
Orbis Pictus Award for Outstanding Nonfiction in Children’s Literature 
 
Charge: To select the recipient of the annual Orbis Pictus Award for Outstanding Nonfiction for Children and up to 
five honor books; to propose a session on nonfiction books for children and plan a session featuring the award-
winning author at NCTE's Annual Convention; and to promote the use of nonfiction children's books in the 
classroom. 
 
The outgoing and incoming committee chairs, are grateful for the continued support provided by the NCTE staff 
members, Debbie Zagorski and Linda Walters-Moore. 
 
What major actions or projects have been completed by your group pursuant to your charge since July 1, 2013? 
 
Since July 2013 the committee announced the winner, honor, and recommended books, from those nonfiction 
books published in 2012, in an article of reviews for Language Arts and at the national conference in Boston in 
November 2013.  The committee acknowledged the Orbis Pictus authors and illustrators at the children’s literature 
luncheon.  The award winning authors Leda Shubert, Loree Griffin Burns, Elizabeth Rusch, Barbara Kerley, and 
Cynthia Levinson along with illustrator, Gerard DuBois, participated in a round table author discussion about 
writing and illustrating books for young readers. The committee’s selection of the 2013 Orbis Pictus Award Books 
was very challenging because of the number of excellent and varied books published for young readers. Features 
and content were diverse and sometimes controversial; new forms such as the memoir and first-person biography, 
as well as superb photographs, style, and design continue to renew, expand and invigorate the genre. The 
concerns about sources and documentation in books for the youngest readers continue to be part of committee 
discussions.   
 
The books presented at the 2013 conference, whose authors were honored, are as follows:  
 
Winner of the 2013 Orbis Pictus Award:  
 *Monsieur Marceau:  Actor without Words by Leda Schubert, illustrated by Gérard DuBois 

  (Roaring Brook Press) 
 
Honor Books for 2013: 

*Citizen Scientist:  Be a Part of Scientific Discovery from Your Own Backyard by Loree Griffin Burns, photos 
by Ellen Harasimonwicz (Henry Holt & Company)  

 *Electric Ben:  The Amazing Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin by Robert Byrd (Dial)  
*The Mighty Mars Rovers:  The Incredible Adventures of Spirit and Opportunity by Elizabeth Rusch 
(Houghton Mifflin)  
*Those Rebels, John and Tom by Barbara Kerley, illustrated by Edward Fotherington (Scholastic)   
*We’ve Got a Job:  The 1963 Birmingham Children’s March by Cynthia Levinson (Peachtree Publishers) 

  
Recommended Books for 2013:  
 
 *A Black Hole is NOT a Hole by Carolyn Cinami DeCristofano, illustrated by Michael Carroll  
 (Charlesbridge Publishing) 
 *Abraham Lincoln & Frederick Douglass:  The Story Behind an American Friendship by Russell Freedman  
 (Clarion Books) 
 *The Amazing Harry Kellar:  Great American Magician by Gail Jarrow  (Calkins Creek) 
 *Beyond Courage:  The Untold Story of Jewish Resistance During the Holocaust by Doreen Rappaport 
 (Candlewick Press) 
 *The Case of the Vanishing Golden Frogs:  A Scientific Mystery by Sandra Markle (Millbrook Press) 
 *Chuck Close:  Face Book by Chuck Close (Abrams Books for Young Readers) 
 *Hands Around the Library:  Protecting Egypt’s Treasured Books by Susan L. Roth and Karen Leggett 
 Abouraya, collages by Susan L. Roth (Dial) 
 *Life in the Ocean:  The Story of Oceanographer Sylvia Earle by Clarie Nivola (Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux) 
 
During the committee meeting in Boston at the November 2013 conference, members discussed the nonfiction 
book titles that had been reviewed to that point in consideration for the 2014 award. 

http://www.ncte.org/awards/orbispictus
http://www.ncte.org/annual


 
In December, the committee engaged in online discussions about book titles and then began the voting process.  
After a three-hour telephone conference in January 2014, the committee had a final vote and selected the 
winning, honor, and recommended books.  The results were provided to Debbie Zagorski and she arranged for a 
press release to be posted on the NCTE website.  The release appeared just before the other book awards were 
announced in January, which had been a goal of the committee.  The committee members wrote book reviews on 
the award winning titles and they were compiled into a review article and submitted to Language Arts. The 2014 
collection will be presented at the November conference in Washington, D.C. The following books have been 
selected for the 2014 collection: 
 
Winner of the 2013 Orbis Pictus Award:  

 
*A Splash of Red:  The Life and Art of Horace Pippin by Jen Bryant, illustrated by Melissa Sweet 

      (Alfred A. Knopf) 
 
Honor Books for 2014: 

 
*Locomotive by Brian Floca (Atheneum Books)  

 *The Boy Who Loved Math:  The Improbable Life of Paul Erdos by Deborah Heiligman, illustrated by 
 LeUyen Pham (Roaring Brook Press)  

*Brave Girl:  Clara and the Shirtwaist Maker’s Strike of 1909 by Michelle Markel, illustrated by Melissa 
Sweet (Balzer + Bray)  
*Parrots Over Puerto Rico by Susan L. Roth and Cindy Trumbore (Lee & Low Books Inc.)   
*Courage Has No Color:  The True Story of the Triple Nickles, America’s First Black Paratroopers by Tanya Lee 
Stone (Candlewick Press) 

 
Recommended Books for 2014: 
 
  *Emancipation Proclamation:  Lincoln and the Dawn of Liberty illustrated by Tonya Bolden  
 (Abrams Books for Young Readers) 
 *Becoming Ben Franklin:  How a Candle-Maker’s Son Helped Light the Flame of Liberty by Russell 
 Freedman (Holiday House) 
 *Mad Potter:  George E. Ohr Eccentric Genius by Jan Greenberg and Sandra Jordan  (Roaring Brook  Press) 
 *Thomas Jefferson Builds a Library by Barb Rosenstock, illustrated by John O’Brien (Calkins Creek) 
 *Eruption!  Volcanoes and the Science of Saving Lives by Elizabeth Rusch, photographs by Tom Uhlman 
 (Houghton Mifflin Books for Children) 
 *Lifetime:  The Amazing Numbers in Animal Lives by Lola M. Schaefer, illustrated by Christopher Silas 
 Neal (Chronicle Books) 
 *Who Says Women Can’t Be Doctors?  The Story of Elizabeth Blackwell by Tanya Lee Stone, illustrated by 
 Marjorie Priceman(Henry Holt and Company) 
 *Scaly, Spotted, Feathered, Frilled:  How Do We Know What Dinosaurs Really Looked Like? by Catherine 
 Thimmesh (Houghton Mifflin Books for Children) 
 
What projects, initiatives, or studies are “in progress” at this time? 
 
Since June 2013, the annual change in the committee occurred.  Sue Parsons rotated off of the committee.  Fran 
Wilson, committee chair, also rotated off the committee.  Fran and Sue will no longer be involved in book 
selection, but they will be part of the presentation of the 2014 award books at the annual convention in 
Washington, D.C.  Cyndi Giorgis was appointed committee chair. Two new members joined the committee, Jean 
Gilliam Faim and Marianne Richardson.  Continuing members of the committee are Joyce Herbeck, Marie LeJeune, 
Ruth McKoy Lowery, Ed Sullivan. New members include Marianne Richardson, a classroom teacher from Newman, 
Georgia and Jeanne Fain, an Associate Professor at Lipscomb University. The members are reviewing books 
published in 2014 in consideration for the 2015 award selection. The committee members reflect a range of 
professional experience, regional representation, diversity, and expertise with children’s nonfiction literature.  The 
committee will host several authors and an illustrator during the author presentation at the fall convention in 
Washington D.C.  The Orbis Pictus committee, under the leadership of Cyndi Giorgis, will select the 2015 winning, 



honor, and recommended books in January, submit a review article to Language Arts, and present the 2015 
collection at the NCTE convention in Minneapolis.   In January, the committee will also begin to read and evaluate 
submissions for the 2016 award. 
 
Promoting the use of nonfiction children’s books in the classroom is part of the charge of the committee. The 
committee members continue to generate new ideas for supporting teachers in this time of new standards, which 
places an increased focus upon the use of nonfiction in classrooms.  Committee members have helped to publicize 
the Orbis Pictus Award and support teachers with the selection and use of quality nonfiction titles through 
presentations at local, state, and national conferences throughout the year. These presentations have been well 
received, and the committee plans to continue this effort during 2014-15. 
 
A couple of new and exciting initiatives will begin this year.  After a conversation with Kathy Short, incoming NCTE 
President, it was determined that in order to highlight the Orbis Pictus Award that we need to elevate the publicity 
and stature of it. We brainstormed that featuring the winner(s) at the Books for Children Luncheon during the 
annual NCTE conference would be one way to do so. The 2014 winners will be recognized at this year’s luncheon 
and provided 15 minutes to speak. The 2015 winners will be the official luncheon speakers next year along with 
the recipient(s) of the Charlotte Huck Award. In addition, a proposal for an electronic book was submitted to Kurt 
Austin in August 2014 following a conversation with him at previous NCTE conference. This book would focus on 
past and current winners of the Orbis Pictus Award while aligning classroom strategies with the Common Core 
State Standards.  Final approval is pending at this time. In addition, a request will be submitted to NCTE to have a 
link to the book reviews published in Language Arts posted on the Orbis Pictus website. Conversations will be 
ongoing with book publishers to request that mention of the award be made on book jackets of those books 
receiving an award or honor book recognition.   
 
Through presentations at conferences, members of the committee support teachers and librarians that are eager 
for recommendations of high quality nonfiction titles as well as instructional ideas for their use in the classroom. 
The integration of nonfiction into literacy programs at all grade levels continues to be a challenge and an issue, 
especially with the adoption of the English Language Arts Common Core Standards by the majority of the states.  
The Orbis Pictus Award Committee can support teachers by providing guidelines for the selection of quality 
nonfiction books as well as by providing instructional ideas for using nonfiction books in the classroom to address 
academic standards.  The committee will continue to explore additional ways to assist teachers and hopes to do 
this through some possible future publications. 
 
http://www.ncte.org/volunteer/groups/orbispictuscom  
 
Cyndi Giorgis, Chair 
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