
Laura Pearle’s Story

When I was hired as librarian for the
Professional Children’s School (PCS) in New
York City, one of the things that I was asked to
do was create a middle school curriculum
encompassing library research skills. Since the
first year was filled with renovating and
automating, we decided that it would be better
to wait a year or so before instituting any
formal classes; however, some of the middle
school used the library for a weekly study hall.
As I got to know the students in the combined
fourth- and fifth-grade, they began to ask me
about books, and one day I was asked to read
to them. That year we read the “real” Wizard
of Oz, taking the time to discuss how it dif-
fered from the movie. The next year we read a
few other books, but there was no coherence
to the curricula. Then, in the third year, I
instituted a weekly storytelling class for the
fourth- and fifth-grade class. That summer I
planned what we’d read, and I chose
“Cinderella Stories” as a theme. It was a
immediate success. As a final project, the
students wrote “Miss D. goes to 6th Grade”—
their own interpretation of the Cinderella story
using members of the class as characters.

The following year we did “Trickster
Tales,” then back to Cindy’s stories again. With
our then-art teacher I’d sort of played with the
idea of collaborating on a final project—we’d
write the story, and she’d work with them on
illustrating it. For a variety of reasons, the
results weren’t that satisfactory, and I vowed
that in 2003/2004, when we studied fractured

fairy tales, I would redesign the project to
achieve more coherent results. I asked our new
art teacher what she thought about the idea and
she was very enthusiastic (she’s even read to
our classes). During the summer I plotted a
redesign of the project. 

The class spent the first quarter working
on understanding the concept of a fractured
fairy tale. To help us out, we read a number of
different versions of stories, and even read from
A. J. Jacobs’ Fractured Fairy Tales (featured on
The Adventures of Rocky and Bullwinkle and
Friends cartoons). There was much laughter as
they began to realize how silly a version could
be. During the second quarter I asked them to
start thinking about their own version: which
story would they like to fracture? We looked at
the way the stories were laid out on a page, how
the illustrations did or did not move the story
along, different fonts and positions for the
captions and text, and how many words stories
contained. Their next task was to create an
outline of their story: Who would do what when?
From the outline, they wrote the story, remem-
bering that, in some cases, an illustration would
take the place of a description or action. These
were turned into storyboards, with each page’s
text and action laid out in rough form. We
worked on the proper format for the title page
verso, and discussed if it would be handwritten
or typed.

A potential snag was created when a new
student was accepted for second semester.
Since the other students had already written
their stories, we felt that we didn’t have time for
her to do one of her own. The solution was to
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have her illustrate an already written tale, taken
from Jacobs’s book.

Finally the project was ready for the art
room, where Caroline awaited their stories.

Caroline Holder’s Story
When Laura approached me about collaborat-
ing on the fractured fairy tales books, I was
excited but had some reservations. Because
many of our students are professional actors
and dancers, they are in and out of school.
Long-term projects that require a lot of coordi-
nation can be a problem if students aren’t there
all the time. I wasn’t sure how we would deal
with different story lengths—one book was
twenty pages, while another was six. However,
since the fourth- and fifth-grade class is small,
and thus well-suited to individual endeavors,
overall it seemed like a good idea that would be
fun to do with the class.

As they were starting to think about their
stories in storytelling, we got into the mood in
the art room by making some mini-books. I
thought it would be good for them to see how a
collection of paper—with different folds, bind-
ings, types of covers, and decoration—could
become a book. The students loved the project
and, although quite a number of books were
created, we never used them in class as the
students took most of them home as presents.
Later, some became repositories for American
Girl stories. In the last analysis, because they
typed their text on the computer, technology
dictated the letter-sized format. 

Fonts and layout became the next consid-
erations. Students brought in their typed stories
and we discussed the concept of fun versus
functional. Hot pink letters in a gothic typeface
were great for the expressive writer, but might
be hard for a reader who was not familiar with
the tale. 

Then I asked the students to make a list of
the illustrations they wanted. Some students had
reasonable expectations, but others had too
many or too few illustrations. Time management
is often an issue for students with professions;
we had to consider what would be realistic. We
also discussed consistency—the treatment of
the illustrations from page to page. While the
students worked on the drawings, I worked on

how to incorporate the text with the images into
a finished book. 

Using facing pages for text worked best—
if something went wrong with the illustration,
the text could be salvaged. In cases where
students really wanted the words and image
together, they were given letter-sized paper with
a printed box, defining the parameter of the
image. It was later cut and pasted on the text
page. The pages were glued together back-to-
back, which also made it look more like a book
than a report. These double pages also gave a
little more stability and weight to each page.
Finally, I took the books to a print shop and had
them spiral bound with a clear cover. The
professional binding made students and families
regard their books as special finished objects.

Laura Pearle’s Story
This year (2004/2005) I’m back to doing
Cinderella stories, and the class is excited about
starting their books. Since only one student
remains from last year’s class, it will be interest-
ing to see how an entirely new set of students
responds to the project. We’re starting a little
later in the year, which shouldn’t make a differ-
ence in terms of the quality of their stories. After
speaking with Caroline, I plan to give the stu-
dents stricter guidelines, requiring them to
alternate text and picture for a total of twenty
pages. I look forward to reading them and
seeing (once again) how creative they can be.

Caroline Holder’s Story
My experience with last year’s class has led me
to make some changes in the project. I will limit
the students to a maximum of ten illustrations. I
will ask them to start with one for the begin-
ning, one for the middle, and one for the end of
the story, then gradually fill in the rest. This
should result in books with balanced images,
rather than having all the images at the begin-
ning and none at the end if students run out of
time and steam.  
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