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Discovering Children’s Literature 
 

 

Dates Wednesdays, 30 October, 6, 13, 20, 27 November and 4 December 2019 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

Explore three hundred years of children’s literature at this six-week course, from characters such as 

Maurice Sendak’s Ida (with her wonder horn), E Nesbit’s companionable Bastable family, and J K 

Rowling’s Harry Potter.  We will turn our attention to a rich variety of works - picture books, moral 

tales, fantasy, time-travel narratives, school stories and young adult fiction – ranging from the 

unexpectedly enduring History of Little Goody Two-Shoes (1766) to Alex Wheatle’s award-winning 

Crongton Knights (2017).  

The course includes two show-and-tell sessions with a British Library curator and participants will have 

the opportunity to see rare items from the British Library collection including a sixteenth-century horn 

book and Tommy Thumb’s Pretty Song Book (1744). We will also look at picture books by Kate 

Greenaway and Walter Crane, and beautifully illustrated editions of Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland and Peter Pan. There will also be a curator tour of our exhibition, Marvellous and 

Mischievous: Literature’s Young Rebels, which showcases early books and the rich diversity of 

twentieth and twenty-first century children’s book publishing. 

 
 

Week 1: Beginnings (Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster, and British Library curator, Lucy 
Evans).  
 
Primary Texts:  
Maurice Sendak, Outside Over There (1981); Anon, History of Little Goody Two-Shoes (1765). 
 

Who reads children’s literature? Who writes it? Who purchases it? How and where is it read? These 

are some of the questions that will be central to our first session. Our highly contrasting main texts 

will be Maurice Sendak’s Outside Over There (1981) and the anonymous History of Little Goody 

Two-Shoes (1765).  We will examine Sendak’s allusive and elusive poetic prose, and the ways he 

presents parents, parental authority, and children, before going on to consider children’s literature of 

the eighteenth century – its favoured genres and formats, and its avowed purposes.  

 

http://www.bl.uk/courses
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In the second half of the session, curator Lucy Evans will present items from the British Library’s 

collection, including one of the earliest children’s picture books, John Amos Comenius’s Orbis 

sensualium pictus (1659), eighteenth-century movable books and the History of Little Goody Two-

Shoes. 

 
 
Week 2: The First Golden Age: Treasure Seekers and Neverlands (Dr Jenny Bavidge, University of 
Cambridge). 
 
Primary Texts: E Nesbit's The Story of the Treasure Seekers (1899) and J M Barrie’s Peter 
Pan (1911).  
 
In the second half of the nineteenth century, a new style of writing for children emerged. Telling 

stories that often included magic or fantasy, but were narrated in a conversational and modern tone, 

these new books departed from the didactic mode of earlier children's literature. Works such as Lewis 

Carroll's Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (1865), sought to entertain children and teach them 

about the world in unexpected and playful ways. In this session, we will examine the historical and 

social contexts of the Golden Age in Britain, with a focus on two classics of the period: E Nesbit's The 

Story of the Treasure Seekers (1899) and J M Barrie’s Peter Pan (1911).  

 
 
Week 3: Travelling in Time (Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster). 
 
Primary Text: Alison Uttley’s A Traveller in Time (1939). 
 
In session three we will explore time-travel narratives from Nesbit to Colfer, considering portals, 

people and pasts. We will ask how characters travel, where they travel to, what they find when they 

get there, and whether it takes a special kind of person to time-travel. Our main text will be Alison 

Uttley’s A Traveller in Time (1939) which we will discuss in the context of early twentieth-century 

history education, heritage tourism and conceptions of Englishness.  

 
 
Week 4: Earth Magic (Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster).  
 
Primary Texts: Penelope Lively’s The Whispering Knights (1971) and Alan Garner’s Elidor (1965) 
 
The rise of the paperback and the launching of new imprints devoted to children’s literature were 

instrumental in the flourishing of what has been called the second golden age of children’s literature 

in the 1960s and 1970s.  In session four we will look at two writers of the period, Penelope Lively and 

Alan Garner, both of whom were (and are) inspired by folk tale and myth, as well as by contemporary 

developments in archaeology and landscape history.  We will think about the new generation of child 

protagonists, class awareness, and legacies of boredom, as well as explore the significance of fear and 

the folk tale in relation to children’s literature more widely.  

 
 
Week 5: Contemporary Debates in Children's Literature (Dr Jenny Bavidge, University of 
Cambridge). 
 
Primary Texts: David Almond's Skellig (1998) and Alex Wheatle’s Crongton Knights (2017).   
 
What is a 'good book' for children? How have ideas about what children should read changed since 

the earlier periods considered so far? This session will explore debates about children's literature from 

the 1990s to the present day. We'll cover the uses of fantasy by authors such as Philip Pullman and 
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the way the children's book can serve as a space for the airing of social, personal and political issues, 

as tackled by authors including Jacqueline Wilson and Malorie Blackman. We'll think about the 

narrative and stylistic innovations of recent children's literature, with reference to David 

Almond's Skellig (1998) and Alex Wheatle’s Crongton Knights (2017).   

 

 
Week 6: School Stories (Dr Emma McEvoy, University of Westminster, and British Library curator 
Lucy Evans). 
 
Primary Text: Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997). 
 
In our final session we will look at the school story, a genre that has been perennially popular ever 

since the publication of Tom Brown’s School Days in 1857.  Our main text will be Harry Potter and 

the Philosopher’s Stone, but do feel free to bring along other texts as we discuss the stock features of 

the genre - the band of friends, school ethos, tyranny and teachers.  

 

In the second part of the session we will be joined by curator Lucy Evans who will be bringing along 

school stories, fantasy literature and young adult fiction, as well as comics and annuals from the 19th, 

20th and 21st centuries. 

 
 

Tutors 

 

Dr Emma McEvoy is Senior Lecturer in the School of Humanities at the University of Westminster.  

She is the author of Gothic Tourism (Palgrave Macmillan, 2016) and is currently writing about 

literature and the twentieth-century heritage movement.  

 

Dr Jenny Bavidge is Senior Lecturer and Academic Director of English Literature for the Institute of 

Continuing Education at the University of Cambridge and is a fellow of Murray Edwards College, 

Cambridge. She is currently writing a guide book to the London found in children’s literature. 

 

Lucy Evans is a Curator in the Department of Printed Heritage Collections where she specialises in 

eighteenth and nineteenth century collections with a particular interest in children’s literature.   

 

 
 

Required Reading 

Week 1: Maurice Sendak, Outside Over There (1981) and Anon, History of Little Goody Two-Shoes 
(1766).             
  
Week 2: E Nesbit's The Story of the Treasure Seekers (1899) and Peter Pan (1911).  
 
Week 3: Alison Uttley’s A Traveller in Time (1939). 
 
Week 4: Alan Garner’s Elidor (1965) and Penelope Lively’s The Whispering Knights (1971)  
 
Week 5: David Almond's Skellig (1998) and Alex Wheatle’s Crongton Knights (2017).   
 
Week 6: J K Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997). 

NB an electronic edition of the History of Little Goody Two-Shoes may be found at: 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/13675/13675-h/13675-h.html  

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/13675/13675-h/13675-h.html
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Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please gather outside the Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre, located on the lower ground floor, 

from 5.45pm. Tea and coffee will be provided at each session.  

 
 


