Making A Difference While We’re Here…Thanks Jane Addams!
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I have the joy of reading Jane Addams Children’s Book Award (JACBA) books in  Minnesota classrooms. The books are a central anchor in my classroom visits,  and I could fill page upon page with the children’s learning activated by these marvelous books. This article, however, focuses on describing my experimentation in pairing additional activities with book readings.  

Artifacts About Ms. Addams: As a way to introduce the books, I pass around a book holding the JACBA seal so that children can touch the embossed label.  “Ever since 1953, books have been receiving this award. What can this seal teach us about books and about Jane Addams? Let’s see what we can discover!” 

I ask children what they know about Jane Addams (frequently nothing), and then share a few photos of Jane Addams, mentioning her Hull House and Nobel Peace Prize contributions. I emphasize how “Jane noticed when people were being treated unfairly and worked with people to solve problems and fix injustices.” Sometimes that is all the time allowed before delving into a book. When given more time, I communicate more about Jane Addams life work. 

Jane Addams the Timetraveler: A Jane Addams doll (purchased at Hull House) has become my side-kick who joins me in building connections between the past, present and future. In classrooms where I come back repeatedly, she becomes a more interactive presence. For example, I may pass her around during morning meeting and explain:  “The real Jane Addams cared about people all over the world, and traveled out of the United States. Let’s have Timetraveler Jane travel around the group, and see how many different languages are used to greet her! “

Writers and Artists Galore!  The books are catalysts for written and artistic expressions. Writing responses to Night Boat to Freedom and Crossing Bok Chitto reveal insights about empowerment and oppression. Hot Day on Abbott Avenue supported collage art posters about making a difference. Reading A Place Where Sunflowers Grow, and also Painted Words, Spoken Memories prompted water color responses. The illustrations and themes in these books are a catalyst for reflections upon themes such as  loss, hope, inclusion, exclusion, making choices, empowerment, and much more.  

Morning Board Chart: Building into a Morning Board classroom routine is another way to deepen the learning. Prior to reading When Sophie Gets Angry, Really Really Angry a teacher included this prompt “Draw or write what you do when you get really really angry” and this lifted off into the book. Another teacher invited students to  “Write something Jane Addams would say in one of the bubbles!” Eight year olds imagine Jane saying things like “Hello Friend”,  “What’s up?” “Hi my good young children”,  “No violence!”, and “Do you like to write a lot? 

Timelines: In one classroom we started a timeline with our own names and birthdates, and then added important dates about Ms. Addams. The timeline became further filled with notations when reading Delivering Justice: WW Law and the Fight for Civil Rights. Timelines help us to see our relationship to one another and to important events over time. 

Floorboarding:  When visiting Hull House in 2006, I was deeply moved while standing on the floorboards where Jane Addams had once stood. Upon returning home, I found myself mulling over this experience again and again. There I was standing on the floorboards where Jane Addams  had once stood, and feeling  the power of my imagination in taking me back in time! Eventually, a chant grew in my head and spilled onto paper:  
Standing on the floorboard,  feeling deep connection. 

Feeling deep connection to a person from the past. 

What might they be feeling?   What might they be saying? 

How might they make choices, make a difference that could last?
This has become an empathy game dubbed Floorboarding. I pull pieces of floorboard out of my bag, teach the chant, and then floorboarding we go! Children and adults take turns standing on the floorboard and acting out someone from the past, then calling on people who guess who they are. Sometimes children act out someone who is a character from one of the books. (“Look, there’s Christmas John heading back for Granny Judith.”) Other times it’s some other person from the past that they have been studying and thinking about. 

There is a second verse to the floorboarding game where one holds a small mirror while standing on the floorboard. 

Standing on the floorboard, feeling deep connection

Feeling deep connection to that person in the mirror. 

What might I be feeling? What might I be saying? 

How can I make choices, make a difference while I’m here? 

Taking thoughtful action that makes a difference. How do our reflections on past experiences inform our actions, now? Jane Addams knew the importance of living this. How can we make choices, make a difference while we’re here?  Reading Jane Addams Children’s Book Award books nudges and stirs us to make a difference while we’re here.  
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