
education is the preparation of artists, people who can think artistically about what they do, 
who can use their imagination, who can experience their work as it unfolds, who can exploit 
the unexpected, and who can make judgments about its direction on the basis of feeling as well 
as rule. (p.343)

The Artists Reading and Thinking Literacy Community is a powerful example of what happens 
when the goal of literacy learning is expanded beyond conventional, language-based curricula to 
include the preparation of artists in the fullest sense. This unique, three year collaboration between 
teachers, artists, students, and university professors represents the incomparable potential of 
teacher inquiry that is rooted in collaboration, problem-posing, and commitment to a community 
of inquiry.

In the following vignettes, members of the ART Literacy Community at Pot Spring Elementary 
School describe how they continue to explore the relationship between art, global children’s 
literature, and inquiry into global issues for the purpose of developing intercultural understandings 
to prepare globally minded citizens. Their work over the last three years has been supported by 
grants from Worlds of Words, made possible by the Longview Foundation for World Affairs and 
International Understanding. The vignettes from their first year can be found here, and their 
second year here.

As you read this issue, we invite you to consider how to engage students of all ages with literature, 
art, and cross curricular collaborations that promote intercultural understandings. We at WOW 
Stories hope you will consider sharing your innovative practices by submitting a vignette to this 
journal that describe engagements with literature in classrooms and libraries at preschool through 
graduate levels. See our call for manuscripts and author guidelines for more information.

Eisner, Eliot W. (2003). The arts and the creation of the mind. Language Arts, 80, 340-344.

Tracy Smiles, Editor, WOW Stories

Artists Reading and Thinking: Developing Intercultural Understandings through 
Global Literature
by Prisca Martens and Ray Martens

2012-2013 was an exciting year for our ART (Artists Reading and Thinking) Literacy Community! 
Our purpose was to explore the development of young children’s intercultural understandings 
through experiences with global picturebooks, children’s views of themselves as agents of change in 
the world, and children’s representations of their understandings/ideas through art. Teachers and 
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students read lots of global literature and had numerous rich discussions. The students wrote and 
illustrated their responses to stories, as well as created their own picturebooks. It was a busy year!

Focusing Our Work as a Community

Our ART Literacy Community included nine teachers. Eight of the teachers taught at Pot Spring 
Elementary School in Timonium, Maryland. They included pre-kindergarten teacher Christie 
Furnari; kindergarten teachers Elizabeth Soper and Robbie Stout; art teacher Stacy Aghalarov; and 
first grade teachers Michelle Doyle, Laura Fuhrman, Margaret Clarke-Williams and Joan Balog. 
Additionally, Jenna Loomis, first grade teacher at Seventh District Elementary School in Parkton, 
Maryland was on our team and taught first grade. We, Prisca and Ray Martens, facilitated our 
community. We are professors/ researchers who teach literacy and art education, respectively, at 
Towson University.

As a team, we met monthly over the year to discuss readings and develop understandings about 
intercultural learning and global picturebooks, share what was happening related to global 
literature in each classroom, look at examples of children’s written and artistic responses to the 
literature, and plan for the coming weeks.

We named our literacy community ART, an acronym for Artists Reading and Thinking, because it 
reflected the value we place on art as a mode for communicating meaning, just as we value oral and 
written language (as well as other modes). Modes are socially and culturally agreed upon resources 
for making meaning (Bezemer & Kress, 2008). General types of modes include linguistic (i.e., 
language), visual (i.e., art, moving images), auditory (i.e., sound, music), gestural (i.e., movement, 
dance), and spatial (i.e., layout, design) (Kress & Jewitt, 2008). While all modes are equally valid 
and significant ways of communicating meanings, schools and society tend to consider 
language/linguistics to be the mode central to communication and place lesser value on other 
modes (Kress & Jewitt, 2008). In our community, we highlighted art as a valued means of 
communication and taught the language of art and how to communicate meanings through art.

To help the children explore art, we never focused solely on the written text when reading 
picturebooks. Picturebooks, by definition, are multimodal texts that weave together meanings 
provided in multiple modes, particularly linguistic (written language) and visual (art). When the 
teachers read picturebooks in their classrooms, they highlighted the art and the ways the artist 
communicated meanings. They had rich discussions about the stories and the children often 
composed responses through art and writing. To further provide opportunities for the children to 
explore making meaning through art, they wrote and illustrated their own picturebooks. The 
teachers’ vignettes highlight the global literature they read, how they used these books in the 
classroom with students, and how they helped students value art as a means of communication.
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The classroom teachers collaborated closely with Stacy, the art teacher, to learn each other’s 
curricular plans and coordinate projects. Sometimes Stacy designed a project that supported the 
focus of study in the classrooms and sometimes when the children got back to their classroom from 
art instruction they wrote a story about artwork they’d created. Examples of how Stacy 
collaborated with the teachers are embedded in Elizabeth Soper’s portion of the kindergarten 
vignette and in Laura Fuhrman’s first grade vignette.

One significant aspect of our work this year was how we wove art into our study of identity in all of 
the classrooms at the start of the year.

Learning About Ourselves through Global Literature

In Fall, 2012, the teachers again started the school year with a focus on identity to help children 
understand and appreciate who they are as cultural beings. The focus on personal cultural 
identities is at the core of a Curriculum that is International, a curriculum framework developed by 
Kathy Short (2009). As children explore their cultural identities they begin to understand the 
significance of culture in their own and other’s lives (Short & Thomas, 2011). Accepting and 
understanding themselves encourages children to accept and value others (Banks, 2004).

To begin the focus on personal cultural identities, the teachers sent a survey home to the parents, 
requesting information about their families. Figure 1 shows the survey that we used.
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Figure 1

The survey included questions about where and when the child’s family immigrated to the United 
States. While this is a hard concept for young children to understand, we found that it generated 
conversations between parents and children about family history that continued in the classroom. 
It also helped children develop an understanding of their own place in time and history. The 
teachers plotted this information on a world map in their classrooms, connecting a photograph of 
the child around the outside of the map with their country/countries of origin with a string. (See 
Michelle Hassay Doyle’s vignette for a photograph of her class’s map)

The teachers read picturebooks related to identity in their classrooms, often using a document 
camera so the children could follow along and to facilitate discussions about the art. The children 
responded orally in discussions as well as through artwork. Figure 2 shows examples of books we 
used, how we connected the books to identity, and the art concepts we explored.
.

Grade Book Connection to 
Identity/Art
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K
Mom, It’s My First Day of 
Kindergarten(Yum, 2012)

Picture of self and things they 
like/don’t like
Art: size/color to show 
emotion

K
When Sophie Gets Angry – 
Really, Really Angry… 
(Bang, 1999)

“Things that make me happy 
/angry” sheet
Art: line/color to show 
emotion

K
Watch Me Throw the Ball! 
(Willems, 2009)

“I can…/I will learn to…” 
sheet
Art: line to show 
movement/emotion

1
Marisol McDonald Doesn’t 
Match (Brown, 2011)

Picture of self and things they 
like/don’t like
Art: line to show emotion

1
My Name is Sangoel 
(Williams, 2009)

Photo face and kids draw 
their bodies, newspaper 
object(s) glued on
Art: collage

1
Just Behave, Pablo Picasso! 
(Winter, 2012)

“I am proud that I…/I want to 
learn…” sheet
Art: size/line to show 
emotions

Figure 2

We quickly realized the rich possibilities that “Me” books had for revealing aspects of students’ 
personal cultural identities. We collected children’s responses and information about their 
identities that we were gathering together from various engagements. Each child created an All 
About Me book. While there were particular pages that all teachers included, some had their 
students add pages that other teachers didn’t. Below are examples of the kinds of information 
included in the first graders’ books:

• A page describing where/how the child got his/her name. Parents provided this information 
on the survey. Teachers typed the information on the bottom of a piece of paper and glued on 
the face of the child cut from a photo. Children drew their bodies and included other 
information. The first graders had read Marisol McDonald Doesn’t Match (Brown, 2011) and 
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included an object made from newspaper in their art, as artist Sara Palacios had done in the 
book’s illustrations.
• A page on which the children drew a picture of their families after read alouds about family.
• A page with a world map that, using information from the parents, indicated the countries 
from which the family originated and why they came to the United States. The children colored 
their family’s countries on their maps.
• A page on which the children drew/wrote about things they are proud of, and on the other 
side, things they wanted to learn. The first graders completed this page after reading and 
discussing Just Behave, Pablo Picasso! (Winter, 2012), a biography of Picasso that describes 
how he was proud of his art even though others wanted him to paint differently.
• A page on which the first graders described in writing and art the kind of person they are, 
after reading One of Us (Moss, 2010)
• A poem each first grader wrote titled “I Am Not a Color,” a poem based on Am I a Color Too? 
(Cole & Vogl, 2005). Their poems named things about them and the kind of person they 
thought they were.
• A drawing of themselves when they’re angry, completed after discussing The Day Leo Said I 
Hate You! (Harris, 2008) in art class with Stacy.
• A cultural x-ray of themselves on which they drew and wrote physical and outwardly visible 
characteristics around the outside and what was important and valued inside their hearts. The 
x-rays helped children distinguish between visible and inner aspects of their culture and who 
they are (Short, 2009).

Ronnie’s, Jayden’s, Clair’s, and Rashmi’s first grade “All About Me” books are included below in 
Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6.
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Ronnie's "All About Me"

Jayden's "All About Me"

 1 of 10 

 1 of 9 
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Claire's "All About Me"

Rashmi's "All About Me"

Overview of Our Vignettes

We had a rich and fruitful year in our ART Literacy Community. Students and teachers learned 
with and from each other about ourselves and others in our diverse world. The students grew in 

 1 of 9 

 1 of 8 
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their understandings of themselves as cultural beings and in their appreciation of the aspects of 
who they are that are similar to and different from others in ways that make everyone unique.

In the vignettes in this issue, Christie Furnari describes how she helped her pre-kindergarten 
students know and value themselves and tell their unique stories. Robbie Stout and Elizabeth 
Soper share their focus on friendship and a cross-cultural study of Mexico in kindergarten. Laura 
Fuhrman discusses the first graders involvement in a cross-cultural study of India including how 
that was integrated into the special areas. Finally, Michelle Doyle and Jenna Loomis take readers 
into their individual classrooms to experience the different ways they helped their students assume 
responsibility to take action and make the world a better place. We hope the vignettes provide 
readers with a sense of excitement and learning that occurred this year.
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Everybody Has a Story: Telling Our Stories in Pre-Kindergarten
by Christie Furnari

In Fall, 2012, I began another year working with our ART Literacy Community. I have been 
teaching pre-kindergarten for 8 years. This past year my linguistically diverse classes included 
up to 21 students in the morning and 19 students in the afternoon. The 40 students included 
25 girls and 15 boys. Sixteen of these spoke primarily Spanish in their home and seven other 
children spoke one of five other languages in their homes.

As in the previous year, I read lots of global literature to the children. Nine of the books were 
particularly strong and so I decided to revisit these books with students throughout the year. I 
created a book wall above our chalkboard by the carpeted area so that the books were available 
to use as a reminder, to compare, and to reread as a favorite read aloud. By the end of the year 
we had a line of books on our wall. I taped a sentence strip to the book that included board 
maker pictures and summed up the message in one sentence (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

The children shared responses to these books and other books throughout the year through 
artwork, discussion, dictation of ideas, drawing/writing in journal books, and finally creating 
their own stories. In this vignette, I share our experiences with some of the books and how I 
used them to help students grow in their appreciation of themselves and others, to explore 
imagination and story, and to tell their own stories.

Learning About Ourselves and Others
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