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5.2 Position Statement
Classics are an important part of children’s literature.  As a child growing up, I ‘avoided’ reading the classics but then found a couple of classics that struck a chord in me and I loved them.  Of course, all the classics that I’ve liked have had a strong, young female character that deals with problems as they come up.  For example, Little Women, A Girl of the Limberlost, The Little House series and the Anne of Avonlea series.  Once I was introduced to one story with a strong female character that solved problems, it was easy to interest me in another story with a strong female character.  Luckily, I had involved parents who knew what I was reading and what I liked about the books I was reading and were able to direct me towards other classics that would interest me.  I try as a teacher to provide that link for my students but don’t focus on bringing classics back to life.  That’s a place I can go with my instruction and share some of the great stories from the past that will impact my students.
  As we look at the list of books our class came up with of classics, several wouldn’t cross into classics for me but I think it’s important to realize that different people have different definitions of classics.  What I do like about classics versus award-winners is the classics tend to survive the test of time and take into consideration reader’s input.  A classic becomes a classic as it is passed from person to person, parent to child, or teacher to student.  As we can read classics and share them, it is easy to pass the enjoyment of the reading on to the next generation.  I do think it’s important to realize that a list of classics is going to change with each group of people and each generation of people.  I don’t think there is a tried and true list of classics, it’s going to consistently change and grow.  If it doesn’t, that means we’re not sharing quality literature with our students and families.  A book like The Hungry Caterpillar didn’t rate as a classic for me, however I’m sure that as this generation of students grow into adulthood that it would be a classic on their list.  This is because that is a book that has met the criteria to being a classic that we came up with.  It’s also a great book to teach with.  Do I think that some of the classics from years past have reached the length of their life?  Yes, I think there are some classics that won’t be able to be ‘brought back’ to popularity in teaching but I also think that there are others that will continue to come back again and again and be read and shared with students every year.    

Looking back at the list of classics we came up, many of the books on the list are better shared out loud with class instead of expecting students to read it and enjoy it on their own.  Reading out loud with a child or a class would be beneficial to the understanding the harder reading or the context of the reading.  For example, Charlotte’s Web could be read by students independently but would they get as much out of the reading without the interaction of the class?  Or would students learn more and enjoy the story more if it is read out loud and discussed and connected to their lives?  I think classics would be better shared as a whole class or in a small group rather than just leaving them on the shelves for students to choose from.  Just because a book is a classic doesn’t mean there isn’t a place in today’s society for them.  I think that classics play an important part in our reading instruction today.  If as a teacher I can put importance on the book because it is one that struck me or connected with me as a student, there is a larger chance of a positive response to the book from my students.  

One thing that I have struggled with and continue to struggle with is the definition of a classic.  In my mind, a classic is a really old book that generations before me has enjoyed.  But as we’ve worked through this unit, my thinking has begun to change and I’ve looked at how a classic becomes a classic.  If there weren’t newer classics then what will happen 30 years down the road, we’d still have the same boring list of classics that we’ve always had.  It’s obvious from our class list that not everyone views classics that same way I did, and that’s part of what has made me relook at my definition of a classic.  Does that mean I only want to teach newer classics?  Really it has opened my eyes to incorporating both kinds of classics in my teaching, newer classics like The Hungry Caterpillar and old classics like The Tale of Peter Rabbit and Charlotte’s Web.  It’s a challenge when looking at all the books to choose from but a challenge is always good for a teacher.  

I wish that more of my students were familiar with more literature than they are.  Most of my students are only exposed to books at school throughout the year and very few ever go to the public library.  I try in my room to expose my students to many types of books but I know that I don’t always pick the best examples of quality literature for my students.  This has challenged me to do a better job of picking quality, appropriate, classic literature to share.  It will make change some of my teaching but that should make learning better for my students.

Looking at the population of students that I teach year after year, I’m lucky if I can get my students to read popular books and trying to teach classics to them seems like a major challenge.  However, I do read Charlotte’s Web and James and the Giant Peach out loud to the whole class and they like and enjoy them.  So, the lesson I’ve learned from experience is to give my students the benefit of the doubt because they will surprise me every time!  So now it’s time to go back to my classroom library and review what books I use to teach with every day

