
ait...that really happened?” James, a fifth grader with a passion for sports and 
a love for all things outdoors, looked at me with a mixture of incredulity and 
skepticism. His classmates echoed this sentiment, an excited buzz filling the 
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room as students had an opportunity to 
turn and discuss the intriguing events 
surrounding the development of the 
first subway in Shana Corey’s The Secret 
Subway (Schwartz & Wade).

If most elementary teachers were 
pressed to list the books we read aloud 
in our classrooms, these lists would be 
dominated by fiction titles. We gravitate 
toward stories, relying on our favorite 
novels and picture books year after year 
to build community and empathy in our 
classrooms.

As an upper elementary teacher, 
I too used to focus on choosing the 
perfect novels to read aloud across each 
school year. Nonfiction, I believed, fit 
well with science and social studies 
instruction but simply was not 
something I had space for during my 
precious read-aloud time.

However, when I was introduced 
to the idea of #classroombookaday 
a few years ago (an initiative where 
teachers read aloud one picture book 
every day, founded by Jillian Heise 
and inspired by the summertime 
#bookaday initiative of Donalyn 
Miller), I quickly realized the power 
of setting aside the time to share this 
experience with my students. Upon 
reflecting on how I wanted this to 
look in my classroom, it was evident 
that this was not only an opportunity 
for exploring fiction titles, but 
also a perfect time for students to 
experience high-quality nonfiction 
picture books.

Locating powerful books
For many teachers, the task of finding 
high-quality nonfiction texts can be a 
daunting one, especially in the middle 
grades. However, as the quantity and 
quality of nonfiction picture books 
continue to grow by leaps and bounds, 
it is becoming easier for classroom 
teachers to access these texts and share 
them with students.

The first step is simply knowing 
where to look for nonfiction book 
recommendations. Many resources 
consistently provide high-quality 
nonfiction booklists, such as:

  National Science Teachers 
Association (NSTA) booklists. 
NSTA compiles an annual booklist 
of trade book nonfiction titles 

related to science. These lists 
are available online dating back 
to 1996, and each title includes 
a synopsis and cover image to 
preview the text. 
  The Nerdy Book Club. Each 
December, the Nerdy Book 
Club presents the “Nerdy Book 
Awards,” a list of the year’s best 
titles. Although these texts 
cover a span of categories, the 
Nonfiction Picture Book category 
is rich in strong titles for both 
early and middle grades.
  The #classroombookaday 
community. This online social 
network, founded and managed 
on Facebook by Jillian Heise, 
is a valuable resource for 
crowdsourced nonfiction picture 
book recommendations.
  Goodreads booklists. By 
following well-known readers 
of children’s books such as 
Donalyn Miller and John “Mr. 
Schu” Schumacher on the literary 
social media site goodreads.com, 
endless lists of titles and reviews 
are at an educator’s fingertips. 
These readers not only rate books 
they have already read, but also 
flag new and upcoming titles.
  #nf10for10 on Twitter. 
Educators, librarians, and 
parents post lists of their 10 
favorite nonfiction picture 
book titles using the hashtag 
#nf10for10 on social media. 
A quick search of this 
hashtag provides numerous 
recommendations.

After identifying recommended 
titles, it’s important to preview each 
book you are considering.

Establish clear criteria as you 
read. Which titles will address cross-
curricular themes and concepts? What 
reading standards might you address 
with a particular book? Will a text be 
easily accessible to all of the students in 
your classroom? Are both the text and 
the illustrations or photographs of high 
quality and engaging?

By reading each book with 
intention, purpose, and a sense of 
wonder, it is easy to find titles that 
match your classroom goals.

The benefits of reading 
aloud nonfiction
As I began reading aloud nonfiction 
titles regularly in my fifth-grade 
classroom, I quickly realized that 
engaging students in nonfiction read-
alouds supports readers in many ways.

It builds interest in a wide range of 
topics, many of which students would 
otherwise never consider or encounter. 
Books such as Her Right Foot (Chronicle), 
When Marian Sang: The True Recital of 
Marian Anderson (Scholastic), and Mr. 
Ferris and His Wheel (HMH Books for 
Young Readers) spark interest in the 
unknown and foster rich classroom 
discussions that go far beyond just the 
content of the books.

It also increases levels of 
engagement. As students learn about 
the first super soaker toy in Whoosh! 
Lonnie Johnson’s Super-Soaking Stream 
of Inventions (Charlesbridge) or begin to 
see the connections between past and 
present in Neo Leo: The Ageless Ideas of 
Leonardo da Vinci (Square Fish), even 
reluctant readers are drawn into the text.

Finally, reading aloud nonfiction 
supports cross-curricular instruction. 
Books such as Mesmerized: How Ben 
Franklin Solved a Mystery That Baffled 
All of France (Candlewick), Star Stuff: 
Carl Sagan and the Mysteries of the 
Cosmos (Roaring Brook), and The Boy 
Who Loved Math: The Improbable Life of 
Paul Erdös (Roaring Brook) transcend 
the boundaries of science, social 
studies, and math concepts to give 
students a far deeper understanding of 
how the world works.

Reading with intention
Just as important as selecting the 
right texts, I have found that being 
intentional in my presentation of these 
books is key. By making sure texts align 
with standards and are meaningful to 
students, I am able to foster rich and 
deep discussions within my classroom.

This journey of locating nonfiction 
picture books and engaging in reading 
them aloud has been very beneficial 
for both my students and myself. By 
taking this time to share strong books, I 
know I have provided my students with 
a knowledge of history, mathematics, 
technology, science, and humanity that 
they will not soon forget. 
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