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The National Book Foundation (NBF) Teacher Fellowship 
supports and celebrates 6th–12th grade teachers who use 
innovative methods to make reading for pleasure a part of 
their students’ school day experience. The NBF Teacher 
Fellowship aims to:

•	 Support classroom activities that have a direct impact 
on the development of students as lifelong readers

•	 Celebrate and highlight creative and effective 
models for independent reading instruction

•	 Connect more young people with great literature 
through National Book Award–honored titles

The Fellowship culminates in an in-person celebration, 
in which the Fellows from all over the country are flown 
into New York City for a day of literary adventures and 
excitement.

For more information on program responsibilities, 
eligibility requirements, and additional opportunities for 
educators, visit the National Book Foundation’s website.

INTRODUCTION

https://www.nationalbook.org/programs/national-book-foundation-teacher-fellowship/
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YEAR IN REVIEW: 2023/24 TEACHER FELLOW 
PROJECT SUMMARIES & HIGHLIGHTS

Middle School (6th-8th grade)
Danielle Carvil-Dardey • Powder Springs, GA

Ardis Iverson • Sioux Falls, SD

Carol Jones • Shawnee, OK

Raquel Reynoso • Bronx, NY

High School (9th-12th grade)
Yesenia Caballero • San Antonio, TX

Timothy Foster • Oskaloosa, IA

Larissa Pahomov • Philadelphia, PA

Rodrigo Joseph Rodriguez • Austin, TX

CREATIVITY & CONNECTION: A CONVERSATION 
WITH THE TEACHER FELLOWS

TEACHER-PICKED, STUDENT-APPROVED:  
A RECOMMENDED READING LIST
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YEAR IN REVIEW

DANIELLE CARVIL-DARDEY
Powder Springs, GA

Tapp Middle School
6th-8th grade Reading 

BLOOM (Brains Learning to Overcome Obstacles and Mountains) is an initiative 
to bring about a joy of reading to the most reluctant readers in the 6th-8th 
grade, while making connections to STEM-related ideas. Students engaged in 
collaborative activities that tapped into their background knowledge and creativity 
and built comprehension skills by focusing on texts of interest. This created a safe 
space for reading and helped the students to “blossom where they are planted.”

What was one activity that both you and your students 
enjoyed?
One activity that the students enjoyed completing was the 
comparison chart, in which students identified the problem 
of the protagonist and how it personally relates to them. 
They created a visual showing both sides. This activity 
built on a class read aloud, followed by partner work, in 
order to generate discussions and inform the activity. This 
activity was easy to implement, which I think was due to 
encouraging and drawing on their creativity as the scaffold 
for a text-based discussion.

How do you encourage a culture of independent 
reading in your classroom?
It’s important to have a classroom routine and for us, that means having a book 
club session each day. They took charge of the schedule and when I needed to 
work one on one with a student, they would have their own independent reading 
sessions. Once done working with my student on different reading strategies, 
I made sure to model the importance of reading the text independently. Once 
students noticed me doing my own reading, they would emulate what they saw.
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YEAR IN REVIEW

ARDIS IVERSON
Sioux Falls, SD

George McGovern Middle School
6th-8th grade Special Education

6th-8th graders in a Reading Intervention class (mostly Special Education students) 
read novels to residents at assisted living facilities via Google Meet. The residents 
had their own copies of the books and would help students with unfamiliar words 
or understanding the meaning of a passage. Residents would sometimes read to 
the students, help them make connections with more difficult content, and provide 
ongoing encouragement and praise.

Suggested Activity: Virtual Reading Buddies
The idea for my project started during the Covid-19 Pandemic—my 95-year-old 
mother was quarantining, and needed something to do to feel productive. I brought a 
school Chromebook to her and some curriculum reading books and we started reading 
the next day. If you have a retired parent, relative, or friend willing to listen to your 
students read to them, that is an easy way to start. Send the “virtual” link via email, CC 
yourself in that communication, find a corner in your classroom where the student can 
read without interruptions, and watch them bloom.

What successful moments did you experience while implementing your project?
The success of this project showed up in many different ways: from the comments 
that the residents shared, to the student who was refusing to read only to end up 
reading seven pages instead of stopping after the 
two pages his teacher coerced him to read; to 
an “I hate to read!” student polishing off his third 
novel and anxiously waiting for his fourth novel to 
arrive; to the “grumpy” student stomping over to 
the Chromebook to read when it was her turn only 
to stomp back to her desk after reading and say, 
“Man, your mom just put me in a good mood!”
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YEAR IN REVIEW

CAROL JONES
Shawnee, OK

Shawnee Middle School
6th grade English Language Arts 

Using a Book Club model, this project was designed to support 6th graders’ Guided 
Inquiry Research projects related to laws around Indian Removal and Indian 
Relocation. Prompted by past requests from students to create stories based on their 
research, this project helped students represent their findings in graphic novel format. 
Moreover, the Book Club helped increase interest in reading for all middle school 
grades by prioritizing student choice and building bridges through student discussion.

What was one activity that both you and your students enjoyed?
Using publicly available short videos from graphic novelist (and National Book Award 
Finalist) Victoria Jamieson, students created their own comic book characters 
expressing emotions. Ms. Jamieson walks them through drawing some differences in 
eye, mouth, and face shape in order to communicate without words. This enabled my 
students to “read” their scenes more closely in the graphic novels they already love!

What book(s) resonated with your students this year that you would 
recommend to fellow educators?
Students reacted most to When Stars Are Scattered by Victoria Jamieson and Omar 
Mohamed, and Thirst by Varsha Bajaj. In both cases, the stories of children working 
toward their goals truly inspired them. Their discussions of the obstacles and digging 
deeper was an excellent life lesson for my students. Of course, we drew parallels to 
one story being an actual account and one being realistic fiction. But in both cases, 
my students responded to the challenges that the main characters overcame.

What successful moments did you experience while implementing your project?  
A teacher reported that one 8th grader told her: “Well, I only come to school for 
Book Club and my friends.” When the teacher texted me this quote from our student, 
I almost cried with joy! This was what I was aiming for—that the joy students derive 
from reading and discussing books and stories bleeds over into their lives.
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YEAR IN REVIEW

RAQUEL REYNOSO
Bronx, NY

Bronx Park Middle School 
8th grade Social Studies

As part of 8th grade social studies, works of historical fiction were matched with 
each unit—with historical contexts spanning from 1865 to the present. Students 
analyzed book covers and plot summaries for each book, completed graphic 
organizers to record their learning, then exercised choice by voting on which 
books interested them the most.

What was one activity that both you and your students enjoyed?
After a whole-group lesson introducing the material, reviewing the previous 
lesson and student work, and reviewing historical content, students 
independently read the text (Echo by Pam Muñoz Ryan) to complete an activity 
choice board by reflecting on what they read.

What book(s) resonated with your students this year that you would 
recommend to fellow educators?
Students loved the integration of fantasy, storytelling, and historical fiction 
in Echo by Pam Muñoz Ryan that supported what they were learning in their 
Individuals and Societies class.

What benefits did you see in implementing a book club in your classroom?
Throughout the units, students would make connections between their historical 
learnings and what they were reading in Book Club. It would be like a lightbulb 
moment when students were able to remember a detail from history that 
reinforced their understanding of the book they were reading in class.

Download Raquel’s materials, including Lesson Slides, Activity Sheet Template, 
and “Note Catcher” worksheet.

https://www.nationalbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/24-R.-Reynoso.pdf
https://www.nationalbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/4-R.-Reynoso.14-Book-Club-Echo-Part-1.pdf
https://www.nationalbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Book-Club-Echo-Note-Catcher-R.-Reynoso.pdf
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YEAR IN REVIEW

YESENIA CABALLERO
San Antonio, TX

Churchill High School
9th & 10th grade English Language Arts

Yesenia’s project was a gamified approach to instruction that 
presented learning in terms of “missions” that students must 
complete to demonstrate development and mastery of content skills. 
Students earned experience points with every completed mission, 
which were then used to buy prizes, gain access to secret or side 
missions, and to level players up.

What was one activity that both you and your students enjoyed?
For choice readings and for the book club main mission, I had 
students perform weekly shadow puppet shows. Students created 
puppets to represent characters from their books, and key setting 
backdrops. Using the flashlight from behind the tri-fold, students 
performed a shadow puppet show recapping what they read for the 
week to the class. The purpose of the activity was to get students to: 
practice summary skills, share what they were reading, allow other 
students to preview other novels to get a sense of what they might 
want to read next, and incorporate art into our literary studies.

What book(s) resonated with your students this year that you 
would recommend to fellow educators?
My students responded most positively to the Into the Woods libretto, 
and I believe that was because it was a heavily interactive reading 
experience. Each day, we did reader’s theater with the text—students 
would pick roles to read aloud, then act them out. Some classes 
even went so far as to sing along with the songs! Into the Woods was 
a unique experience because it was the first time students had ever 
read a musical. It was also the first time students had read a high 
interest text, as it was the play they had voted to read. 

Materials:

1.	 A “stage” made from a 
black trifold poster with 
a 15” x 18” square in 
the middle cut-out and 
covered with sketching 
paper

2.	A flashlight

3.	Puppets made from 
black cardstock, cut out 
and taped onto sticks
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YEAR IN REVIEW

TIMOTHY FOSTER
Oskaloosa, IA

Oskaloosa High School
9th-12th grade Spanish

In upper-level Spanish classes, students read Spanish-language translations of books 
that appeared on the Longlist for the National Book Award for Young People’s 
Literature. Students read the books as part of Free Voluntary Reading and in Book 
Circles with peer discussion facilitated in Spanish. Later, students presented on the 
novels with one-minute spontaneous in-class book presentations.

What was one activity that both you and your students enjoyed?
Students draw an image from their Free Reading book (a book they chose) and 
then give a one-minute presentation in Spanish, and repeat it multiple times to 
build fluency. This is intended to be self-contained, fast-paced (good for a Friday!), 
and can be done monthly, quarterly, or in any term timeframe. It’s a great activity 
for providing accountability on reading without high-stakes, nitpicky, or curiosity-
draining assessments. Download the full lesson plan for Tim’s activity here.

What book(s) resonated with your students this year that you would recommend 
to fellow educators?
Graphic novels were some of the most successful books, as the images provided 
adequate support for language-learners to understand the sometimes-complex 
Spanish. Books that students had read previously in English as children also resonated 
with them. Download Tim’s list of books with Spanish translations here.

How do you work against the assumption that young people don’t like to read?
Young people don’t want to read books that we tell them to! Presenting reading to 
them in a novel way, like we are able to in Spanish class, can often get them reinvested 
in the process. I’m transparent with my students and I tell them during Free Voluntary 
Reading time, “This is for you.” Then when we read a class novel all together, I tell them, 
“This is for me.” Encountering books from their childhood again in a new context and at 
a new age (and in a new language!) is eye-opening for them.

https://www.nationalbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Tim-Foster-Lesson-Plan.pdf
https://www.nationalbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Spanish-Translation-Titles-Timothy-Foster.pdf
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YEAR IN REVIEW

LARISSA PAHOMOV
Philadelphia, PA

Science Leadership Academy 
9th-12th grade English Language Arts

The Contemporary Fiction Book Club & Author Emulation Project puts 
upper-level high school English students in charge of their own reading in 
two phases. Students first select novels from a short list of contemporary 
titles, reading them in “book club” format by meeting twice a week in small 
groups. The group produces a final thematic presentation on the books, 
and then students transition into an individual “Author Emulation Project,” 
where they identify the literary techniques used in their independent 
reading book, analyzing those techniques and ultimately emulating the 
author’s style in a piece of flash fiction.

What was one activity that both you and your students enjoyed?
The Book Club thematic presentation asked groups to develop a thematic 
question they felt the book was asking, and then present how the stories 
of different characters in the book helped illustrate an answer to that 
question. Download Larissa’s full lesson plan here.

What book(s) resonated with your students this year that you would 
recommend to fellow educators?
Contemporary novels illustrate people, places and issues that are very 
much of the moment. Books that had demographic and geographic 
overlap with my student body were highly popular—teen characters in cities 
with schedules, friends, and lives that Philadelphia students experience 
themselves very popular. Favorites were Permanent Record by Mary H. K. 
Choi and All My Rage by Sabaa Tahir.

https://www.nationalbook.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Copy-of-Book-Club-Mini-Project-Exploring-Universal-Themes-Larissa-Pahomov.pdf
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YEAR IN REVIEW

RODRIGO JOSEPH RODRIGUEZ
Austin, TX

William Charles Akins Early College High School 
11th & 12th grade English Language Arts

The goal of Rod’s project was to create “bookjoy,” a term coined by author and 
poet Pat Mora, and promote the pleasure and power of reading in the lives 
of young people. 11th and 12th grade English Language Arts students were, 
quite simply, invited to read—an invitation supplemented with personal book 
recommendations, student-run book clubs, and book-themed video chats.

What was one activity that both you and your students enjoyed?
As part of creating personal book recommendations and book reviews, 
students participate in a “Blind Date with a Book” event and conversation. 
The “Blind Date” format encourages independent reading based on students’ 
interests and self-identified reading stamina, and brings the power of choice 
and self-selection back to the ELA/reading classroom.

What book(s) resonated with your students this year that you would 
recommend to fellow educators?
National Book Award Winner 1919: The Year that Changed America by 
Martin W. Sandler grabbed my students’ attention. They reflected on 100 
years of change, and also what remains similar. Some students’ interests 
in history and the chronicling of history increased to the point of gaining a 
greater value of counter-narratives.

What successful moments did you experience while implementing your 
project?  
One student shared, “We make history, Mr. Rodriguez. This moment in this 
room can be history if we notice and pay attention. It’s lit!”
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HOW DO YOU HELP CREATE A POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIP WITH BOOKS AND READING  
FOR YOUR STUDENTS?

“The best way to create a positive attitude toward 
books for students is to do book talks and read 
aloud to them. I love reading to my students and 
they can see that. Frequently, my students will ask if 
the book I am reading is in the school library. When 
I tell them it is, I always follow with, ‘But don’t you 
check it out and read ahead!’ Inevitably, on the next 
read-aloud day, one or more students will pull that 
book out of their backpacks to follow along. Others 
will say, ‘I know what happens! I read ahead last 
night.’”

— Ardis Iverson

“Allowing as much freedom as possible for students is 
the main way that I create positive relationships. By 
adding choice, I encourage the students to read. By 
allowing freedom in how discussions are conducted, 
students feel validated and empowered. I assure 
them that they don’t have to like every book. It’s 
fine to decide that a book just isn’t ‘doing it’ for you, 
and come back and get another one. I also do my 
very best to remember what students like, so I can 
connect them with other authors or stories that are 
similar and can help them branch out from what 
they’ve read and liked before.”

— Carol Jones

“It is super important to include 
student voice and choice when 
planning with and for students. 
From the beginning of the 
program, I provided surveys for 
student feedback and choices 
for students to select what and 
how they preferred to read, 
including text, audiobooks, 
and videos, as well as diverse 
ways for students to share their 
learning, including writing, 
visual, and other displays. I 
also had to periodically check 
my planning to change what 
might not have worked in 
the past, in order to include 
student preferences and 
recommendations.”

— Raquel Reynoso

CREATIVITY & CONNECTION
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“I model reading for pleasure and relaxation—sharing how books 
allow me to enter many worlds through my imagination and ‘book 
travel.’ Time is set aside for structured independent reading, 
listening, and viewing of books. I play various songs and videos 
that dispel myths and tropes about reading. When students enter 
my classroom, they see their peers involved with digital and 
nondigital books for pleasure and not just solely for assessment or 
punitive results.”

— Rodrigo Joseph Rodriguez

“The act of reading itself is not what young people dislike, 
contrary to popular belief. In fact, when I questioned them, 
almost every student I have said they actually enjoy reading! 
The challenge for them is that they don’t always have the 
time they want to read, and they don’t always have a say in 
what they read. If you give them time in class, and if you build 
opportunities for them to explore their own novel preferences, 
young people will in fact take the opportunity to read something 
(or at the very least, they will try to read something). Young 
people want to know their time, opinions, and interests matter.”

— Yesenia Caballero

CREATIVITY & CONNECTION

HOW DO YOU HELP CREATE A POSITIVE 
RELATIONSHIP WITH BOOKS AND READING  
FOR YOUR STUDENTS?
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HOW CAN TEACHERS IN SUBJECTS OTHER THAN 
ELA INCORPORATE READING FOR PLEASURE INTO 
THEIR CURRICULUM?

“Since my project also had a STEM 
focus, it was imperative to find books 
that draw a connection to the various 
contents. For example, reading about 
the main character’s personal growth 
in Swim Team by Johnnie Christmas 
allowed us to have discussions about 
the unique life cycles of butterflies, then 
make connections back to our own lives. 
For example, students connected the 
experience of migrating from one place 
to another with the need to adapt. With A 
First Time for Everything by Dan Santat, 
students were able to identify real life 
correlations by researching locations 
visited by the main character on his 
travels. The final book we studied, Hidden 
Systems by Dan Nott, helped inspire the 
school’s STEM team to use books, or even 
just excerpts from books, as an anchor 
text or opening for a lesson.”

— Danielle Carvil-Dardey

“What do you have to lose in five 
minutes per day? That amount of 
time can easily be wasted in passing 
out papers. Give them a choice 
of a book to read that’s somehow 
connected to your content and see 
what happens!”

— Timothy Foster

 

“Contemporary book clubs could 
absolutely be used across subject 
areas. Students could explore 
different eras of history or culture in 
a Social Studies class, or language-
level appropriate books in a foreign 
language (either translated or 
original). The final presentation 
could be tailored towards specific 
content instead of the writing 
techniques of the author.”

— Larissa Pahomov

CREATIVITY & CONNECTION
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A Recommended Reading List
Curated by the 2023/24 NBF Teacher Fellows

TEACHER-PICKED, STUDENT-APPROVED

Middle School  
6th-8th grade

When Stars Are Scattered  
by Victoria Jamieson and  
Omar Mohamed

Thirst  
by Varsha Bajaj

Echo  
by Pam Muñoz

Swim Team  
by Johnnie Christmas

A First Time for Everything  
by Dan Santat

Hidden Systems: Water, 
Electricity, the Internet, and the 
Secrets Behind the Systems We 
Use Every Day  
by Dan Nott

High School  
9th-12th grade

Into the Woods libretto

Permanent Record  
by Mary H. K. Choi

All My Rage  
by Sabaa Tahir

1919: The Year that Changed 
America  
by Martin W. Sandler

Looking for more great titles for young 
people? Check out past honorees for 
the National Book Award for Young 
People’s Literature here.

https://www.nationalbook.org/national-book-awards/years/

