Picture Books for Exploring
Compelling Issues
Here I share ten themes that I’ve found really resonate with middle school students. Picture books are powerful resources for launching a theme, so I’ve included a handful of suggested titles for each theme. There is always the temptation to tell you forty as opposed to four great books, but the best thing is for you to discover your own favorites beyond those I recommend here.
1. CHANGE AND LOSS

Mozart, The Wonder Child by Diane Stanley. New York: HarperCollins, 2009.

Mozart experienced great losses when his mother died, when he could not find work as a young teen, and when his father, Leopold, disinherited him. These losses changed Mozart’s life. Without the financial assistance of an inheritance, Mozart had to earn his own living to support his wife and children, and he became a renowned pianist and composer whom we still revere today.
Satchel Paige, Don’t Look Back by David A. Adler, Illustrated by Terry Widener. New York: Harcourt, 2007.


Unrecognized as a great pitcher when he played in the Negro Leagues, Satchel Paige changed his life by playing for the all-white Cleveland Indians and helping them win the World Series. Paige wanted to change baseball’s attitude toward all African American players, and that’s why he pitched in the majors until he was sixty.
Sparrow Girl by Sara Pennypacker, Illustrated by Yoko Tanaka. New York: Hyperion Books, 2009.

Mao declared the “Sparrow War” in China because the sparrows were eating too much of the farmers’ grain. People in Ming-Li’s village destroyed the sparrows. This increased the number of locusts that ate the farmers’ crops and caused a three-year

famine in China. Ming-Li saved seven sparrows, and because of her courage and love for the sparrows, changed loss and famine into hope.

I’ve Seen the Promised Land: The Life of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. by Walter Dean Myers, Illustrated by Leonard Jenkins. New York: HarperCollins, 2004.


While Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, Malcolm X, and countless others changed segregation through the Montgomery bus boycott and the march on Washington, DC, loss surrounded them. During this time of turmoil, President John F. Kennedy, a supporter of civil rights for African Americans, was assassinated along with Martin Luther King. And on Sept. 15, 1963, four black girls died when a bomb blasted the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. These losses helped propel the Civil Rights Movement forward.
2. CHALLENGES, CHOICES, AND DECISIONS

The Escape of Oney Judge by Emily Arnold McCully. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2007.


Slave and personal maid to Martha Washington, Oney Judge wrestled with two challenging choices: to learn to read and to earn enough money to purchase her freedom. Though Mrs. Washington said that Oney was part of her family, she refused to give Oney her freedom. Mrs. Washington informed Oney of a life-changing decision: when Mrs. Washington died, Oney would be sent to be the slave of Eliza, Mrs. Washington’s granddaughter. Oney believed that Eliza’s husband would sell her to a stranger. Now married and with a baby to care for, Oney decided to run away with her child and become her own mistress.

Guttersnipe by Jane Cutler, Pictures by Emily Arnold McCully. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2009.


After Ben’s father died, the family always needed money. Mama and Ben’s older sister worked. Ten-year-old Ben challenged himself to find a job and bring in extra money. Ben decided to lie about his age and took a job delivering silk circles that line men’s hats and caps. Ben’s decision to hitch a ride up a hill by holding on to the back of a trolley ended in disaster and earned him the name of Guttersnipe. Ben’s choices and decisions taught him a life lesson about responsibility.
The Day the Stones Walked by T. A. Barron, Illustrated by William Low. New York: Philomel, 2007.


A great wave, a tsunami was coming toward Easter Island. The village people needed to go to high ground to meet the challenge of this wall of water. Pico ran up the mountain to find his father, Pala, who carved the moai, the oversized statues on the island. But Pala chose to remain with his statues. Angry, Pico returned to the village, but his decision caused him to be swallowed by the great wave. Pico’s challenge was to find something to hold on to, so the wave didn’t carry him far out to sea. It’s the moai, the statues, that saved Pico’s life as he clung to one until the storm passed.

I, Matthew Henson, Polar Explorer by Carole Boston Weatherford, Illustrated by Eric Velasquez. New York: Walker, 2008.


A desire to be a polar and world explorer was the big challenge that ruled Matthew Henson’s life. Henson’s decision to work as a train porter and see the world and his choice to work on ships led him to Admiral Peary, an explorer, who wanted to be the first to reach the North Pole. Though Henson’s choices brought cold, hunger, and fear into his life, he persevered. Defying all odds, Henson became the first African American to reach the North Pole.

3. RELATIONSHIPS: INSIGHTS INTO SELF
The Umbrella Queen by Shirin Yim Bridges, Illustrations by Taeeun Yoo. New York: Greenwillow, 2008.


When Noot could paint umbrellas like other women and girls in her village, she hoped the King would name her this year’s Umbrella Queen. At first, Noot painted the traditional flower and butterflies. But when Noot responded to her imagination and painted elephants, her parents insisted she return to traditional patterns. Noot, however, could not deny her inner creativity, so she painted elephants on small umbrellas she made from leftover fabric. Being true to herself and to her imagination made Noot’s dream come true.
Night Running, How James Escaped with the Help of His Faithful Dog by Elisa Carbone, Illustrated by E. B. Lewis. New York: Knopf, 2008.


James planned to run away from Master Graham’s farm and believed that he must leave his beloved hunting dog, Zeus, behind because James feared that Zeus’s barking would expose both of them to the slave catchers. But Zeus followed and refused to leave James. Zeus’s loving relationship with James saved James from slave catchers and from drowning. When James made it clear that he would accept a farmer’s offer of food and shelter only if Zeus could come along, James recognized his love and respect for Zeus.
Love to Langston by Tony Medina, Illustrated by R. Gregory Christie. New York: Lee & Low Books, 2002.


This collection of poems explores relationships Langston had with his teachers, with libraries, with the white neighborhood he lived in, with his father, Harlem, and with Alice Walker. Each relationship, his travels, and jazz helped Langston gain a stronger sense of who he was and why he wanted to write poetry.
The Piano by William Miller, Illustrated by Susan Keeter. New York: Lee & Low Books, 2000.


Tia, a young African American girl who lived in the deep South long before Civil Rights legislation loved music. One day, Tia wandered into the white section of town and accepted a job as the elderly Miss Hartwell’s maid so Tia could continue to listen to music she heard inside the house. A passion for music brought the pair together and a relationship developed that moved beyond prejudice. Miss Hartwell taught Tia to play the piano, and Tia cared for Miss Hartwell’s aching fingers. Both developed a friendship and deepened their insights into themselves as they worked side by side and became friends.

4. COPING WITH FEARS

Two Bobbies by Kirby Larson and Mary Nethery, Illustrated by Jean Cassels. New York: Walker. 2008.


This is the true story of Bobbi, a dog, and Bob Cat, who were left behind after Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans. But no one came to rescue them. Day after day, the two Bobbies wandered around New Orleans, searching for scraps of food and clean water. Together, the pair were fearless. Separated, as they were in the shelter that took them in, they howled and barked because both worried about what had happened to the other. Volunteers built a cage large enough for both and realized that Bob Cat was blind. Bobbi was the cat’s friend and guide dog. Fearing that a family wouldn’t adopt Bob Cat and Bobbi, the volunteers put the pair on television and helped them find a family to love and care for both.

Landed by Milly Lee, Pictures by Yangsook Choi. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006.


Sun was ready to follow his older brother from China to America. But Sun had many fears about this journey because he needed to study and memorize facts about his village, house, and family. Because of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, immigrants like Sun were required to pass a difficult test about their life in China before they could land in America. Sun’s fears grew as the day of his test drew closer. He feared he would forget everything he had learned and would have to return to China. But Sun’s preparation and long hours of study paid off, and he could live with his brother and father in America.

The Island of the Skog by Steven Kellogg. New York: Dial Books,1973.


The dangers of city life and the cat and dog that terrorized Jenny and her mouse friends forced the mice to leave their daily fears behind and travel, in an antique model ship, to find a safe and peaceful place to live. After the mice dealt with extreme cold and lack of food and water, they finally arrived at an island. Here, their fears escalated as they observed the huge footprints of the island’s only inhabitant: the Skog. To the mice, the Skog seemed worse than their journey and the mob of city cats and dogs. The mice discovered that the Skog feared them and worried that the mice would destroy him. Together, mice and Skog made peace and learned some lessons about fear of the unknown and power of communication.

Swift written and illustrated by Robert Blake. New York: Philomel, 2007.


Finally, Johnnie was old enough and prepared to travel through the freezing cold Alaskan elements to help his Pa and their dog, Swift, hunt for food. Johnnie started the hunt for the winter’s food with optimism and courage. When a grizzly attacked, the huge bear mangled Pa’s leg. Johnnie and Swift had to leave Pa, brave the cold and snow, and bring back help quickly. Johnnie learned to bury his fears and trust his dog, Swift, who had hunted with Pa many times. Courage replaced fear as Johnny killed another grizzly, then with Swift, found the boat that would take them to Roscoe Junction and a team that could rescue Pa.

5. PRESSURES: INNER AND OUTSIDE INFLUENCES

Together in Pinecone Patch by Thomas F. Yezerski. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1988.


Keara Buckley and her family left Ireland, the homeland they loved. Stefan Pazik’s family left Poland, their beloved homeland. Both families ended up in Pinecone Patch, a coal-mining town in Pennsylvania. In Pinecone Patch, Polish and Irish families didn’t like each other. The two children, Keara and Stefan, refused to adopt the outside influences of hatred and fear of other cultures. Together, both developed a friendship and showed their families and others the importance of getting along and sharing their new life in America.
Passage to Freedom, the Sugihara Story by Ken Mochizuki, Illustrated by Dom Lee. New York: Lee & Low Books, 1997.


When he was five years old, Hiroki Sugihara’s life changed because he observed and empathized with the fears Lithuanian Jews had of the Nazis. Hiroki’s father was the Japanese consul in Lithuania. Repeatedly, the Japanese government denied the consul’s requests for visas that would have permitted Lithuanian Jews to leave the country and avoid sure death at the hands of the Nazis. Consul Sugihara and his family refused to allow the outside influences of Japan and the Nazis to determine their decision and to deny safe passage to innocent people. Instead, the consul himself printed visas for hundreds of families, who escaped Lithuania to start a new life.
Art from Her Heart: Folk Artist Clementine Hunter by Kathy Whitehead, Illustrated by Shane W. Evans. New York: Putnam, 2008.


Clementine Hunter, a self-taught African American artist, worked as a laborer on Melrose Plantation. While everyone on the plantation slept, Clementine painted life on the plantation from her perspective. Never allowing the backbreaking work she did from dawn to evening to stop her painting, Clementine painted what she knew: her everyday life of picking cotton, harvesting pecans, and hog killing time. And when her paintings left her clothesline to hang in a museum, Clementine circumvented the rule that African Americans could not enter the art gallery. Late at night, when the museum was closed, a friend snuck Clementine into the gallery. Undaunted by segregation, by endless hours of physical labor, and by a lack of art supplies, Clementine Hunter’s passion for painting enabled her to leave a legacy of art for future generations.

Jesse Owens, Fastest Man Alive by Carole Boston Weatherford, Illustrated by Eric Velasquez. New York: Walker, 2007.


In 1936, Adolph Hitler viewed the Berlin Olympics as a chance to show the world that the Aryan race was superior to all others. But in 1936, Jesse Owens, an African American runner on the U.S. team, foiled Hitler’s plans and hopes for proving that German runners were better than any other athletes, especially an African American. Jesse Owens, who never let segregation in the United States stop him from becoming a great runner, won Olympic gold and gained the respect and admiration of thousands of fans from Germany and all over the world.

6. IDENTITY SHAPING: HOPES AND DREAMS

Brothers in Hope by Mary Williams, Illustrated by R. Gregory Christie. New York: Lee & Low Books, 2005.


When war came to his village in southern Sudan and eight-year-old Garang returned to his home, he discovered that everything had been destroyed. Garang left his village and joined other lost boys who were walking to find a safe haven, first in Ethiopia, then in Kenya. The boys’ hopes and dreams centered on leaving refugee camps behind and finding a real home. With the help of Tom, Garang and other lost boys found a home in the United States. Because their dreams and hopes became Tom’s, he worked hard to give the boys a new life and a future.

Dancing to Freedom by Li Cunxin, Illustrated by Anne Spudvilas. New York: Walker, 2007.


Li Cunxin, one of seven children born to a poor family who lived in Northern China, received the chance of a lifetime. Chosen from millions of children to become a ballet dancer by officials sent by Chairman Mao, Li left his family to begin his training. Li’s dream was to become a great dancer and help his family out of poverty. When another great opportunity came his way, Li’s family urged him to follow his dreams and travel to America to dance. Li defected and remained in America. His greatest dream came true when China permitted his parents to journey to America and watch their son dance.
Planting the Trees of Kenya by Claire A. Nivola. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008.


This is the story of Wangari Maathai, who won the 2004 Nobel Peace Prize for organizing the Green Belt Movement in Kenya. When Wangari returned to Kenya after studying in the United States for five years, she saw her beloved countryside devasted: woods were gone and the land no longer could feed the people. Wangari’s dream was to restore Kenya’s land and drinking water by educating its women and teaching them how to plant and care for new trees. In thirty years, thirty million trees were planted in Kenya, transforming a barren countryside into a green and healthier land.

John’s Secret Dreams by Doreen Rappaport, Illustrated by Bryan Collier. New York: Hyperion, 2004.


When John Lennon was a teenager, his aunt told him that he could never earn enough money to live on by playing the guitar. Although John had to hide his dreams from his family and even friends, he pursued them as a member of the Beatles. Lennon changed our world through his songs and political activism, and proved to his aunt and others that powerful dreams can change your life and the lives of others.
7. OBSTACLES AND SELFHOOD
A Voice of Her Own by Kathryn Lasky, Illustrated by Paul Lee. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press, 2006.


Phillis Wheatly dealt with countless obstacles in her life: she was a slave who experienced racism and lived through the Revolutionary War. Because Phillis lived in the North and her mistress encouraged Phillis to learn English, Phillis studied by candlelight after a long day’s work. She taught herself Latin, Greek, geography, and mathematics. But Phillis loved reading and writing poetry best. She wrote a poem about the Boston Massacre and about her experiences. She overcame the obstacle that all southern slaves coped with: illiteracy. The fact that no printer in the colonies would publish a book of Phillis’s poems was no obstacle for Phillis and her mistress. Her book was published in England and sold more than three hundred copies in the colonies. Phillis Wheatly rose above the silence and oppression of slavery to become the first black woman poet in America.

Pitching in for Eubie by Jerdine Nolen, Illustrated by E. B. Lewis. New York: Amistad, 2007.


Eubie won a college scholarship, and she and her family were thrilled. But their excitement faded when her parents saw a huge obstacle: they need to contribute $3000. Everyone in the family did extra work to raise money for Eubie. Everyone but Eubie’s younger sister, Lily. After three weeks, Lily overcame her personal obstacle and accepted a job sitting with Mrs. Tolliver’s elderly mother during the day. The family learned that pulling together and not giving up can help you reach goals.
The Wolves Are Back by Jean Craighead George, illustrated by Wendell Minor. New York: Dutton, 2008.


Because hunters were told to shoot every wolf they came upon, by 1926 wolves no longer existed in the forty-eight states. That the wolves were gone presented a huge obstacle to scientists because nature became unbalanced. Elk multiplied quickly and ate the grasses that the Vesper sparrow needed for food and nesting. Too many bison trampled the trees in the forest that birds and insects needed. Finally, when people understood that no wolf had ever attacked a person in North America, they called for a return of the wolves and balance soon returned to the natural world.
Sixteen Years in Sixteen Seconds by Paula Yoo, Illustrated by Dom Lee. New York: Lee & Low Books, 2005.


The year was 1932 and Sammy Lee. a young Korean American, wanted to practice diving, his passion, in the public swimming pool. However, Sammy had to cope with an obstacle he could not control: people of color could only use the pool one day a week. But Sammy’s dream was to become an Olympic diving champion. Determination to perfect his diving drove Sammy and his coach to build a sand pit so Sammy could train by diving into the sand. In 1946, Sammy became a doctor; and after work he practiced diving in a nearby pool. Then, in 1948, when Sammy was thirty years old, he qualified for the diving competition in the London Olympics. That year Dr. Sammy Lee made Olympic history and became the first Asian American to win a gold medal.
8. WAR OR CONFLICT

The Librarian of Basra by Jeanette Winter. New York: Harcourt, 2005.


Alia Muhammad Baker was the librarian in Basra, Iraq. Now that war was raging in Iraq, Alia feared that her beloved library stocked with thirty thousand books would be destroyed. As a woman, Alia had little power in Iraq. To save the books, she enlisted the help of her neighbor, Anis, who hid the books in his restaurant. Just nine days later, a fire burned the library to the ground. But the books were safe. While Alia waited for peace to come, she moved her books to her house and the houses of friends.
The Last Brother by Trinka Hakes Noble, Illustrated by Robert Papp. Ann Arbor, MI: Sleeping Bear Press, 2006.


Eleven-year-old Gabe enlisted as a bugler in the Union Army during the Civil War. Besides learning more than sixty bugle battle calls, Gabe wanted to protect his brother Davy, who was a foot soldier in the heart of each battle. Davy was the only brother Gabe had now; the others were killed in earlier battles. But when Gabe met Orlee, a Confederate bugler, the pair became friends. Gabe’s love for his brother and his new friend clouded the defined lines and rules of war. Family love and loyalty, a new friendship, and his responsibility as a Union bugler helped Gabe make the toughest decision of his young life.
Duel! Burr and Hamilton’s Deadly War of Words by Dennis Brindell Fradin, Illustrated by Larry Day. New York: Walker, 2008.

Because of a feud, Aaron Burr, Vice President of the United States and Alexander Hamilton, former Secretary of the Treasury, were ready to fight an illegal pistol duel. Conflict followed both men from the time they were aides to George Washington to Hamilton’s attacks on Burr that caused Burr to lose the presidency to Thomas Jefferson. Later on, the rumors Hamilton spread about Burr cost Burr the election to governor of New York. This war of words between two intelligent and educated men ended in a duel that killed Hamilton.
There Come a Soldier by Peggy Mercer, Illustrated by Ron Mazellan. New York: Handprint Books, 2007.


War took Papa away from his family and farming cotton in a small Georgia town. Papa said “Yes” to becoming a soldier and a paratrooper, and found himself frightened and cold in his enemy’s land. The freezing weather, the guns and gunfire, and the suffering that war brings interacted with Papa’s memories of family, friends, and farm life, leaving the reader with hope that peace will come.
9. RESTRICTIONS, RULES, AND REBELLIONS

Nim and the War Effort by Milly Lee, Pictures by Yangsook Choi. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1997.


To help the war effort, Nim wanted to collect the most newspapers for her school’s paper drive, especially after a classmate took papers that were meant for Nim. A desire to help the war effort and win the contest caused Nim to break family rules and disobey her Grandfather. Nim explained that winning was more than beating a classmate. Winning meant showing that an American did win the contest, an Asian American born in the United States. Grandfather understood Nim’s small rebellion and celebrated the success of his “American” granddaughter.

Malcolm X, A Fire Burning Brightly by Walter Dean Myers, Illustrated by Leonard Jenkins. New York: HarperCollins, 2000.


Malcolm X preached that there is no such thing as a peaceful, nonviolent revolution. Like his grandfather, Malcolm X believed that black people should disobey the rules, demand equality, and be in charge of their destinies. Even though Malcolm was poor, he refused to be cornered into choosing a profession that others viewed as appropriate for black people. When he was twenty-one, Malcolm went to prison and spent most of his time there reading and studying. Once on parole, Malcolm joined the Nation of Islam. Malcolm X, a fiery and charismatic speaker, soon had a large following. He preached that black men shouldn’t drink, smoke, commit crimes, or use drugs. He also rebelled against nonviolence and believed that if necessary, blacks should use arms to gain equality. In 1965, Malcolm X was assassinated in Harlem at the age of thirty-nine.

The Yellow Star: The Legend of King Christian X of Denmark by Carmen Agra Deedy, Illustrated by Henri Sorensen. Atlanta, GA: Peachtree, 2000.


Nazi soldiers occupied Denmark and ordered all Danish Jews to wear a yellow Star of David. Danish King Christian X vowed to keep all Danes safe and rebelled against the Nazi rule. The King rode through Copenhagen wearing a yellow star and all Danes did the same. The rebellion that King Christian spearheaded proved to the world that in Denmark there were only Danes.
Molly Bannaky by Alice McGill, Pictures by Chris K. Soentpiet. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1999.


The spirit of breaking the rules was strong in Molly Bannaky. After working seven years as an indentured servant in an American colony, Molly set out on her own. Unheard of that a lone woman would stake claim to land, Molly did just that. Then, she married an African slave and together they transformed a one-room cabin into a thriving one-hundred-acre farm. Molly passed on her story to her grandson Benjamin, showing him what courage, determination, and following your dream can do.

10. CONFORMITY/NONCONFORMITY

What to Do About Alice? by Barbara Kerley, Illustrated by Edwin Fotheringham. New York: Scholastic, 2008.


Teddy’s Roosevelt’s daughter Alice reveled in bucking convention, breaking rules, and never conforming to proper behavior for girls, for the president’s daughter, or for a congressman’s wife. Instead of going to school, Alice’s idea of an education was being let loose in her father’s library. She welcomed visitors to the White House holding her pet snake, Emily Spinach. Teddy warned Alice of too much publicity and encouraged her to avoid it, but soon her behavior made headlines in every local newspaper. Even after she married a congressman, Alice defied the rules and did what she wanted to do, not what convention said she should do. Her story is a lesson that not conforming and becoming your own joyful person is a choice all women have.
Willie and the All-Stars by Floyd Cooper. New York: Philomel, 2008.


Willie and his grandmother lived on the north side of Chicago, and both loved listening to the Cubs games on the radio. Willie dreamed of becoming a major league baseball player, but he lived before Civil Rights legislation. Willie came to understand that even if you were a great player in the Negro Leagues, you were unrecognized by white sports fans. Then, one day Willie went to Wrigley Field and watched a Major League team play a Negro League team. The Negro League won, something no one believed could happen. When the cheering and shouting ended, Willie witnessed an act of nonconformity that gave him hope for the future: two opposing players, one black, one white, shook hands.
Richard Wright and the Library Card by William Miller, Illustrated by Gregory Christie. New York: Scholastic, 1997.


This is a fictionalized account of how one episode changed the life of author Richard Wright. More than anything, Richard wanted to be able to check books out of the public library, but at that time, African Americans could not own a library card and check out books. But Richard hungered for books to read and shared his desire with Jim Falk, a man at work. Instead of conforming to the rules of segregation, Jim Falk gave his library card to Richard. In that one caring and nonconforming act, Jim Falk helped transform Richard Wright into a reader and writer.
The Composition by Antonio Skármeta, Pictures by Alfonso Ruano. Toronto, ON: Groundwood, 2000.


Pedro had one main interest in life: playing soccer. He was uninterested in the political turmoil that was taking place and the dictatorship that now ruled his country. Even though Pedro’s parents listened to the radio every evening to hear news from the outside world, Pedro remained uninterested. When Pedro’s friend’s father was arrested with Pedro and the neighborhood watching, the word dictatorship began to mean something to Pedro. At school, when an army captain visited Pedro’s class and asked the children to write a composition about “What My Family Does at Night” Pedro understood that he must not conform to this request, but that he must save his parents from arrest.
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