
 

About the Book 
 

When you look at a bird, do you see feathers and 

a beak? Or do you see circles and triangles? 

Artist Charley Harper spent his life reducing 

subjects to their simplest forms, their basic lines 

and shapes. This resulted in what he called 

minimal realism and the style that would become 

easily recognized as Charley Harper’s. Art fans 

and nature lovers around the world fell in love 

with Harper’s paintings, which often featured 

bright colors and intriguing nature subjects. 

 

Harper’s love of painting and drawing led him 

from the hills of West Virginia to the bombed-out 

villages of Europe, to the streets of New York City, 

and to the halls of the Art Academy of 

Cincinnati. How did the farm boy who didn’t 

know a single artist become one of America’s 

most recognized midcentury modern painters? 

The answer is simple. He did it by counting  

the wings. 

Count the Wings: 
The Life and Art of  

Charley Harper 
By Michelle Houts 

 

A Choose to 

Read Ohio 

Toolkit 

Use this toolkit to 

plan book  

discussions, library 

programs, or  

classroom  

activities. 

 

Meet Ohio author 

Michelle Houts and 

learn about artist 

and longtime  

Cincinnati resident 

Charley Harper. 

 

Select from a range 

of discussion  

questions and  

extension activities 

to deepen the  

experience of 

reading Count  

the Wings.  

 

Discover interviews, 

readalikes,  

websites, and other 

resources to  

explore topics and 

themes in depth. 

 

Book jacket image and book description 

courtesy of Ohio University Press.  

Used with permission. 

Book Details 
 

Count the Wings: The Life and Art of Charley Harper by Michelle Houts 

Ohio University Press, 2018. ISBN 9780821423073. 144 pages. Ages 8-13. 

www.ohioswallow.com/book/Count+the+Wings 

 

Available as an ebook through the Ohio Digital Library: ohiodigitallibrary.com 

 

Look for these other titles in Ohio University Press’s Biographies for Young Readers series:   

Cy Young: An American Baseball Hero by Scott H. Longert 

Dolores Huerta Stands Strong by Marlene Targ Brill 

Eye to Eye: Sports Journalist Christine Brennan by Julie K. Rubini 

The Jerrie Mock Story by Nancy Roe Pimm 

Kammie on First: Baseball’s Dottie Kamenshek by Michelle Houts 

The Many Lives of Eddie Rickenbacker by Andrew Speno 

Missing Millie Benson by Julie K. Rubini 

Smoky, the Dog That Saved My Life: The Bill Wynne Story by Nancy Roe Pimm 

Virginia Hamilton: America’s Storyteller by Julie K. Rubini 

 

https://www.ohioswallow.com/book/Count+the+Wings
https://ohdbks.overdrive.com/ohdbks-statelib/content/media/3941318
https://www.ohioswallow.com/series/Biographies+for+Young+Readers
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About the Author  
 

Michelle Houts holds degrees in special education and speech-language 

pathology. She is the author of several fiction and nonfiction books for 

young readers, including the award-winning The Beef Princess of Practical 

County, The Practical County Drama Queen, and Winterfrost, which was a 

2017–2018 Choose to Read Ohio selection. Michelle is the series editor for 

Ohio University Press’s Biographies for Young Readers and has also served as 

a CTRO elector. 

 

She is an active speaker, engaging school children across the United  

States, presenting to teachers and librarians at conferences, and supporting 

up-and-coming writers via her own workshops and the Society of Children’s 

Book Writers and Illustrators. 

 

Michelle lives on a farm in Ohio with her family and writes in a restored  

one-room schoolhouse nearby. She will respond to every letter she gets in 

the mail. (She promises!) Fans can send letters to Michelle Houts, P.O. Box 

434, Rockford, OH 45882. 

 

Michelle lives her life by the “Mark Boney Promise.” Always treat others with 

respect, and speak up when others do not. See her website for the full story. 

 

Author Resources  
 

Michelle Houts’s official website 

michellehouts.com 

 
Michelle Houts’s press sheet 

michellehouts.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Press-Sheet.pdf 

 
Find Michelle Houts on social media 

Instagram – www.instagram.com/mhoutswrites/ 

Twitter – @mhoutswrites  

 
WOUB interview with Michelle Houts about Charley Harper  

woub.org/2018/06/13/speaking-with-author-michelle-houts-about-the-

importance-of-biography-for-young-readers/ 

 

WVXU-NPR interview with Michelle Houts about Count the Wings 

www.wvxu.org/post/introducing-children-artistry-charley-harper#stream/0 

 
WVXU-NPR Todd Oldham interviewing Charley Harper in 2006 

www.wvxu.org/post/2006-designer-todd-oldham-his-friend-mentor-artist-

charley-harper 

 
For publicity and speaking engagement inquiries: 

Contact Jeff Kallett, Ohio University Press, kallet@ohio.edu  

Permission to use author photo 

granted by Ohio University Press.  

Biographical information courtesy 

Ohio University Press and Michelle 

Houts. 

“When I start to 

paint a bird, I 

don’t count all 

the feathers in 

the wings—I just 

count the 

wings.” 

https://michellehouts.com/
https://michellehouts.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Press-Sheet.pdf
https://www.instagram.com/mhoutswrites/
https://woub.org/2018/06/13/speaking-with-author-michelle-houts-about-the-importance-of-biography-for-young-readers/
https://woub.org/2018/06/13/speaking-with-author-michelle-houts-about-the-importance-of-biography-for-young-readers/
https://www.wvxu.org/post/introducing-children-artistry-charley-harper#stream/0
https://www.wvxu.org/post/2006-designer-todd-oldham-his-friend-mentor-artist-charley-harper
https://www.wvxu.org/post/2006-designer-todd-oldham-his-friend-mentor-artist-charley-harper
mailto:kallet@ohio.edu


library.ohio.gov/ctro 

Talk About It!  
Topics to share when discussing Count the Wings with young readers.  
 
Educators: Every CTRO book may be used to support Ohio’s English Language Arts reading, writing, and speaking and listening 

standards. See examples at right. Other Learning Standards such as Visual Art: Responding/Reflecting may also apply. Discussion 

questions and educational activities for Count the Wings align with Learning Standards for Grades 3-5.  

 
Librarians, parents, and others: These activities are also for library programs, family activities, and other projects. Learning  

Standards define what students should know and be able to do at each grade. For more information, see the Ohio Department 

of Education website, education.ohio.gov. From the Topics dropdown menu, click on “Learning in Ohio.” 

 

• Charley Harper grew up in a small town and didn’t know anyone who made a living as an artist. Despite 

this, he chose art as a career and decided to attend an art academy 300 miles away. How do you think 

Charley felt when he made these decisions? How do you think he would have felt if he had stayed in his 

hometown and done something else instead? Think of a time when you took a risk; did it work out the 

way you hoped? Would you do anything differently next time? 

• Throughout his life, Charley Harper enjoyed spending time in nature and learning about the world 

around him. What activity makes you happy? What do you like most about it? 

• Charley tried many different types of art before finding his own unique style. Have you ever worked  

at something that was difficult or took a long time to get right? Did you think about stopping? What  

motivated you to keep trying?  

• Charley and Edie wrote many letters, especially during the years they were separated during World  

War II. Does your family have letters written by your parents or grandparents when they were younger?  

Is the handwriting easy or difficult to read? What did they write about? Can you make any connections 

between events described in the letters and events happening today? 

• Charley Harper kept journals off and on during his lifetime and left notes about nature and about life 

throughout his studio. A commonplace book is somewhat like a journal; it’s a place where you can  

collect quotes, thoughts, observations, song lyrics, or anything else you want to remember and revisit. 

Do you have a favorite quote or song lyric that you would include in a commonplace book? Why do 

you like it? What does it mean to you? 

• Alexander Wilson (1766–1813) was the first person to systematically study and illustrate the birds of the US. 

Compare Wilson’s illustration of Ohio’s state bird, the cardinal (available at library.si.edu/image-

gallery/106568), with Charley Harper’s cardinal paintings in Count the Wings. How are they similar? How 

are they different? Which style do you prefer? Why? 

 

 

Go Further! 
Ideas for extending the experience of reading Count the Wings. 

 

Charley Harper loved painting wildlife, and carefully researched each animal’s behavior and natural  

habitat before painting it. Students can work individually or in groups to research a favorite wild animal  

using online resources available to students through INFOhio (infohio.org) and to all Ohio residents through 

Ohio Web Library (ohioweblibrary.org).  

 

Harper used creative combinations of lines and shapes to create artwork in his signature style. Encourage 

students to create their own wildlife art using lines and shapes; they could paint, draw, create a collage, or 

use other media. Encourage them to think about their artwork before creating it. Will they show the animal 

from the front, the side, or from above? Will they include the animal’s habitat? What colors will they use?  

 

Charley believed the title of a painting was just as important as the painting itself, and often incorporated 

puns into his titles. Remind students to give their finished artwork a title—it can be funny, “punny,” or more 

straightforward. Then have them write a short paragraph about their artwork and the title they chose.  

http://education.ohio.gov/
https://library.si.edu/image-gallery/106568
https://library.si.edu/image-gallery/106568
http://www.infohio.org
http://www.ohioweblibrary.org


 

Choose to Read Ohio,  

a project of the State  

Library of Ohio, the  

Ohioana Library  

Association, and the 

Ohio Center for the 

Book, encourages  

public libraries, schools, 

families, and others to 

build a community of 

readers and an  

appreciation of Ohio 

authors, illustrators, and 

literature. CTRO is 

adaptable for use in 

classrooms,  

libraries, bookstores,  

by book discussion 

groups, families, and 

other community 

groups.   

 

Explore Choose to Read 

Ohio resources & 

toolkits:  

library.ohio.gov/ctro. 

 

This toolkit revised  

May 2021. 

Choose to Read Ohio 

274 East First Avenue. Columbus, Ohio 43201-3692 

(614) 644-6910    library.ohio.gov 

 

Explore More! 
Additional ideas and resources to use with Count the Wings. 

 

Charley Harper’s Posters of the National Parks 

www.nps.gov/subjects/hfc/charley-harper-posters.htm 

In the 1970s and 1980s, Charley Harper created ten poster illustrations that showcased 

the plant and animal diversity found in US national parks. This website from the  

National Park Service’s Harpers Ferry Center provides a wealth of information about 

the posters and the featured parks, including a virtual road trip with photos of the 

parks, images of preliminary artwork, and a virtual scavenger hunt highlighting the 

species in each poster. 

 
Charley Around the World 

www.charleyharperartstudio.com/about-charley/charley-around-the-world.html 

This web page from the Charley Harper Art Studio includes both indoor and outdoor 

exhibits of Charley’s work. Watch the short video from the Virginia Living Museum to 

see several of Charley’s paintings. 
 

Meet a Printmaker  

www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/kids-view/meet-printmaker 

Charley and Edie Harper used screen printing, also known as serigraphy, to create the 

prints of Charley’s Ford Times illustrations. Watch a modern screen printer at work in  

this video from the United Kingdom’s Tate galleries. 

 
Victory Mail 

postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/victory-mail  

Visit this online exhibit from the National Postal Museum to learn more about V-Mail. 

The exhibit includes newsreel footage demonstrating V-Mail behind the scenes, and 

the Classroom Resources section includes a printable V-Mail template. 

 
Ohio Wildlife Species Guide and Field Guides 

Charley Harper loved seeing animals and their habitats in person, but when he  

painted, he often used photos in field guides for reference. You can see photos of 

Ohio wildlife and habitats in the Ohio Department of Natural Resources’ Online  

Species Guide at ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-

conservation/about-ODNR/wildlife/species-guide.  

 

You can also download field guides at ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-

and-learn/safety-conservation/about-odnr/wildlife/documents-publications/

backyard-wildlife-documents. 

 

 

Check It Out! 
Recommended for readers of Count the Wings. 

 

Chasing Vermeer by Blue Balliett 

For the Birds: The Life of Roger Tory Peterson by Peggy Thomas 

From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler by E. L. Konigsburg 

This Strange Wilderness: The Life and Art of John James Audubon by Nancy Plain 

Wideness and Wonder: The Life and Art of Georgia O’Keeffe by Susan Goldman Rubin 

Wildlife Ranger Action Guide: Track, Spot & Provide Healthy Habitat for Creatures 

 Close to Home by Mary Kay Carson 

http://library.ohio.gov/ctro
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/hfc/charley-harper-posters.htm
https://www.charleyharperartstudio.com/about-charley/charley-around-the-world.html
https://www.tate.org.uk/kids/explore/kids-view/meet-printmaker
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/victory-mail
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-ODNR/wildlife/species-guide
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-ODNR/wildlife/species-guide
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-odnr/wildlife/documents-publications/backyard-wildlife-documents
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-odnr/wildlife/documents-publications/backyard-wildlife-documents
https://ohiodnr.gov/wps/portal/gov/odnr/discover-and-learn/safety-conservation/about-odnr/wildlife/documents-publications/backyard-wildlife-documents

