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I (Linda) also knew Narelle from Toowoomba 
where we attended high school together in the 
senior years. Narelle and I later went to Mt Gravatt 
Teachers’ College for three years. During this 
time, the cohort of which we were a part enjoyed 
learning to produce linocut prints as part of 
teaching visual arts. I was never sure whether this 
was where Narelle became inspired to use linocut 
prints but books such as Leaf Tail (1989) have always 
reminded me of our experience of studying to be 
teachers. Indeed, Narelle’s mastery over this form of 
visual image-making showed her care, gentleness 
and attention to detail which combined with her 
dedication and talent enabled her to represent the 
different subject matter of her books in ways that are 
true and timeless. I caught up with Narelle in 2013 
at the ALEA national conference in Brisbane where 
she held a workshop on how she developed the story 
and images for her book: Don’t Let a Spoonbill in the 
Kitchen. The audience was mesmerised as she shared 
how she used different materials to create collages 
which she augmented with her trademark linocut 
prints and photographed to compile delightful 
yet hilarious depictions of a spoonbill and other 
Australian birds on the loose in out-of-the-ordinary 
places.

I was also always aware that at the heart of 
Narelle’s work was a strong commitment to 
children’s literacy education. Apart from featuring 
the Australian landscape with its array of unique 
flora and fauna, Narelle’s later works namely Dancing 
the Boom-cha-cha Boogie (see Figure 2) and The Very 
Blue Thingamajig (see Figure 6) tackled contemporary 
and controversial issues such as refugees, diversity 
and intercultural understanding. It was clear that 
Narelle’s exploitation of different text types – 
narratives, information reports, fables, folktales – 
and ways of playing with language represented 
careful deliberate choices to simultaneously 
entertain and educate young readers.

Narelle’s recent passing saddened the literacy 
world and has been keenly felt by the ALEA family. 
In dedicating this issue of Practical Literacy to 
Narelle, we have included (with permission) several 
book images (here and on the cover) which we 
hope you will recognise and which will continue to 
inspire wonder, marvel and joy.

Much loved children’s book author and 
illustrator, Narelle Oliver, faded from 
life on 3 October. It is fitting that in this 

issue on wonder we call attention to Narelle’s love 
of literacy and amazing curiosity about different 
natural worlds. The inspiration and creation 
processes involved in producing her thirteen picture 
books testify to the extraordinary lengths to which 
she would go to capture the wonder of these worlds 
in each page and each picture. For example, to gather 
insight to create Sand Swimmers (1999) she went to 
every kind of desert in central Australia, even the 
very remote Gibber Desert where she pursued the 
elusive gibber bird by painstakingly and patiently 
sneaking across searing stones to savour its wonder. 
Most of Narelle’s books are non-fiction narratives 
that ignite awe and appreciation of Australian flora 
and fauna, hence we, Louise and Linda, co-editors of 
Practical Literacy, thought it entirely apt to dedicate 
this wonder-themed issue to the marvellous legacy 
that Narelle contributed across her career to igniting 
wonderings about this exquisitely beautiful and 
fascinating land we live on and with – Australia.

I (Louise) was first introduced to Narelle’s talent 
to invite close attention to nature and care when I 
purchased her first book Leaf Tail (1989) for my niece, 
which became a much treasured book for many 
years. Some fifteen years later I met Narelle at an 
early childhood conference, and we immediately 
shared a dry witty appreciation of life, the universe 
and everything. We then went on to both have 
executive roles for Book Links (Queensland) 
(https://booklinks.org.au/), which sought to enable 
our shared vision of creating a centre for children 
and young people to appreciate all forms of story 
and how story is created. At the time Dancing the 
Boom-cha-cha Boogie had not long been published. I 
adored the murmels’ curly houses (see Figure 1), but 
more importantly I was in awe of Narelle’s clever use 
of words and contrasting imagery to craft Australia’s 
treatment of asylum seekers into a fable accessible to 
all ages. It is one of my all-time favourite children’s 
picture books that I share with children of all ages 
and preservice teachers to ask: ‘What is this story 
inviting you to think about?’

Narelle very generously shared what inspired the 
making of her books with primary students at author 
visits to schools, with preservice teachers at guest 
lectures and educators at conferences across decades. 
Her adventures of wondering ignited many others.

Dedication to Narelle Oliver 
(1960–2016)

Louise Phillips and Linda-Dianne Willis
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Figure 1: Murmella in ‘Dancing the Boom-cha-cha Boogie’
(permission to reproduce granted by Narelle’s family)

Figure 2: Murmels washed to sea

Figure 3: Don’t let a spoonbill in the kitchen
Figure 4: Don’t let a pelican in the airport

Figure 5: Don’t let a cormorant in the laundry

Figures 3, 4 and 5:
From the book Don’t Let a Spoonbill in the Kitchen by Narelle Oliver
Text and illustrations copyright © Narelle Oliver, 2013
First published by Omnibus Books, a division of Scholastic Australia Pty Limited, 2013
Reproduced by permission of Scholastic Australia Pty Limited

Figure 6 and front cover:
From the book The Very Blue Thingamajig by Narelle Oliver
Text and illustrations copyright © Narelle Oliver, 2003
First published by Omnibus Books, a division of Scholastic 
Australia Pty Limited, 2003
Reproduced by permission of Scholastic Australia Pty Limited


