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One Book in Action 
 

UnderGROUND by Denise Fleming 
 

For our “One Book in Action” in the picture book category, let’s hone in on 
Denise Fleming’s UnderGROUND (Beach Lane, 2012), which Publisher’s Weekly 
called an “evocative ode to nature.” As a young boy and his dog help plant and 
water a cherry tree, he explores what he finds above, within, and under the ground 
including a variety of objects and creatures. With its direct and simple, rhythmic 
language, UnderGROUND is a quick and engaging book to read aloud book, but 
young listeners with sharp eyes will enjoy exploring the cross-section illustrations 
that reveal many details of the backyard world. It offers multiple opportunities for 
extending the topic of nature, exploring the art medium used to create the 
illustrations, and for connecting with other parallel works by the same 
author/illustrator. Let’s consider each angle. 
 
More about Nature 

This simple picture book offers an excellent opportunity for connecting 
with the real world in a kinesthetic way—bringing some of the actual objects 
mentioned in the book (and often found in the dirt) to touch and talk about like 
old tools, dog bones, a key, a coin, a toy car, dog bones. Invite children to talk 
about things they have found on the ground or in the dirt. Then consider the 
natural elements shown in the story such as seeds, root vegetables, and the 
underground creatures that appear on the pages, as well as their tunnels, 
burrows, food sources, and activities. Point out the illustrated "Creature 
Identification" index that Fleming offers in the back of the book offering 
information about the underground habits of the bugs and insects and other 
wildlife. 

Follow up this book with All the World by Liz Garton Scanlon (Beach Lane, 
2009), My Garden by Kevin Henkes (Greenwillow, 2010) or The Curious Garden by 
Peter Brown (Little, Brown, 2009) or better yet, a nature walk. Just for fun, 
consider making “dirt cup” desserts with pudding, crumbled Oreos, and candy 
gummi worms. 
 
More about Paper Art 

The illustrations that Denise Fleming creates for UnderGROUND are an 
essential part of the book experience and convey much of the story and 
information visually. She uses her characteristic bold colors and textured pulp 
paintings to show both what’s underneath as well as just above the ground at the 
same time. Kirkus Reviews noted, “Fleming’s pulp-painting technique is used to 
best advantage to capture the textures of coarse dirt, pebbles, roots and tunnels, 
and every page-turn offers full-spread cutaway views.” With very young 
children, you might focus on simply identifying each object and animal or 
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creature in repeated “walks” through the pictures. But with older kids, you 
might try tearing construction paper into animal shapes to recreate some of the 
book’s creatures. For children who want to know how Fleming creates her art, 
she provides a step-by-step description of her unique papermaking process on 
her website: 

 
http://www.denisefleming.com//pages/papermaking.html 

 
Or you can show a demonstration of her artistic process in this video: 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ngA0eEG5msM 
 
More about Denise Fleming 

When children really enjoy a book, it can be fun to share more by the same 
author or illustrator. In this case, Fleming even has two other books that have a 
similar, simple focus on natural ecosystems with In the Tall, Tall Grass and In The 
Small, Small Pond.  
 You’ll find a complete listing of Fleming’s books along with additional 
interviews, book guides for using her books with kids, audio and video excerpts 
of interviews and demonstrations, engaging activities, and much more on her 
very colorful website http://www.denisefleming.com With her simple, rhythmic 
texts and bold, textured illustrations, her books are appealing for our youngest 
readers and ideal for reading aloud, laptimes, and storytimes. 
 

By Sylvia Vardell 
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