans with this conviction in 

mind. I imagine you, my reader, referencing the discussion plans as you read the 
picture books in your bin on your own, perhaps gaining new insights into each one, 
and adding some questions and points to consider into your storytime 
tool kit. I hope you will never worry that you “forgot” to ask a certain 
question, and you shouldn’t be at all concerned when your students 
arrive at readings or responses 
that differ from the ones I 
describe or imagine in the 
discussion plans. 

Rest assured, there is no one 
right way to “do” the Whole 
Book Approach. Simply strive 
to center children’s ideas and 
questions so that their voices 
become as important in the 
shared reading as the text is, 
and so that their responses to the books take precedence. You’ll see that the storytime 
discussion plans often turn to open-ended questions inspired by Visual Thinking 
Strategies (VTS)iii   and Dialogic Reading iv techniques to prompt children to read 
pictures, reflect on design, and engage in metacognition—to think about their 
thinking and provide evidence to support their ideas. This is a cornerstone of critical 
thinking since it’s one thing to say what you think and quite another to say why you 
think what you do.

Rest assured, there is no one 
right way to “do” the Whole Book 
Approach.

Questions & Follow-Up Context

“What do you see happening in this picture?” This question 
grounds the group in the visual and prompts thinking about 
narrative, as opposed to mere listing.

“What do you see that makes you say that?” This question 
engages evidentiary thought, a cornerstone of critical thinking.

“What else can we find?” This question asks the group to dig 
deeper and notice more about the picture they are reading 
together, inviting collaborative meaning-making. 

VTS-inspired 

questions
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I’ve become increasingly invested 
in the potential for Whole Book 
Approach storytimes to engage in 
Critical Literacy.

Pull Quote

You’ll also see that I advocate holding space to 
welcome spontaneous responses. A colleague 
and mentor of mine at Simmons University, 
Dr. Cathie Mercier, once said, “Don’t be 
afraid to sit with silence—that is the sound 
of thinking.” Good advice! Of course, many 
teachers and librarians I’ve worked with 
over the years aren’t worried about silence so 
much as they are about preventing chaos from 
taking hold during a free-flowing storytime 
conversation. My book has a section devoted 
to tips and techniques I’ve developed to aid 
discussion facilitation with children, and I’ve 
integrated those into the guides, as well. And, 
school librarian friend and colleague, Emily 
Prabhaker, whom I mention in my book, has 
told me that she thinks a key to the Whole 
Book Approach is broadening one’s notion of 
what a “successful” storytime looks like. We 
both advocate moving away from the idea that 
a still and quiet group in which children only 
speak after being called on is the ideal. The 
ideal is engagement—and that engagement can be lively!

I use the picture book as a whole—its text, art, and design elements like the jacket, 
endpapers, front matter, and layout choices—to prompt this engagement and to 
ground students’ spontaneous remarks. And, yes, I do incorporate such book 
terminology into storytime. If kids of all ages can name dozens of dinosaurs, why 
not provide them with vocabulary like “endpapers” or “gutter” and instill a sense of 
entitlement to, and appreciation of, the physical book? 

What I’ve found time and again is that by welcoming kids to talk about art and design, 
things that are important to them start bubbling to the surface. In my experience, 

children usually first comment on characters. Then, the 
democratizing impact of the co-constructive Whole 
Book Approach, or the shifting of power from the 
adult reader to child readers, can empower students 
to critically engage with picture book characterization. 
When this happens, the Whole Book Approach’s 
structural and aesthetic inquiry can give way to, or 

become entwined with, ideological discussions about representations of race, gender, 
class, and other aspects of identity. 

Given these possibilities, I’ve become increasingly invested in the potential for Whole 
Book Approach storytimes to engage in Critical Literacy, which, to paraphrase Drs. 
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Paulo Friere and Donaldo Macedov, holds that when one reads a text, one also reads 
the world; or, put another way, one brings one’s reading of 
the world to one’s reading of the text, and then one can bring 
that reading of the text back to the world. There’s an obvious 
connection to Rosenblatt’s notion of “people happen[ing] to 
books" here, and to what Drs. Wanda M. Brooks and Susan 
Browne call “culturally-situated reader response”vi in their 
excellent piece in the journal Children’s Literature in Education. 
Another recent piece of scholarship in Language Arts by Drs. 
Vivian Vasquez, Hilary Janks, and Barbara Comber builds on this foundational work 
to assert “Critical literacy as a way of being and doing,”vii with the key points that: 

1) Texts are socially constructed from particular perspectives; they are never 
neutral. 

2) The ways we read text are never neutral.

My book doesn’t explicitly address Critical Literacy, but some of the storytime discussion 
plans for titles in your book bin do build on scholarship in this vein. I encourage you to 
turn to the work of scholars like those named here to help you create a safe, nurturing 
learning environment for all of your students at storytime. Also, take time to reflect on 
these points that I share in ongoing Whole Book Approach trainings to help educators 
support children’s critical engagement and risk-taking in their learning:

1) Welcome diverse, and perhaps conflicting, responses—without enabling 
false equivalencies;

2) Be willing to stretch beyond your own readings and interpretations;
3) Attend to power dynamics within the reading transaction while 

considering:
a) the authority we adults have over all children in our society;
b) children of marginalized identities voicing concern about 

exclusion, and the need to hold space for their critiques as they 
make themselves vulnerable in asserting them;

c) children of marginalized identities voicing concern about 
representation of “mirror” characters, and the need to hold space 
for their critiques.

I send these Critical Literacy resources, picture books, and discussion plans out 
into the world with hopes that they will spark dynamic, enjoyable, powerful, and 
even transformative discussions in your classroom. For additional inspiration 
and resources, read the piece cited below by author-illustrator Annie O'Brien for 
documentation of rich, VTS-informed storytime discussions emerging from a 
project she's worked on with Dr. Krista Aronson of Bates College, the Diverse  
BookFinder viii. I also hope you’ll find the extension activities and resources I’ve 
provided at the end of each discussion plan useful to your teaching as your storytimes 
serve as a foundation for cross-curricular learning and creativity. 

1
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As I continue my own storytime practice, I’m always eager to see what happens when 
I meet with children in the pages of picture books. I’d love to hear about your storytime 
experiences too. Please reach out to me at my website, www.megandowdlambert. 
com, or find me on Twitter at @MDowdLambert, to let me know how you and your 
students are “happening” to the picture books in your Steps To Literacy Whole Book 
Approach Storytime Set. If you have questions regarding your book bin, you can 
also contact Steps To Literacy directly at customerservice@stepstoliteracy.com. 
Thank you for using my Whole Book Approach Storytime Set. I hope it brings you 
and your students many opportunities for learning, sharing, and growing together. 
  

—Megan Dowd Lambert
Amherst, Massachusetts

March 2020
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