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Climate Justice Now

Rebecca Woodard and Kristine M. Schutz

About the Column

This column supports the development of urgent pedagogies about climate justice learning in elementary and

middle school ELA classrooms. In each issue, we explore practical ways elementary teachers can engage young

people to read, compose, learn about, and act on climate justice. This column is the second part of a three-part series

where we share picturebooks that can support learning with children about central themes of climate education.

Picturebooks that
Support Learning About
Relationality as Part of
Climate Education

This column is the second in a three-part
series focusing on exploring children’s picture-
books that support learning about anchoring
themes of climate education with elementary-
aged children (see Figure 1). We conceptual-
ize the second anchoring theme as relational-
izy. Relationality emphasizes that we have a
responsibility to live in relationship to and in
care for both other human beings and the natu-
ral world. We see this idea enacted as humans
appreciate, take responsibility for, and care for
the Earth and our communities, as opposed to
simply extracting what we need from them.
Our conceptualization of relationality is
informed by the concept of kinship. Kinship

is used in the natural sciences to define rela-
tionships and the degree of relatedness between
individuals who are genetically related, and
anthropologists have long studied kinship in
the form of our webs of social relations. These
understandings of kinship have also been
resisted and expanded, particularly by Black
Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) feminist
scholars who frame kinship as a way of living in
connection and relation (Ramnath, 2022). For
example, we love the way Cree-Métis children’s
author Julie Flett (2021) talks about kinship in
her book We All Play. She writes,

When I was growing up, my dad shared a lot
about our relationship to animals and ro each
other, including the land, plants, beetles,
the earth, wind, water, and sky. Whether
we are running and hopping through the
grass or rolling along the street or pondering
creatures in the creek, we arve all connected,
living in relationship and in care to one
another, in kinship. In Cree, that is called
Wahkoéhtowin.

Figure 1. Anchoring Themes to Support Climate Education in Elementary Classrooms

Anchoring Themes to Support Climate Education with Elementary-Aged Children

Interconnectivity involves understanding that our social and natural worlds are deeply intertwined, and everything matters/has a role.

world.

Relationality means that we have a responsibility to live in relationship to and in care for both our fellow human beings and the natural

Action emphasized that we must work together to create change, solve complex problems, and impact systems.
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Neither of us identfy as Indigenous,
and we cannot fully understand and forward
Wahkéhtowin or related Indigenous conceptu-
alizations of kinship. However, like others inter-
ested in ecological sustainability, we believe that
it is necessary for humans to live in relationship
to and in care for both our fellow human beings
and the natural world. With honor and gratitude
to more expansive Indigenous and feminist con-
ceptualizations, we hope to embody this spirit of
the idea as we teach children about living in rela-
tionality to both our social a7 natural worlds.

Picturebooks that Foster
Conversations about Relationality

In this column, we share picturebooks that sup-
port understandings of relationality. In particular,
we want children to understand that humans must
live in reciprocity to/relationship with nature, the
importance of ecological and communal care,
and what ecological stewardship is. As in our last
column, we will share a brief description of how
we use books to explore particular themes, and
then offer an abbreviated list of selected books
that we really love with summaries.

Living in Reciprocity

Reciprocity, or living in mutual benefit, is an
ethic in many Indigenous cultures, including
human-—nature reciprocity. To live in relation to
nature, humans must accept responsibility for
how our actions impact its well-being and strive
to honor and care for it. One way to think of it
is that humans have different kinds of ecologi-
cal relationships such as seeing the natural world
from a utilitarian/extraction perspective (i.e.,
behaving under the assumption that the natural
world is something that can be used), from a sus-
tainability/mitigation perspective (i.e., increased
awareness of impact and greater consideration
for mitigation), or from a relational/reciprocity
perspective (i.e., understanding humans in rela-
tion to land and striving for reciprocity) (Forest

Schooled, 2020).

This relational/reciprocal perspective involves
thinking about our relation to humans and all
aspects of the natural world, including our obli-
gation to the future. Some of our favorite brooks
on reciprocity share Indigenous perspectives
on the topic, including Be a Good Ancestor by
Leona Prince, Gabrielle Prince, and Carla Joseph
(2022); The First Blade of Sweetgrass by Suzanne
Greenlaw, Gabriel Frey, and Nancy Baker (2021);
Stand Like a Cedar by Nicola Campbell and
Carrielynn Victor (2021); and A/l Around Us by
Xelena Gonzdlez and Adriana M. Garcia (2017).

While not as explicitly focused on reciprocity,
there are many books about humans’ particular
relationships with and obligations to plants (e.g.,
Tree Full of Wonder by Anna Smithers & Martyna
Nejman [2021]), animals (e.g., Begin with a Bee
by Liza Ketchum, Jacqueline Briggs Martin,
Phyllis Root, & Claudia McGehee [2021]), water
(e.g., We Are Water Protectors by Carole Lindstrom
& Michaela Goade [2020]), and the air (e.g.,
Every Breath We Take: A Book Abour Air by Maya
Ajmera & Dominique Browning [2016]; Igbal
and His Ingenious Idea: How a Science Project Helps
One Family and the Planet by Elizabeth Suneby
& Rebecca Green [2018]). These books can also
encourage an understanding of the importance of
living in relation with the earth.

Ecological and Communal Care

Another thematic focus that supports under-
standing relationality is highlighting intersections
of ecological and communal care. With young
children, we love exploring books about inter-
generational/natural relationships, like Birdsong
by Julie Flett (2019), Grandpas Garden by Stella
Fry and Sheila Moxley (2012), and Where Wonder
Grows by Xelena Gonzdlez and Adriana M. Garcia
(2022).

Many picturebooks with an environmental
focus highlight intergenerational connections
among neighbors, guided by a strong sense of
communal care for each other and for the places
where we live. There are a number of books
about community gardening on this topic such as
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Harlem Grown: How One Big ldea Transformed a
Neighborhood by Tony Hillery and Jessie Hartland
(2020), Jaydens Impossible Garden by Mélina
Mangal and Ken Daley (2021), Zoras Zucchini by
Katherine Pryor and Anna Raff (2017), and Our
School Garden by Rick Swann and Christy Hale
(2018).

Climate activists have long suggested that
intergenerational efforts are necessary to both
prevent and respond to the climate crisis. As cli-
mate disasters become more common, neighbors
engaging in mutual aid—exchanging resources
and services for mutual benefit—will become
increasingly important. Two books we like about
this topic are The Coquies Still Sing: A Story of
Home, Hope, and Rebuilding by Karina Nicole
Gonzdlez and Krystal Quiles (2022) and A Place
Where Hurricanes Happens by Renée Watson and
Shadra Strickland (2014).

Stewardship

Stewardship is a concept used to describe con-
serving natural resources over long periods
of time; it is another theme that can be used
to understand relationality. Many environ-
mentalists believe Indigenous stewardship,
which has gone on for thousands of years and
includes a variety of methods (e.g., prescribed
burning of grasslands; subsistence-focused

agriculture), provides models of how humans
can better live in relation with the land. A
great picturebook on this topic is Who Needs
a Forest Fire? by Paula Henson, Sue Todd, and
Emily Underwood (2021).

Other books about stewardship focus
on topics such as ecological restoration (e.g.,
Creekfinding: A True Story by Jacqueline Briggs
Martin & Claudia McGehee [2017]), sustain-
able gardening/farming/harvesting (e.g., Moth
and Wasp, Soil & Ocean: Remembering Chinese
Scientist Pu  Zhelongs Work for Sustainable
Farming by Sigrid Schmalzer & Melanie Linden
Chan [2020]; Secrets of the Mutis Honey Hunters
by Johanna Ernawati, Ani Adiwanata Nawir, Yeni
E Nomeni, Budy Kristanty, Deanna Ramsay,
Larasputri Setyawati, & Erna Yulia Rahmah
[2017]), and land advocacy (e.g., Ajijaak-Crane
by Cecilia LaPointe, Dolly Peltier, & Margaret
Noodin [2018]).

Getting Started: Summaries of
Selected Picturebooks that Foster
Discussions of Relationality

Just as we did in the first column of this series,
we highlight in the boxed text some of the titles
we have discussed in the previous section. Be
sure to read the sections above for even more
recommendations.

Title/Cover

| Author & lllustrator | Summary

Be a Good Ancestor, Leona Prince

Be a Good Ancestor

L i (author), Gabrielle

. & Prince (author),
and Carla Joseph
¥ (illustrator)

This gorgeous picturebook helps readers understand their responsibility to the Earth and
future generations. The lyrical words and detailed illustrations introduce Indigenous per-
spectives on caring for water, land, and future generations and welcomes conversation
about the idea of reciprocity.

| Suzanne Greenlaw
(author), Gabriel Frey
y (author), and Nancy
Baker (illustrator)

The First Blade of Sweetgrass

Musquon, a young Wabanaki girl, acquires the patience, knowledge, and respect for the
land of her ancestors as she harvests sweetgrass for basket making for the first time

with her grandmother. Greenlaw (Houton Band of Maliseet), Frey (Passamaquoddy), and
Baker evoke tranquility and peace in this beautiful picturebook as they speak to our recip-
rocal relationship with the land and the importance of conservation.
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%¢'| Anna Smithers Tree Full of Wonder
#% (author) and Martyna | This rhyming book helps readers understand the many important roles that trees play in
21 Nejman (illustrator) our world—from protecting the land in storms to bearing fruit in the summer. Itis a great
| text to talk about reciprocity as it highlights the bond between people and trees, and it
shows young readers the importance of slowing down to notice and honor the magnifi-
cence of trees. To us, this book feels like everything we wish The Giving Tree was!

Liza Ketchum Begin with a Bee

(author), Jacqueline | Bees are fascinating creatures that can serve as an entry point to talking about issues
Briggs Martin of climate with children. This informational picturebook tells the story of the life cycle of
(author), Phyllis Root | a queen bee and helps us to understand the many contributions bees make to our world
4 (author), and Claudia | and how integral they are to the ecosystem. It is a wonderful text for talking about reci-
.| McGehee (illustrator) | procity as it also highlights humans’ responsibility to the natural world as well.

Julie Flett (author & Birdsong

illustrator) Humans' connection to the land is visible on multiple levels in Flett's gorgeous picture-
book where the landscapes speak to us just as much as the storyline. The richness of
intergenerational friendship between Katherena and her artist neighbor, Agnes, and their
relationship with the land and seasons, makes this picturebook perfect for discussing
communal care and the intersection of social and natural relationships. It also serves as a
beautiful model for translanguaging as Flett includes Cree words in the text, as well as a
glossary to support readers.

"l Tony Hillery (author) | Harlem Grown

and Jessie Hartland | This beautifully told and illustrated picturebook tells the story of how Tony Hillery engaged
(illustrator) students at their local elementary school to transform a vacant lot into a local garden and
how that garden has continued to thrive. Add this text to your collection of community
garden books, many of which are highlighted in this column, to support children in talking
about how to engage in communal care.

Karina Nicole The Coquies Still Sing: A Story of Home, Hope, and Rebuilding

Gonzalez (author) Luna, a young girl in Puerto Rico, loves her mango tree and listening to the peaceful

1 and Krystal Quiles sound of the coqui frogs every night. However, when Hurricane Maria destroys her town,
| (illustrator) it takes the sweet sounds of the coquies with it. A beautiful story of communal care as
Luna, her family, and her community respond to the impact of extreme weather and cli-
mate change.

Paula Henson Who Needs a Forest Fire?

(author), Sue Todd This captivating book teaches us about stewardship of the land by way of controlled burn-
Al (illustrator), and ing practices historically used by Indigenous people. It helps young people understand
Emily Underwood how fire can be used to support the land instead of destroying it, and it emphasizes the
(illustrator) symbiotic relationship between humans, trees, and the broader natural world.

Jacqueline Briggs Creekfinding: A True Story

| Martin (author) and Caldecott award-winning author Jacquline Briggs Martin teams with illustrator Claudia
Claudia McGehee McGehee to tell the inspiring story of how one man worked with the land to bring back a
(illustrator) creek that had been buried decades ago by a farmer wanting more land. This fact-filled
story shows how a creek is not just a creek but, rather, every living and non-living thing
that inhabits it. It is a beautiful story of stewardship of the land and ecological restoration!
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Tips for Leading Interactive
Read-Alouds

In our last column, we suggested that picture-
books are powerful to use across disciplines and
ages, and that they can be read in small sections
and multiple times. Now, we want to highlight
some tips for leading interactive read-alouds.

Remember WHY We Read

Most importantly, teachers need to remem-
ber that when people read texts, we are always
involved in a process of constructing under-
standings. Even when we design interactive
read-alouds focused on supporting children in
using particular reading strategies and skills, we
must not lose sight of the big ideas in the text.
What a shame it would be to focus so intently
on making inferences while reading Be a Good
Ancestor by Leona Prince, Gabrielle Prince, and
Carla Joseph (2022) that we fail to take time to
engage in conversation about how our actions
in the social and natural worlds impact future
generations. This is not to say that we cannot
focus on supporting strategic reading through
the interactive read-aloud, but we must not lose
sight of the ultimate goal of reading any text.

Introduce the Text and Set a Purpose
for Reading

Have you ever started watching a movie without
any understanding of what it might be about? If
you have, you know that it takes a considerable
amount of time to get into the movie because you
are expending so much energy trying to figure
out what is going on. It is so much easier when
someone has shared a synopsis (without spoil-
ing the ending, of course!) or you have watched
the trailer. We can support children’s meaning-
making by providing quick but intentional text
introductions that (1) prime background knowl-
edge to support conceptual understandings, (2)
frame the text through a quick overview and
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introduction to ideas and plot elements that will
support children, and (3) establish a purpose for
reading that is related to the ideas in the text.
For example, instead of saying, “As we read, we'll
practice drawing conclusions,” try, “As we read,
lec’s think about what the author is telling us
about our responsibility to the land and natural
world around us.”

Plan for Interactions Focused on the
Ideas in the Text

Edtech responded quickly to many of the chal-
lenges we faced in quickly shifting to remote
teaching and learning in 2020, and suddenly
we found ourselves with access to a plethora
of videos of read-alouds. While helpful at the
time, we worry that showing these videos to
children do not allow for the kind of inten-
tional interactions that teachers plan for and
facilitate while reading texts in their learning
communities. Because talk and interaction are
what build understanding, teachers must be
intentional about planning for moments of
talk that build throughout an interactive read-
aloud—from turn-and-talks where we listen in
a feature the thinking of multiple students to
whole class discussions where we support chil-
dren in connecting their ideas to others to build
a collective understanding.

Ask “Curious” Questions that Relate
to the Theme

Playing a game of “guess how the teacher wants
me to respond” is not enjoyable for children
and fails to use the interactive read-aloud as a
rich context for thinking and reasoning as a col-
lective. Yet, when we pose questions of which
we are genuinely curious, we find ourselves
quickly becoming part of the conversation with
children, thinking together as opposed to evalu-
ating their responses and closing opportunities
for talk. “Curious” questions like “How do you
see this idea of relationality in this particular
moment or text?” and “Does this remind you of
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anything from your own life or culture?” pro-
vide us with the opportunity to learn with chil-
dren, which can also support our own develop-
ing understandings about anchoring themes in
climate education.

Synthesize Across Texts

New (to us) concepts like relationality can
be difficult to grasp when first introduced.
Interactive read-alouds provide a space in
which we can expand our understandings as we
explore and discuss multiple texts that address
the same anchoring theme. For example, after
reading a text set focused on relationality, we
might ask students to think about how the
texts collectively shift our thinking from one in
which we use the land to one in which we live
with the land. We could imagine extending this
by working with texts, media, and even poli-
cies that adopt these different orientations and
speaking back to them.

Conclusion

We believe that cultivating understandings of
relationality—the important idea that humans
must live in relationship to and in care for fellow
humans and the natural world—has an impor-
tant role in climate education with children.
Using picturebooks, like those we have featured
in this column, to plan for and facilitate rich,
interactive read-alouds is one relatively simple
way to launch your exploration of climate jus-
tice with children.

References

Forest Schooled. (2020). Considering ecological relation-
ships, impact, and reciprocity in our outdoor programs.
Forest Schooled Blog. https://www.forestschooled.com/
post/considering-ecological-relationships-impact-and-
reciprocity-in-our-outdoor-programs

Ramnath, L. (2022). A collaborative syllabus on kinship:
Feminist theories of race and reproduction. Spectra,

(1), 37-43.

Children’s Literature Cited

Ajmera, M., & Browning, D. (2016). Every breath we
take: A book about air. Charlesbridge.

Campbell, N. (2021). Szand like a cedar. 1llus. C. Victor.
HighWater Press.

Ernawati, J., Nawir, A. A., Nomeni, Y. E, Kiristanty,
B., Ramsay, D., Setyawati, L., & Ramah, E. Y.
(2017). Secrets of the mutis honey hunters. Center for
International Forestry Research (CIFOR).

Flett, J. (2019). Birdsong. Greystone Kids.

Flett, J. (2021). We all play. Greystone Kids.

Fry, S. (2012). Grandpas garden. Illus. S. Moxley.
Barefoot Books.

Gonzdlez, K. N. (2022). The coquies still sing: A story of
home, hope, and rebuilding. 1llus. K. Quiles. Roaring
Book Press.

Gonzdlez, X. (2017). All around us. Nllus. A. M. Garcia.
Cinco Puntos Press.

Gonzélez, X. (2022). Where wonder grows. Illus. A. M.
Garcia. Cinco Puntos Press.

Greenlaw, S., & Frey, G. (2021). The first blade of sweet-
grass. lllus. N. Baker. Tilbury House Publishers.

Henson, P. (2021). Who needs a forest fire? llus. S. Todd
& E. Underwood. Terra Bella Books.

Hillery, T. (2020). Harlem grown: How one big idea trans-
Jformed a neighborhood. 1llus. J. Hartland. Simon &
Schuster/Paula Wiseman Books.

Ketchum, L., Martin, J. B., & Root, 2. (2021). Begin with
a bee. lllus. C. McGehee. University of Minnesota
Press.

LaPointe, C. (2018). Ajjjaak-Crane. 1llus. D. Peltier;
Trans. M. Noodin. Waub Ajijaak Press.

Lindstrom, C. (2020). We are water protectors. Illus. M.
Goade. Roaring Brook Press.

Mangal, M. (2021). Jayden’s impossible garden. 1llus. K.
Daley. Free Spirit Publishing.

Martin, J. B. (2017). Creekfinding: A true story. lllus. C.
McGehee. University of Minnesota Press.

Prince, L., & Prince, G. (2022). Be a good ancestor. 1llus.
C. Joseph. Orca Book Publishers.

Pryor, K. (2017). Zoras zucchini. lllus. A. Raff. Readers
to Eaters.

Schmalzer, S. (2020). Moth and wasp, soil & ocean:
Remembering Chinese scientist Pu Zhelongs work for
sustainable farming. lllus. M. L. Chan. Tilbury House
Publishers.

Smithers, A. (2021). Tree full of wonder. lllus. M. Nejman.
Orange Lotus Publishing.

Suneby, E. (2018). Igbal and his ingenious idea: How a
science project helps one family and the planet. 1llus. R.
Green. Kids Can Press.

CLIMATE CHANGE Now

49



50

Swann, R. (2018). Our school garden. lllus. C. Hale.
Readers to Eaters.

Watson, R. (2014). A place where hurricanes happen.
Mlus. S. Strickland. Dragonfly Books.

About the Authors

Rebecca Woodard is a faculty member at the University
of Illinois at Chicago and a former elementary and
middle grades teacher. She researches writing pedagogy
that recognizes teaching and learning as socially, cultur-
ally, and historically and politically situated.

Kristine M. Schutz is a faculty member at the University
of Illinois at Chicago and a former dual language teacher.
She conducts research on literacy teacher preparation
that supports future elementary teachers in engaging in
humanizing and disruptive literacy teaching,.

ILLivois READING COUNCIL JOURNAL

Let the IRC
Professional Learning
& Development Team

be your PD Partner!

The Illinois Reading Council is a premier
professional reading organization that offers a
Professional Learning Cadre of educators available
for on-site and technical assistance with tools
and resources to match your school professional
learning needs.

IRC PL&D utilizes the educational professionalism,
understanding the adult learner, and blends
that with research-based teaching and student
learning strategies. The professional learning and
development service providers are informed by
years of experience and subject matter expertise.

IRC PL&D offers custom programs, exceptional
engaging speakers, timely topics, and informative
programs to assist you and your school and district
faculty in reaching all your educational goals.

Sessions communicate a range of topics including
but not limited to:

. Common Core State Standards (CCSS)

. Vocabulary Development

. Questioning Techniques

. Process and On Demand Writing

. Literacy Curriculum Support

. Technology and Digital Learning

. Literacy Intervention

. Gifted and Accelerated Literacy Learners

For information about bringing high-quality
professional development to your district, school,
or community at a very reasonable cost, visit IRC’s
website at www.illinoisreadingcouncil.org. You
can also contact us by phone at 309-454-1341 or by
email at pd@illinoisreadingcouncil.org.
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