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Using Bibliotherapy with Newbery
Award Books from 1991 to 2000
Dr. Pamela S. Zhu is associate professor of education in the
School of Education at Campbellsville University in Campbellsville,
Kentucky, where she teaches elementary courses in reading and
language arts, children's literature, and exceptional children. She
is a member of the Michigan Reading Association. She is also a
member of IRA's Special Interest Group: Bibliotherapy and Reading.

he purpose of this article is to
provide strategies in using
Newbery Award books to focus on
improving reading enjoyment and
socioemotional growth. There are many
Newbery Award-winning books that contain
bibliotherapeutic themes for adolescent
readers. In today's classrooms, teachers are
increasingly concerned about learning and
emotional problems that adolescents are
experiencing, which in turn are affecting their
academic achievement. Some students are
below-average readers and have negative
attitudes toward reading. Many of them are
also confronting social problems such as
death, parents' divorce, drugs and alcoholism,
violence at school, prejudice, racism, low
self-esteem, and so on. Some students are
concerned with personal problems to such an
extent that these barriers must be removed
before they can focus on learning and
achieving academic success.
Newbery Award-winning books can be
used as media in bibliotherapy to improve
reading enjoyment and help adolescents deal
with real-life problems (Davis & Wilson,
1992). This study introduces the concept of
bibliotherapy and its implementation in the
classroom and reviews 10 Newbery Award
books from 1991 to 2000 that can be used for
bibliotherapeutic treatment.
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What Is Bibliotherapy?
Bibliotherapy can be described as
storybook guidance through which a student
can identify with a character or with a situation in a storybook, one in which there is a
similar problem (Schultheis, 1994). The individual may then have a better understanding
of himself or herself or become aware of the
problems of others.

The Four Stages in the
Bibliotherapeutic Process
The bibliotherapeutic process consists of
four stages: identification, catharsis, insight,
and resolution.
1. Identification: The reader senses a
common bond with the story
character and expresses empathy
toward the character.
2. Catharsis: When the character's
problem is resolved, the reader
releases emotion and tension
orally or in writing.
3. Insight: By sharing with the story
character's dilemma, the reader
reflects upon personal situations
and internalizes some coping
behavior.
4. Resolution: The reader changes
viewpoint and behavior.
(Pardeck & Markward, 1995)
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Who Can Use Bibliotherapy?
Bibliotherapy, viewed as storybook guidance, can play an instrumental role in helping
both beginning and experienced teachers
think about their professional practice
through critical inquiry. Research indicates
that bibliotherapy has been successfully applied to a variety of educational areas such
as family counseling, social skills development,
and curriculum planning for the gifted
(Morawski, 1997). Any classroom teacher who
is sensitive to the needs of his or her students
and has access to a variety of literature can integrate bibiliotherapy into reading instruction.

Newbery Award Books as
Bibliotherapeutic Literature
Literature is not a subject that should be
taught, but one that should be read and enjoyed. It is through literature that children
develop interests and pleasure in reading
(Ouzts, 1994). The books for use in
bibiliotherapy must be selected carefully.
Newbery Award books are surely the best resources for the classroom library as they have
received the most prestigious award given to
children's literature. The Newbery Medal was
named for eighteenth-century British bookseller John Newbery. It has been awarded
annually since 1922 by the Association for
Library Service to Children, a division of the
American Library Association, to the author
of the most distinguished contribution to
American literature for children (Tunnell and
Jacobs, 2000).
Newbery Award books are written for older
students, upper elementary to junior high
level. The selection criteria for these books
focus on the literary qualities and storyline.
The works contain interesting words, phrases,
and sentences that generate reader excitement
and enthusiasm. "Also considered is whether
the theme is subtle or one that is clearly discernible and yet naturally insinuated into the
fabric of the plot" (Davis & Wilson, 1992, p.
6). Newbery Award books include a variety
of genres: biographies, science fiction, historical fiction, realistic fiction, animal stories,
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and poetry. However, contemporary realistic
fiction is perhaps the most readily usable
genre for bibliotherapy as adolescents can
identify with characters near their own ages
or in circumstances that could happen in everyday life.

Examples of Use of Newbery Award
Books for Bibliotherapy
Ms . Kempt, a sixth-grade teacher, described her class in a public school in a rural
area in Kentucky. She had 25 students in her
class. Eight of them were below-average
readers and had negative attitudes toward
reading. Twelve of her students were from
non-nuclear families. These students lived
with a single parent, a stepparent, a grandparent, or foster parents. Some parents of
these students had lost their jobs and lived in
poverty. Some parents died of illness. A few
of the students failed to cope with their parents' divorce or death. They were angry
because they felt unloved and neglected. Two
of them had developed emotional disturbances and were receiving special education.
One student was labeled as having mild mental disorders.
When Ms. Kempt tried some remedial
reading programs and found that they did not
achieve the outcomes that she had desired,
she turned to bibliotherapy. She adopted a
more literature-based program that exposed
the students to good writing. She hoped this
approach would enhance students' reading
enjoyment and encourage interactive responses to reading.
Ms. Kempt selected some Newbery Award
books to help meet her students' needs. Themes
such as divorce, death, poverty, growing up, and
handicapped conditions could be related to her
students' situations. An example of a Newbery
Award book is Dear Mr. Henshaw by Beverly
Cleary. In this book a relationship between the
main character, Leigh Botts, and his favorite
author, Mr. Henshaw, develops through mail.
This relationship lasts throughout Leigh's emotionally painful adjustment to his parents'
divorce (Davis & Wilson, 1992).
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Another example of a Newbery Award
book is Dicey 's Song by Cynthia Voigt. In the
story, Dicey, a 13-year-old girl, and three
younger siblings travel to Virginia where they
will live with their grandmother. Dicey has
been caring for the younger children since
their mother became ill and abandoned them.
Even if she is only 13 years old, she has to
work to support herself and her siblings. It is
a moving story about family death, growing
up, and self-sufficiency (Davis & Wilson,
1992).
A third example of Newbery Award book
is The Summer of Swans by Betsy Byars. The
story is about Sara, a teen-age girl, who gains
new insight into herself and her family when
her mentally handicapped brother gets lost.
In the bitter search of her brother, she realizes how much she cares for him. (Moen, 1994)
Ms. Kempt allowed her students to select one Newbery Award book. The
students who selected the same book
formed a group to discuss and write journals as a follow-up activity. This
literature-based approach combined with
bibliotherapy helped the students express
their feelings of failure and frustration
through discussions of characters as a safe
and positive way to release their emotions.
Using themes of divorce, death, and handicapped conditions, Ms. Kempt opened up
new vistas of experience for her students
and provided reinforcement with extension
activities. These studies included keeping
up with current events in the newspapers,
drawing a picture for an event in the story,
and writing a letter to one of the characters in the book. Sometimes dramatization
was another way for students to express
themselves; it might include using puppets,
pantomiming, or role-playing.
During the reading, discussion, dramatizing, and writing, these students came to
realize that they are not the only ones who
suffered from parents' divorce, family death,
or handicaps and that there were ways to cope
with these problems. Students who did not
have similar problems understood and beVOLUME

came more compassionate with their peers
who had experienced these situations.
Besides emotional growth, Ms. Kempt discovered a change in her students' attitudes
toward reading. They were more capable and
willing to express their feelings and emotions
related to the topic of the story. The students
were more open to the
reading and discusThis literature-based
sion in small groups
and felt no risk in ex- approach combined with
pressmg
their bibliotherapy helped the
opinions because they students express their
were talking about feelings offailure and
someone else's prob- frustration through
1ems. Ms. Kempt
discussions of
reflected upon her excharacters as a safe and
p en enc e
and
indicated that the use positive way to release
of Newbery Award their emotions.
books
for
bibiliotherapy created
a more positive outlet for expressing feelings
and emotions for the readers. Students were
able to find alternative solutions to realistic
problems. The students' socioemotional development and reading enjoyment were
advanced through this process.

Timing and Questioning
Techniques
For bibliotherapy to work as a classroom
intervention, teachers must consider two important factors that are likely to influence the
success or failure of the intervention: timing
(Davis & Wilson, 1992) and questioning techniques (McCarty & Chalmers, 1997).

Timing
According to Davis and Wilson's research,
when students have experienced a traumatic
change in a family relationship such as a divorce or a death, teachers must wait and give
students time to recuperate from the difficulty
in their own ways before bringing out literature. As all students are unique, the approach
for bibliotherapy must be paced with caution.
Some resilient students who have stronger
self-esteem may be ready sooner than other
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students to use literature as a part of the healing process. Readers and books do not always
come together serendipitously. Awareness of
students' reading abilities, interests, and psychological, emotional, and physical
development is instrumental in selecting a
book and formulating relating discussion and
follow-up activities (Pardeck, 1994 ). Therefore, teachers must prepare adequate
resources for providing appropriate literature.
Questioning Techniques
For guided discussion, ground rules should
be set for the students such as: "No question
is a silly question." or "No put-downs to what
anyone says."
McCarty and Chalmers ( 1997) believe that
discussion needs to follow a certain sequence,
which is usually led by the teacher. The
teacher first has the students retell the plot,
highlighting the feelings and situations that
occurred to the characters. Second, the students are asked probing questions, which help
them identify the characters and events in the
book. Third, the students transfer the situations from the book to real-life situations,
which leads them to explore the consequences
of certain behaviors or feelings. Finally, the
student or group draws conclusions and gains
insight from the actions depicted in the book.
Adolescents may be asked to write more
in-depth journal responses to some specific
questions. The questions can include, "How
does this character's dilemma affect me?" or
"What would I do in the same situation?" or
"Is there another way to resolve the
character's problem?" The writing is important since it is both cathartic and insightful,
allowing the opportunity to maintain privacy
(Davis & Wilson, 1992).

Conclusion
Bibliotherapy requires that teachers know
their students well and understand their needs.
It takes time and much reading to find the
right books at the right time. Books can help
students "work through a crisis, and it is a
rewarding experience to see a student conquer a nagging problem through this therapy"
(Hendrickson, 1988, p. 41).
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Even bibliotherapy wisely implemented cannot guarantee that students will grow in
self-understanding and in understanding others
because changing attitudes involve choice.
Teachers may use bibliotherapy and literature
as a classroom intervention to try to help students resolve their problems. If it is necessary,
agencies and professionals will lend aid to the
students. Yet, "bibliotherapy is one way to reach
out to students' confusions or dilemmas in order to clarify disturbing issues and present
alternative life skills that will hopefully trigger
their motivation to become better readers and
emotionally healthy students and adults" (Davis
& Wilson, 1992, p. 15).
In examination of the Newbery Award-winning books from 1991 to 2000, more than half
are contemporary realistic fiction books with
worthwhile themes for bibiotherapeutic use.
Three are historical fiction that also deal with
possible themes for bibliotherapy such as racism, poverty in the Great Depression, and
homelessness. For specific issues, see the following annotated book reviews. The author,
year of publication, title, publication company,
and grade levels are listed. Most Newbery
Award books in paperback cost less than $5,
but those in hard cover may cost about $15.
Following is a brief summary of 10 Newbery
books with a critique about themes for
bibiliotherapy.

Newbery Award Books from 1991 to
2000
2000 Bud, Not Buddy by Christopher P.
Curtis (Delacorte) Grades 4-6
Suspenseful, touching, potentially sad, and
yet ultimately uplifting, Bud,Not Buddy is about
a 10-year-old motherless boy, living in Flint,
Michigan, during the Great Depression. The
book's fast-paced, first-person account brings
the reader along on his bitter adventure searching for his father. This is an Oliver Twist kind
of foundling story, but it is told with a sense of
humor. With twists and turns, the reader will
share Bud's joys and sorrows until the end of
the unforgettable journey.
Theme: survival/racism/belonging/love/hope
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1999 Holes by Louis Sachar (Frances
Foster) Grades 4-Adults
Stanley Yelnats is wrongfully accused of
stealing a pair of sneakers. He is sent to
Camp Green Lake, a juvenile detention facility, where he must dig holes 5 feet wide
and 5 feet deep in the hot Texas sun. As
Stanley unknowingly begins to fulfill a
task greater than digging holes, he discovers true friendship, a treasure , and a new
sense of himself. Sachar applies humor that
gives the suspense steep edges. The tone
is as full of surprises as the plot.
Theme: crime/punishment/justice
1998 Out of the Dust by Karen Hesse
(Scholastic) Grades: 4-6
Billie Jo leads a very unhappy and hard
life on her family's wheat farm in Oklahoma during the dust bow 1 years of the
Depression. Ever since the accident that
killed
her
mother
and
burned
her
own hands so
that she can no
longer pursue
piano as a career, she has
had to overcome mental
and physical
pains of growing up without
a mother and
with a father
who does not seem to care. Hesse uses freeverse poems to allow the narrator to speak
for herself eloquently. The entire novel is
very readable with an economy of words.
Theme: family relationship/death/forgiveness
1997 The View from Saturday by E.L.
Konisburg (Jean Karl/Atheneum)
Grades: 5-8
A delightful, witty book about Ms.
Glinski and how her academic bowl team
comes to be. The four students are friends,
soul mates, and team members. There is at
VOLUME

least one chapter told first-person by each
of the bow 1 team members. Yet all of them
are "cleverly" linked together, which the
reader figures out at the end. Reading the
novel is just like working on a puzzle one
area at a time, starting from totally opposite sides of the puzzle.
Theme: friendship/teamwork/competition/physical handicap
1996 The Midwife's Apprentice by Karen
Cushman (Clarion) Grades 6 Up
The story takes
place in medieval
England. Brat, a
homeless waif of 12,
sleeps in a dung pile
for warmth and subsis ts on discarded
turnips and onions.
She is taken in by
Jane Sharp, the village midwife, who
feeds her in exchange for work. By
secretly watching
Jane work, Brat
learns some of the
skills of a midwife,
finds a name for
herself, and a place
in the world.
Theme: homelessness/tenacity/self-esteem
1995 Walk Two Moons by Sharon
Creech (HarperCollins) Grades: S Up
Salamanca, a teen-age girl, sets out on a
cross-country journey with her father's parents to see her mother, who has never come
home from a visit to Idaho. Salamanca's
new friend, Phoebe, also desperately
wrestles with her mother's sudden disappearance. While telling the story of Phoebe
to her grandparents, Salamanca comes to
see her own situation more clearly and develops an understanding of the complexity
of human emotions.
Theme: love/loss/relationship
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1994 The Giver by Lois Lowry
(Houghton) Grades: 8 Up
Jonas lives in a community where there are
no choices, no fear, no pain. Everyone is assigned a profession
chosen by the Committee of Elders. After
Jonas is selected as the
Receiver of Memory at
the Ceremony, he discovers that something
is wrong and missing
in the community.
With the help of the
Giver, Jonas starts a
journey to find the
truth. This 1s a
thought-provoking
science-fiction novel
with a setting in the future and a plot of
multiple levels. Therefore, it should be used
no sooner than eighth
or ninth grade.
Theme: categorizing/surrogate mothers/
euthanasia/values/making choice
1993 Missing May by Cynthia Rylant
(Jackson/Orchard) Grades: 4-6
Summer, an orphan at 6, was adopted and
raised by an elderly Aunt May and Uncle Ob
with deep loving relationships between them.
Six years later after Aunt May dies, Uncle
Ob seems unable to go on living without his
beloved spouse. Cletus, one of Summer's
schoolmates, tries to help Ob by suggesting
he can communicate with May through a
spiritual leader. This effort proves abortive,
but Ob learns new ways to cope with May's
death. This is a touching story of how true
love between human beings can help them
cope with death.
Theme: life cycle/death/grieving/acceptance
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1992 Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor
(Atheneum) Grades: 3-4
This boy-and-his-dog story takes place in
rural West Virginia. Marty rescues a beagle
pup from its mean owner and names it Shiloh.
After he hides the dog, he has to face a lot of
ethical questions. Should he tell his parents?
Should he return the dog to its rightful, but
cruel owner? Marty finally realizes that in
order to save Shiloh, he must convince his
parents and confront Shiloh's owner. Marty's
efforts to cope with these questions provide
the moral issues for this story. It is a readable
book that will be enjoyed by third- and fourthgrade readers.
Theme: honesty/friendship/love of animals
1991 Maniac Magee by Jerry Spinelli
(Little, Brown) Grades 4-6
Maniac Magee is the fastest runner ever.
He can hit a home run off the best pitcher in
the neighborhood and tie a knot that no one
can undo. But all that is nothing compared to
the brave thing he does by confronting racism in the small town and soothing tension
between rival factions on the tough side of
the town. Finally, he manages to unite the
town and becomes a legend. Maniac Magee
will offer adolescent readers new insight into
prejudice and how, with perseverance, it can
be overcome.
Theme: courage/prejudice/racism
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