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To organize this journal, I start with book reviews of 30 children’s books. The reviews are divided into sections based upon their genre in this order: picture books, chapter books, early readers, and non-fiction books. The sub-genres (i.e., concept book, wordless book) are noted in the review’s genre listing. The comparisons of published reviews follows part one. The reviews come from Booklist, Horn Book Magazine, Publishers Weekly, Kirkus Reviews, and School Library Journal; because most of these reviews came from similar sources and had no titles, full citation information for each review follows each comparison rather than coming at the end of the section as a complete bibliography. The reviews that are compared are the ones which discussed Kitten’s First Full Moon (picture book), Biscuit Goes to School (early reader), The Moon & Riddles Diner and Sunnyside Café (non-fiction book), and Holes (chapter book). Finally, four written book talk scripts end this journal; the book talks refer to Amelia Bedelia (early reader), The Dragons are Singing Tonight (non-fiction book), Snowflake Bentley (picture book), and The Trumpet of the Swan (chapter book). The book talks themselves can be heard at the following URL:

http://students.washington.edu/savasthi/565_booktalks_booktalks_files/Default.htm
Part One: Book reviews
Picture Books:
1. Title: Joseph Had a Little Overcoat

Author: Simms Taback

Genre: Picture book--Caldecott winner
Age group of intended audience: 5-8

Promotional annotation: Joseph Had a Little Overcoat won a Caldecott Award for its inventive illustrations of a story adapted from a Yiddish folk song. The book includes music and lyrics for that song at the end. 

Review: Joseph Had a Little Overcoat presents a compelling story and has notably interesting illustrations. Cut-outs are used to show how the coat goes through its many transformations. This inventive approach to illustrating the story is bound to engage young readers who are fascinated with shapes. The story imparts a message about resourcefulness and thrift, and its conclusion that “you can always make something out of nothing” comes after Joseph writes a song about his coat. Thus, the book also presents an encouraging depiction of creativity.


In addition, this book helps to introduce Jewish culture to children. Throughout the book, Jewish symbols and phrases (i.e., a menorah or mazel tov) are incorporated into the illustrations, and references to Fiddler on the Roof pepper the story. By providing this context, the book makes note of the story’s Yiddish roots. By including the lyrics and music to the Yiddish folk song that inspired the narrative, children can learn to sing the song, a feature that might be particularly interesting if the story were told as a part of a music class in kindergarten or elementary school.

2. Title: Kitten’s First Full Moon

Author: Kevin Henkes

Genre: Picture book--Caldecott winner
Age group of intended audience: 4-6

Promotional annotation: Kitten’s First Full Moon details the adventures of a cat that confuses the full moon with a bowl of milk. This charming tale presents black-and-white illustrations that won a Caldecott Award.

Review: Kitten’s First Full Moon demonstrates that simplicity often makes for good books. Its black-and-white illustrations do an excellent job of portraying the frustrations of a cat that is trying to reach the moon. Additionally, the illustrations help to convey traditional linear movement in narratives; there are a few pages that depict the movement of the cat from one frame to another one on the same page, which might help young readers understand that stories usually express events that follow one another. 


Because the book depicts the honest confusion on the part of this cat, it might mimic the experience that young readers have when they make mistakes. Thus, readers can identify with the bewilderment and frustration that accompany making mistakes, and, because the book never suggests that the kitten was stupid, it does not condescend to young readers. Finally, it ends with an unexpected reward, which may prove to be satisfying to readers who know from the start that the kitten will not reach the moon.

3. Title: Snowflake Bentley

Author: Jacqueline Briggs Martin

Genre: Picture book--Realistic
Age group of intended audience: 7-10

Promotional annotation: A Caldecott winner, Snowflake Bentley provides an engaging account of the farmer who first took pictures of snow crystals. The book includes sidebars that contain factual information for older readers.

Review: While Snowflake Bentley is a biography, the book does not simply account for the life of Wilson Bentley; instead, it depicts how his interest in photographing nature and learning about snow developed so that Bentley became the first person to photograph snow crystals. By concentrating on how Bentley’s interests developed from when he was a boy, the book provides a compelling nonfiction narrative that is accompanied by richly detailed wood-cut illustrations.


The narrative is also accompanied by expository sidebars that give detailed facts about Bentley’s life, such as when he was born or the procedure he developed for photographing snow crystals. Reading these expository statements in conjunction with the story is rather jarring; it makes far more sense to read the story without the sidebars and then go back to read the sidebars for the details. While the expository information suspends the story’s narrative momentum, at least it is placed aside from the narrative text, which helps to offset the way that these passages interrupt the story. In addition, this information will appeal to older readers who want more information about Bentley’s technique and life and might allow the book to grow with the reader.

4.  Title: Fibblestax
Author: Devin Scillian
Genre: Picture book--Rhyming
Age group of intended audience: 6-8
Promotional annotation: A picture book about words, Fibblestax is full of delightful illustrations that accompany the tale of a boy who became responsible for naming all things.
Review: Fibblestax is a charming book, and it is well-laid out, particularly for readers who are transiting from picture books to early readers. A full-page illustration faces a page of text, and that page of text also includes more illustrations; this combination of words and pictures would make the book less intimidating for children who are beginning to read. Additionally, the rhyme scheme consists of either ABCB stanzas broken into couplets or rhyming couplets. This kind of rhythm is more appropriate to older readers who can follow the rhyme as it passes through a separate line of text. Occasionally, lines are appear without any connection to stanzas or a rhyming pattern for emphasis of that point, something more experienced readers will grasp.


The content of the book focuses on words. The pictures denote scenes from the story, and, while some of the illustrations portray the items being named, the book would not function as a vocabulary-building book. However, the book draws out an appreciation for words and acknowledges that some words don’t seem to match what they represent and that others sound appropriate to us; for instance, the word “crackers” sounds like a cracker snapping, which makes it apt choice. This appreciation for onomatopoeia would probably make sense to children, who appear to reflect upon the sound of words and their relationship to meaning. Additionally, the book brings up the idea of naming abstract concepts when Fibblestax names “love.” The shift from words that can be represented by concrete things and words that can only be explained intellectually or emotionally would help more mature readers grasp the way that some words exist without tangible referents. While younger children may enjoy the book, it might be most effective for children who are learning to read and explore language, and it could even install a love for words in a child, which is necessary for a good reader.

5. Title: The Very Best of Mother Goose
Author: Edited by Ione Opie
Genre: Picture book--Mother Goose
Age group of intended audience: 3-6
Promotional annotation: The Very Best of Mother Goose delivers plenty of favorite nursery rhymes, and the colorful illustrations ensure that these classics will continue to be well-loved by children.
Review: This collection contains more than 100 nursery rhymes, and each one is well-illustrated. The book is colorful, and it provides much variation in terms of layout and text style to make sure that the book does not feel predictable or stale. By varying text sizes and incorporating lines of poetry into the illustrations, the book is visually stimulating, and the time-worn rhythms of Mother Goose are as classic now as they ever were. While some illustrations of characters seemed to lack personality, the book took an imaginative approach to various poems. “On the Way to St. Ives,” for instance, includes illustrations that grow with the poem to account for seven wives with seven bags with seven cats with seven kittens until those images take up the sky on the last page. The poems seem to have been well-chosen and are divided into eight “chapters.” Additionally, an index of first lines makes it easy to find the poem you are looking for.


This volume seemed especially useful for teaching print literacy. The large font size makes the words very clear, and it’s easy to imagine a finger tracing the lines of the poem because of the space left between sentences. The layout of some poems combines the verse with the illustrations, which would give children an opportunity to discern between printed words and pictures. Several poems are accompanied by large pictures, and, on facing pages, the verses are interspersed with smaller drawings to ensure that a child could take an active part in looking at the book if it were read to him or her. By making good use of space, providing visual interest, and setting up readable type, the book lends itself to teaching kids how to find and read words on a printed page.

6. Title: Richard Scarry’s Best Mother Goose Ever
Author: Richard Scarry
Genre: Picture book--Mother Goose
Age group of intended audience: 3-6
Promotional annotation: For fans of Richard Scarry, this collection of Mother Goose poems is a necessity, pairing old favorites with lively and personable illustrations to capture the imaginations of children.
Review: Because I had heard much appreciation of Richard Scarry, I began this book with high expectations that were, I’m sure, heightened by the superlatives in the title. And, while I found the book to be enjoyable and well-presented, I was not convinced that it was, in fact, the best Mother Goose book ever. The illustrations were remarkable, particularly because the characters seemed to have personality, and the detail was striking. The selection of poems seemed to have been thoughtful and considered as well. An index of first lines would make it easy for anyone to find the poem they were looking for, and the number of poems is satisfying and sufficient. However, the book’s layout was not as engaging as other Mother Goose volumes. The pages seemed to lack color, and the size of the font seemed to small for readers who are still trying to discern letters from pictures. The structure of the layout did not vary often enough, which made the illustrations appear rather predictable by the end.

The predictability was, of course, exacerbated by the familiarity of the verses; nearly everyone knows Mother Goose rhymes, so I found myself looking for an innovative presentation of them. However, I am not the intended audience for these poems; to a child who is unfamiliar with the rhymes, the book would probably be delightful. I can imagine that this book would appeal to readers who knew the verses and wanted some interesting pictures to accompany them, and, because my understanding is that Richard Scarry has a loyal following, children who already love his style of illustrations would probably enjoy this book even more. 
7. Title: Under the Bed
Author: Paul Bright and Ben Cort
Genre: Picture book--Fantasy
Age group of intended audience: 5-7
Promotional annotation: Featuring imaginative pictures, the timeless question of what lies under the bed is answered in this book, leaving us to wonder if those creatures might possibly fear us more than we fear them.
Review: Under the Bed may help to relieve the fears of many children as they begin to sleep alone at night because of the book’s comical illustrations and clever conceit. The pictures of the monsters found under the bed are fierce enough to ensure that a child does not feel that his/her fears are being mocked, yet they are made less intimidating throughout the tale. The bugs, for example, look like furballs with arms, legs, and faces instead of frightening spiders, and other monsters include a pizza-eating alligator, a sleeping dragon, and a grizzly bear on a desert island. These monsters are followed by an alarming one who turns out to be terrified and cowering in fear of what is in the bed. The monsters, hearing such news, all panic and race from the room, down the stairs, and out of the house because they are frightened by the “you” in the bed.

The idea that monsters are afraid of people has been popularized by the Pixar film Monsters, Inc., but it is still clever enough to keep a child interested and help to defuse his/her terror. The last page recommends that the child check under the bed, just in case, which could be performed by the child and adult to ensure that all is safe. This book might be ideal for someone who is afraid of the dark and needs a narrative to dispel those fears. Additionally, the illustrations make even fierce creatures like dragons seem benign and rather lazy; the alligator is far too interested in his hammock to be threatening. Yet that the pictures are of fierce creatures like dragons and alligators ensures that the child’s fears are not minimized or ridiculed, as they might have been if the pictures had depicted only small, furry monsters more interested in crumbs than sleeping kids.

8. Title: Olivia Counts
Author: Ian Falconer
Genre: Picture book--Concept
Age group of intended audience: 3-6
Promotional annotation: Featuring black and white illustrations accented with red, Olivia Counts depicts the popular piglet herself, and this sturdy board book provides a wonderful way to introduce your child to numbers.
Review: Because I had heard of Olivia from friends, I was interested in reviewing this particular book, and I was surprised to see that the book featured such unusual illustrations. The red accents on the black-and-white drawings give a unique look to the book, and these color scheme seems to be aimed at very young children, as infants can first discern black, white, and red. That Olivia Counts is a board book also suggests that the intended audience is quite young. However, the text of Olivia Counts seems to be odds with this age range. The book mentions “seven accessories” for Olivia, and most children who know what “accessories” might mean would probably be able to distinguish many other colors. It also seemed that some of the item in Olivia Counts are not the best items to be included; for example, “four aunts” might be unclear because “aunts” are not as concrete as the other objects, like balls or bows. The objects that could be counted are not necessarily scattered on the page, so it would not be difficult for a child to “find” all four aunts. While this could be useful for beginning counters, it might take away the fun for others.

That said, Olivia Counts presents a fairly modern version of the central character, and I can see how that would appeal to many parents and children. Her accessories include sunglasses and a walkman, and her expressions give her personality. Olivia’s contemporary context might make the book seem less childish to children who are learning to count at a later age, and the text includes both Arabic numbers as well as printed versions. The number “4” will appear in red while the word “four” is directly beneath it in black type. By including both systems of representation, a child can learn how to spell the numbers as well as the number themselves. Because there are other Olivia books, this one would also be good for a child who already liked Olivia and would want to see her other adventures. This could be a good introduction to a series of books that might encourage a reluctant reader.

9. Title: ABCs of Art
Author: Julie Aigner-Clark
Genre: Picture book--Alphabet
Age group of intended audience: 4-7
Promotional annotation: Part of the Baby Einstein series, ABCs of Art asks children to find objects for each letter of the alphabet in sophisticated illustrations, and Van Goat’s other questions will stimulate your child’s imagination.
Review: I was impressed by the ABCs of Art on a few levels. First, the book does a nice job of introducing the alphabet by including both uppercase and lowercase letters that are boxed and set in a different color of type. By calling attention to the letter, the book stresses its importance. On a facing page, there is an illustration that is far more sophisticated than a cartoon and is often rendered to look like portraits in a museum, particularly since it appears to be framed on a wall. This layout is clean and clear, yet it still provides visual interest. The text consists of two questions for each letter: one asks the child to find an object that starts with the respective letter in the picture (i.e., “can you find the violin in the picture” is on the “V” page); the other asks a more imaginative question that could stimulate the child’s thinking (i.e., “what song do you think the man is playing on the violin” on the “V” page). The first questions will help the child associate letters with words and pictures; the second will engage the child’s interest in another way. Some questions asked for an imaginative answer while others asked the child to pay closer attention to the picture and develop a finer visual sense. Each question might lead to a discussion, particularly if the child is older and has a firm grasp on the alphabet. Thus, the book is designed to teach the child several concepts and/or skills along with the alphabet.

On a more capitalistic note, I was also impressed by the book’s appeal to adults, especially those parents who are quite committed to developing their child’s intellects. The character asking the questions is called “Van Goat,” a pun that will appeal to parents more than kids, and, by calling the series “Baby Einstein,” the books are aiming for parents who are actively seeking intellectual stimulation for their children. Additionally, the complex illustrations evoke fine art more than cartoons and museums instead of comic books, which would probably affect a parent. While I am uncomfortable with the intellectual snobbery that underlies these marketing choices, I am also certain that they would positively affect most parents. What is especially useful, though, is that the book will appeal to kids and to parents. The interesting visuals and the innovative questions will help to engage a child, and the layout makes it easy to trace words and learn letters. That the book addresses the needs of parents and children while making the alphabet engaging speaks to its creativity and meticulous concern with many aspects of reading and learning.

10. Title: Looking Down
Author: Steve Jenkins
Genre: Picture book--Wordless
Age group of intended audience: 3-6
Promotional annotation: This unique book offers innovative illustrations that let the reader see the world as if moving down from outer space until reaching a lady bug on planet Earth.
Review: Looking Down is an interesting book that makes good use of the wordless format; in fact, this book makes it clear that words would clutter up the images which tell the journey on their own. The cut-paper illustrations are remarkable and inventive; they provide memorable images that mimic aerial photography quite well. Steve Jenkins also manages to convey height and depth in these pictures, so a reader actually feels the great distance between the first image of the Earth from space and the final image of the ladybug. The double-page layout helps to make each image more striking, and the narrative progression of the photographs is easy to follow.

This book is also intriguing in that it brings up ideas for a discussion. For instance, a teacher could use Looking Down to begin a discussion on space or microscopes or visual perception and perspective. It might be particularly useful to open a science class, especially for students who are inclined to think of scientific topics as dry or boring. The interesting technique used in the illustrations might also appeal to art students. Additionally, the book helps to explain how maps depict the ground in two-dimensions, which would be useful for children studying geography. I also liked the way the book provided a sense of unification between something small and familiar (a ladybug) with something vast and nearly incomprehensible (outer space); this method sets for the idea of seeing the world on many different planes and perspectives.
Fictional chapter books

1. Title: The Trumpet of the Swan
Author: E.B. White

Genre: Fictional chapter book

Age group of intended audience: 8-10

Promotional annotation: Told with wit and grace, The Trumpet of the Swan describes the adventures of Louis, a mute swan who learns to communicate with a brass trumpet and to read and write on a chalkboard slate.

Review: The Trumpet of the Swan is a well-written book that includes memorable characters and develops interesting plot lines to engage most readers. E.B. White’s clear and concise prose style along with his ability to create believable animal characters make this book entertaining. The book’s focus on how animals communicate with each other and with people would interest most children, and the imaginative elements of the story and White’s witty sense of humor ensure that the tale never becomes boring.
The book is particularly useful for readers who are developing reading skills associated with more complex narratives. The novel is primarily narrated from the point of view of a swan but includes sections from the perspective of Sam, a boy who has a great understanding of animals. The book will help children learn the complexities of point of view, and its plot structure will also help them understand chapters. Unlike traditional narrative structure that revolves around a primary conflict, The Trumpet of the Swan details the adventures of Louis as he continues to resolve conflicts in his life; the individual vignettes will help children understand how chapters function in books.

2. Title: Bridge to Terabithia
Author: Katherine Paterson
Genre: Fictional chapter book

Age group of intended audience: 10-12

Promotional annotation: A moving tale about friendship and loss, Bridge to Terabithia relates how Jess develops a new perspective when he befriends Leslie and how he uses what he learned to cope with a tragedy.

Review: Bridge to Terabithia presents many engaging and believable characters. Katherine Paterson’s does an excellent job while narrating from the point of view of Jess, the only boy in a rural family who needs to keep his artistic ambitions hidden. Jess’s friendship with Leslie is related with authenticity, and Paterson’s depiction of the social dynamics in school ring true. The well-developed characters are augmented by the creation of the imaginary world of Terabithia, where Jess and Leslie retreat and forge a genuine friendship.
The death of Leslie suggests that this novel is meant for readers who have a certain degree of maturity. Jess’s shock at Leslie’s death and his process of grieving are rendered with the same truthfulness that runs throughout the tale and may alarm younger readers. This book would help children understand how to cope with death and loss, particularly because it details Jess’s feelings of guilt, anger, and sorrow which shows the complexity of mourning. Additionally, because Jess’s rural and poor family is contrasted with Leslie’s educated and liberal parents, the story would be suited for children who understand or are interested in dynamics about social classes.
3. Title: Little House on the Prairie
Author: Laura Ingalls Wilder

Genre: Fictional chapter book

Age group of intended audience: 8-12

Promotional annotation: A children’s classic, Little House on the Prairie relates the adventures of the Ingalls family as they cope with hardships that come from settling in “Indian territory” during the 1860s.

Review: Little House on the Prairie has been considered a staple in the canon of children’s literature for many years, and the series that chronicle the journey of the Ingalls family is often referred to by the title of this book. However, this volume in the series is particularly problematic, especially if introduced to younger readers. The book details many hardships that the family endured, and it provides an excellent account of how pioneers lived in the 1870s. This historical sense has prompted many people to endorse the novel, but the book’s depiction of race relations and U.S. history may be better suited to a more mature audience. For readers who are not interested in history and politics, On the Banks of Plum Creek, the next book in the series, would be a better choice, particularly since it dramatizes social dilemmas (who is invited to a party, a bullying girl at recess) that are still relevant to children today.
The book portrays a set of racial dynamics as the Ingalls family encounters “Indians,” and questions over who has rights to the land are brought up in conversations between characters. These questions of race and the white settlement of the U.S. may not be understood by younger audiences, particularly if the book is read without any discussion of historical context. Although the book is the second in the series and portrays girls who are around the age of six, it should probably be read by older kids who have developed complex narrative reading skills and are beginning to read texts critically. The book’s authentic portrayal of U.S. history during the 1860s suggests that it might be well-suited for a classroom.
4. Title: Holes
Author: Louis Sacher

Genre: Fictional chapter book

Age group of intended audience: 8-12
Promotional annotation: Admired by both critics and children, Holes intertwines stories from the past and present so that Stanley Yelnats finds his destiny while digging holes in a youth work camp.
Review: Holes is an engaging book that tells a unique story. The book relates how the history of Stanley Yelnats’s ancestors affects his future and how that history is tied with the past of other characters. The way that the stories come together gives the book an overarching narrative; this structure gives the book a great deal of appeal. As a reader, I felt very satisfied by the end of the book, particularly because the narrative threads were woven together to make the final pattern complete. It also suggests that previous bad acts may result either in punishment or in atonement; if the latter path is chosen, there are rewards while the first option leads to more punishment. This message is more complex than a typical happy ending, and Sacher does not underestimate the intelligence of children by oversimplifying the narrative structure.


As the paragraph above suggests, this book would be particularly useful in helping children understand complex narratives. The book is aimed at readers who have developed fairly strong reading skills and are looking for a complicated plot and well-rounded characters. The work camp and its warden are malicious, and race relations in the past are used as a propelling force in the story; thus, the book should be read by readers who have attained an understanding of how to interpret darker topics. Because the book was made into a movie, it might be interesting to ask children to compare the two versions as a classroom exercise. 
5. Title: Mitch and Amy
Author: Beverly Cleary

Genre: Fictional chapter book

Age group of intended audience: 7-10

Promotional annotation: From renowned author Beverly Clearly, Mitch and Amy portrays twins who face the challenges of the fourth grade and depicts identifiable problems with straightforward realism and undeniable authenticity. 

Review: Mitch and Amy is not one of Beverly Cleary’s more famous novels, but her excellent writing skills remain very evident in this book. The situations feel authentic, and Cleary never talks down to her readers by oversimplifying her characters. The book’s chapters are narrated from alternate points of view; one may be from Amy’s perspective while Mitch’s dominates the next chapter. This change in point of view is a central part of understanding narrative; since many children’s books are told from two different points of view, this novel may help children to understand that literary technique.
That the book is about both a boy and a girl suggests that it might cross genders in its appeal. The gender stereotypes may bother some readers, though. Amy’s struggle with math and Mitch’s interest in mechanics reinforce ideas about gender interests. However, Mitch’s problems with learning to read seem particularly interesting because Clearly pinpoints some of the reasons that he resists reading, such as not wanting to read babyish books, that may ring true for reluctant readers. The book’s depiction of the school bully may also ring true, and this book might appeal to readers who are struggling with the dynamics of the playground.
Early readers

1. Title: Amelia Bedelia
Author: Peggy Parrish

Genre: Early Reader

Age group of intended audience: 7-9

Promotional annotation: A beloved and funny character, Amelia Bedelia takes all of her instructions literally, and delightful illustrations chronicle her misreadings of common idiomatic expressions.

Review: The most literal of all characters, Amelia Bedelia misunderstands common expressions, such as “draw a bath” or “dress a chicken.” After sketching a portrait of a bathtub and outfitting a chicken in a custom-made set of clothes, she wins over her disgruntled employers by her exceptional baking. Thus, the book ends happily, despite the mistakes that Amelia Bedelia makes. That kind of narrative arc provides some structure to the book, but it is primarily made up of short depictions of Amelia Bedelia’s errors.
Amelia Bedelia helps children to develop a better understanding of language. Not only does it introduce kids to idiomatic expressions, it also teaches children how to discern between literal meaning and figurative language, a crucial distinction. In addition, Amelia Bedelia’s mistakes are narrated in a straightforward and non-judgmental manner; it is easy to see how she fell into making such mistakes. Because many children struggle with learning how to read figurative language, they may identify with Amelia Bedelia even while laughing at her errors. The book’s happy ending tells kids that it is all right to make mistakes when using language. In addition, the book reinforces concepts of print literacy because Amelia Bedelia’s instructions are presented in cursive writing; reading this kind of text will help children become more aware of how written words differ from typed words.
2. Title: Little Bear

Author: Elise Holmelund Minarik

Genre: Early Reader

Age group of intended audience: 4-7

Promotional annotation: A charming set of four tales illustrated by Maurice Sendak, Little Bear follows the exploits of a curious and imaginative bear whose gentle mother creates a safe and loving world for him.

Review: Little Bear is told in a tone that suggests safety and tenderness; the relationship between Mother Bear and Little Bear is likely to draw in many young readers. Little Bear undertakes experiments on his own, but the benign presence of Mother Bear hovers in the background, ensuring that Little Bear is not alone. The atmosphere depicted in Little Bear is likely to provide a sense of security to children, and the compassionate attitude of Mother Bear will probably cause readers to associate reading with comfort and care.
Little Bear uses repetition of phrases and actions to help children learn to process language and to understand narrative. While the words are simple, the stories never sound simplistic, and Little Bear’s stories are told as separate episodes. That the book contains four episodes, it provides a sense of short chapters, which helps to introduce children to this narrative concept. The final story is especially useful in this regard; in this vignette, Mother summarizes the adventures of Little Bear that have preceded the tale. Thus, the book employs repetition and demonstrates how to summarize a story. In addition, it will help children to learn more about how stories generally move from beginning to end as children discern between each of Little Bear’s adventures as separate stories.

3. Title: Johnny Lion’s Rubber Boots
Author: Edith Thatcher Hurd

Genre: Early reader

Age group of intended audience: 5-7

Promotional annotation: An imaginative character, Johnny Lion learns to entertain himself by making up stories during a rainy day before he can play outside in his new rubber boots.
Review: Johnny Lion’s Rubber Boots depicts a common problem that many children face: how to avoid boredom on a rainy day. That the book focuses on such a topic suggests that children may identify with Johnny Lion. Interestingly, the narrative continues after Johnny Lion gets to play outside so that the story does not feel like a primer on how to have fun while indoors. Because Johnny Lion is the central character in other readers, children may end up drawn to several books if they enjoy this one.


Johnny Lion’s Rubber Boots offers an interesting approach to teaching children about narratives. While Johnny Lion is inside on a rainy day, he entertains himself by painting a picture of a dragon; he invents a mini-story about this dragon within the book, and he play-acts as this dragon. The way that Johnny Lion’s Rubber Boots incorporates this mini-narrative into the story will help children understand how they can use their imaginations to create their own stories. His play-acting will also promote creativity by demonstrating that such a foray into dramatics is a normal part of growing up. Children may also form a clearer understanding of how characters are constructed. In addition, the book uses a repetitive sentence structure to encourage children’s reading skills. 
4. Title: Biscuit Goes to School
Author: Alyssa Satin Capucilli
Genre: Early reader
Age group of intended audience: 4-6
Promotional annotation: Biscuit, a beloved golden brown puppy, takes another adventure as he attends school for the first time. This endearing character has charmed scores of children, especially because of the delightful illustrations.
Review: Biscuit Goes to School employs repetition to help children learn to read; this repetition comes not only in Biscuit’s “woof” but also in sentence structure. The text is large and is printed sparsely on the page. Such a layout will encourage kids to follow the sentences with their fingers as they hear the story, and the book seemed to be well-designed to promote print literacy as well as word recognition. The illustrations are colorful and detailed, and the portrayal of kids in school appear realistic and contemporary. The school-kids are probably older than the readers of Biscuit Goes to School, so I can imagine this book would especially appeal to children who are slightly envious of watching an older sibling run off with the “big kids.” That child will probably identify with Biscuit’s urge to follow the school bus, and the illustrations suggest that school is a great place, which would encourage kids who are anxious about what might await them.

While I was not terribly entertained by Biscuit Goes to School, I could not help but remember my fascination with a similar book about a kitten on a school bus when I was a child. The predictability and lack of plot in the narrative might be disappointing to older readers, but younger children will probably be as delighted with Biscuit as I was with the school bus kitten. The character is well-drawn and exudes an amiable and adventurous personality, and, because Biscuit Goes to School is part of a series, children who are already fans of the puppy will be drawn to this story. The lovability of the puppy will help encourage kids to read this book and develop their reading skills, particularly since the repetitious sentence patterns and simple vocabulary are appropriate for kids who are learning to read books on their own.
5. Title: Mouse Makes Words
Author: Kathryn Heling and Deborah Hembrook
Genre: Early reader
Age group of intended audience: 4-6
Promotional annotation: A phonics reader, Mouse Makes Words teaches children about language while entertaining them with the antics of a busy mouse who likes to transform words by replacing first letters.
Review: Mouse Makes Words is clearly set up to help kids develop reading skills. The book itself is about words, and the activity of the mouse ensures that the lesson does not become dry and pedantic. In fact, the tone of the book is energetic, and words are transformed with a measure of triumph; that the mouse has created a new word is embraced enthusiastically, which is bound to instill a measure of delight in a child when s/he manages to do the same. The illustrations are lively and colorful, so the book never becomes boring; the continual transformation of words gives the illusion of a rapid pace, so the lesson does not feel dry or lifeless.

The layout is designed to help children recognize words. Each word is printed in the same color, font, and size, and this consistency will help a child recognize the visual similarities as well as the audible ones. Additionally, the illustrations help to reinforce the meaning of a word; for instance, when the word “net” is transformed, the letter “N” is scooped out with a net, so the pictures help to represent the text. The verb choices also help to explain the meaning of words; when the word “top” is formed, it is because the mouse “spins” in the letter “T.” This kind of attention to detail suggests that Mouse Makes Words is focused on helping a child learn to read, and the result is that the book depicts reading as dynamic and active rather than a dull, abstract experience. Thus, Mouse Makes Words would be an excellent choice for reluctant readers and kinesthetic learners who crave activity.

Non-fiction books

Books related to outer space:

1. Title: Space Revealed
Author: Alex Barnett
Genre: Non-fiction
Age group of intended audience: 7-12
Promotional annotation: A colorful book, Space Revealed features unique transparencies that make the illustrations especially informative and comprehensive. The layered images reveal inner workings of spacecraft or cross-sections of stars.
Review: Space Revealed makes excellent use of images, and its layout combines text and graphics so that each page is colorful and informative. The book’s transparencies will delight most readers not only because they are inventive and unexpected but also because they give the sense that one can look inside an object by peeling away the transparent layer. Additionally, the transparencies reveal how the parts of objects (such as spacesuits) are positioned in relationship to each other, which is far more revealing than pictures of those parts without that context. The text is concise, and paragraphs of similar topics are grouped with appropriate photographs. The end result is that the text reads like a series of paragraphs rather than a unified account of a topic, but that approach is probably most acceptable to kids who are used to bullet points and quick editing on television.

The book’s content is informative and not only covers space exploration and spacecraft but also provides information on the inner and outer planets and the life of stars. Thus, the book will appeal to children who are interested in astronomical “facts” as well as those who are primarily concerned with astronauts. The text is not as interesting as the graphics, however, and the illustrations are more likely to impress readers. This book would be appropriate for a child who wanted a broad knowledge of outer space and space exploration and who was more inclined toward graphic representation than textual information. Reluctant readers may find themselves drawn to the book, particularly because the size of the paragraphs is not intimidating especially when set against the large graphics.

2. Title: The Kingfisher Young People’s Book of Space
Author: Martin Redfern
Genre: Non-fiction
Age group of intended audience: 8-12
Promotional annotation: With over 200 photographs and a full glossary, The Kingfisher Young People’s Book of Space provides a rich account of space, including sections on space exploration, the solar system, and cosmic questions.
Review: The Kingfisher Young People’s Book of Space mixes text and graphics to attract readers who might be daunted by many pages of print. The layout ensures that that each page contains photographs as well as textual information, and the information is delivered in clear and precise language. The use of bold headings help to break up paragraphs and guide readers to the information in which they are most interested. By varying the text style and providing several captions, the book’s information is presented in a dynamic way. The book is structured to give an account of a particular facet of space, which can be read through as a unified set of paragraphs. This approach gives the book a sense of unity, even as it is broken up into small sections for easier readability. An index also makes it easy to find information.

The book’s content is fairly sophisticated, and it details information on phenomena connected to astronomy so it provides a comprehensive study of its topic. It discusses the structure of telescopes and the composition of planets, and the book also brings up provocative topics about the origins of the universe, the structure of black holes, and the mystery of dark matter. Because the book does not limit itself to the solar system, it ends up providing a larger view of the cosmos and piques curiosity by discussing “the great unknown” and the “expanding universe,” so that the complexity of astronomy is accounted for. Consequently, this book would be most useful to young students who have a scientific interest in astronomy and are capable of grasping “cosmic questions.” It would not be well-suited for a student who is searching for books on space travel or exploration; the book covers that topic, but the bulk of information is on the various parts of the universe and how they might fit together.
3. Title: 1,001 Facts about Space
Author: Carole Stott and Clint Twist
Genre: Non-fiction
Age group of intended audience: 10-12
Promotional annotation: Packed with information, 1001 Facts about Space offers a comprehensive look at outer space, ranging from the life story of the universe, to the solar system, to space exploration.
Review: To begin, I must admit that I was not impressed by the title of this book, 1,001 Facts about Space. Such a title denotes a list of facts rather than a comprehensive and contextualized account of a topic, so I approached the book with hesitation. In addition, the book’s small size and unimpressive cover made it look like a lightweight collection of facts rather than a solid reference. Evidently, the old adage is true, however; I should not have judged this book by its cover. The book takes on a wide range of topics, and it is one of the few books to address constellations and the cataloguing of stars. The book provides an account of each planet, discusses galaxies and the universe, depicts the life of a star, and describes space exploration. While these discussions are not extraordinarily deep, the range of the book suggests that it will address almost any topic that a child studying astronomy may have. The text itself is easy to follow, and the glossary and index make the book much more accessible, particularly because each section is prefaced with a table of contents.


In terms of its layout, the book contains many pictures and illustrations, but it is a small book; thus, its pictures are not as dazzling as those found in oversized books, and the text is noticeably smaller. The information is presented in a set of paragraphs that do not make up a unified account; in fact, they seem to be more like expanded captions for the illustrations on a particular topic. This bullet point style may be readable, but the result is that the book does not get to more thought-provoking topics. This book would probably appeal to older readers who feel the need for something that does not look like a set of illustrations. Because oversized books may make readers feel as though they are reading “kids’ books,” they may not take such books seriously; 1,001 Facts about Space seems more geared to “tweens” who have an interest in space but would be intimidated by long columns of text.
4. Title: Our Solar System
Author: Seymour Simon
Genre: Non-fiction
Age group of intended audience: 7-9
Promotional annotation: Featuring spectacular full-color pictures, Our Solar System takes a look at the nine planets, the sun, comets, meteors, and asteroids to provide an overview of this subject.
Review: Like many other books on space, Our Solar System features dazzling photographs and illustrations of space. Because the book focuses on only aspect of the galaxy, the book spends a few pages on each planet unlike other texts that discuss the planets much more briefly. The text is accessible and clear, and the layout provides color and visual interest. While other books take on a larger scope, this one makes the topic of space appear to be more manageable; it does not seem as overwhelming to study the solar system when compared to reading about many types of space phenomena, like black holes or the birth of the universe. The information is presented well, and the book is an engaging look at the solar system. A table of statistics and an index also help to make this book useful.


Our Solar System draws children in with its photographs and pictures; this book would appeal to visual learners as well as students interested in space. Because Seymour Simon has also written several other books on space (Stars, The Earth, Venus, The Moon), this text could provide a wonderful introduction to his books or make excellent companion book if a child was already familiar with Simon’s books. Additionally, Simon has written other books for children on various scientific topics (volcanoes, the digestive system), which suggest that he has a flair for addressing kids and speaking to them in a way that informs but does not bore. This book would be good for reluctant readers as well, particularly because its singular focus on this aspect of space is less likely to intimidate a child than a book that appears to be more comprehensive.

5. Title: There’s No Place Like Space
Author: Tish Rabe
Genre: Non-fiction
Age group of intended audience: 3-5
Promotional annotation: Part of the Cat in the Hat’s Learning Library, There’s No Place Like Space is a marvelous introduction to outer space for beginning readers who wish to develop scientific minds.
Review: I selected this book because I wanted to see how the topic of outer space could be addressed for children who are still learning to read. Many non-fiction books on this topic were aimed toward older readers, and I was intrigued by the concept of teaching kids about space while they were still in kindergarten. The book uses the familiar characters of the Cat in the Hat, Thing One, and Thing Two to describe the solar system, and this information is presented in rhyme. While the rhymes are not as entrancing as those from Dr. Seuss, they are still enjoyable, and one cannot really expect to have such sophisticated meter when the poems seek to be expository. The illustrations by Aristedes Ruiz evoke classical Dr. Seuss images, and the book is visually stimulating.

This book would be an excellent choice for parents who want to teach their kids about space while teaching them how to read. The rhyming text and familiar images will encourage children to continue with the book, and, while the information is far from extensive or deep, the text is not meant to provide research but a general idea of what each planet may be like to a child who is beginning to work with books; for instance, the weather on Venus includes “no chance of rain” is the kind of information imparted, and this is appropriate for kids who are still learning how to read. Thus, the book provides a strong introduction to early readers even while encouraging them to read the text for themselves, memorize the rhymes, and become more comfortable with words. There’s No Place Like Space pulls double-duty, which makes it an excellent resource for parents, teachers, and librarians.

Poetry:

1. Title: The Dragons are Singing Tonight
Author: Jack Prelutsky
Genre: Poetry

Age group of intended audience: 6-10

Promotional annotation: Instead of asking whether you believe in dragons, The Dragons are Singing Tonight will have you wondering if dragons believe in you. This innovative approach to fantastic creatures is combined with wonderful illustrations.

Review: The Dragons are Singing Tonight is a charming book, primarily because it approaches fantastic creatures from a new perspective: that of the dragon. While the poems’ narrator is clearly a human writer, the poetry itself focuses on the lives of dragons ever since people stopped believing in them. Dragons appear less terrifying in this light because the poems are not about dragons that attack castles, but, at the same time, such an approach imagines dragons in the context of everyday life. For instance, an illustration shows a dragon under a streetlamp, and one poem describes a dragon made from a computer. Instead of setting dragons in remote locations and times, Prelutsky writes about them in a contemporary context but is careful to keep them from becoming too scary for younger readers because the dragons do not harm humans; rather, they ignore them in the same fashion that humans stop believing in dragons.

The poems in the book are fairly short, and the illustrations do an excellent job of capturing the spirit of the poetry. Additionally, they are portraying a robust imaginary creature, which ensures that the book does not embody several stereotypes about the effeteness of poetry. These factors suggest that the book might appeal to young readers who may resist reading poems or longer fiction, and, in fear of promoting sexist stereotypes, I would say that boys may be especially drawn to the poems because they are about fierce creatures. The book’s primary idea involves the power of belief and how  the lack of it has consequences on the imagination. This concept is more complex than it might appear, so readers who are frustrated with the simplified messages of some early readers but have not been comfortable with reading complex narratives may find an excellent transition in this collection of poems. And the book’s emphasis on reciprocity may be a valuable lesson.
2. Title: The Moon & Riddles Diner and the Sunnyside Café
Author: Nancy Willard

Genre: Poetry

Age group of intended audience: 8-11

Promotional annotation: With a whimsical cast of characters and dazzling illustrations, The Moon & Riddles Diner and the Sunnyside Café offers fascinating poems. The book includes recipes for imagined dishes referenced in the poems.
Review: The Moon & Riddles Diner and the Sunnyside Café takes its name from a imaginary postcard signed by Shoofly Sally. The poems begin with the adventures of Shoofly Sally but also center on animals and food dishes. With poems that portray a Riddling Ghost that kills frogs, the book is probably intended for an older audience that has outgrown rhyming books. Thus, the book may introduce readers to poetry, and the writer uses different poetic forms, such as a limerick or a narrative poem, which will help readers see how poetry functions. In addition, the book offers abstract imagery, as a kettle tells us to enjoy “deluxe starlight stew” or a spider suggests that we “guzzle the milk of surprise.” These expressions are presented along with creative images, such as emerald antelopes, singing pancakes, and chocolate trout. Food imagery abounds but not in a traditional way; we are introduced to “flummery cake” and “gypsy pancakes.” At the end of the book, a list of recipes for these dishes could lead to an interesting afternoon project in the kitchen.

In addition to the striking poems are unique illustrations. Each page is laden with colorful illustrations that give the illusion of 3-d graphics. The illustrator, Chris Butler, created flat paper sculptures of characters and locations, and he photographed them. Because the sculptures were created out of layers of paper, each illustration provides depth and detailed views of the setting. The pictures are unique, and they complement the poems in terms of tone and style. The book stands as an invitation for more sophisticated readers to use their imaginations.

Reader’s Advisory Reference

1. Title: Black Authors and Illustrators of Books for Children and Young Adults
Author: Barbara Thrash Murphy
Genre: Readers Advisory Reference

Age group of intended audience: Adult
Promotional annotation: With an accessible format, informative appendices, and an index, Black Authors and Illustrators of Books for Children and Young Adults records more than 200 contributions made to children’s literature by African Americans.  

Review:  Black Authors and Illustrators of Books for Children and Young Adults is geared toward readers who are concerned with diversity in a children’s library. The book’s focus on African American writers and illustrators helps to introduce readers to fiction that may have been marginalized in the main stream, and, while the book maintains a specific cultural focus, it does not employ a sanctimonious tone. Instead, it presents its information in a matter-of-fact way. The book has an interesting layout; on each page, there is a biography of the author or illustrator, and a list of their works is printed on the facing page. This format makes it easy to find entries and has visual appeal. The biographies focus on factual information, such as birthdates or degrees and honors that have been awarded; while the biographies present detailed information, however, the book titles are not annotated. Thus, there is more information about the authors than about the books, which makes the reference appear unbalanced.

There are a few appendices; one collects black-and-white renditions of book jackets. The others list the winners of significant awards in children’s literature, such as the Coretta Scott King Awards, the Newberry and Caldecott Medals, and the Boston Globe-Horn Award. The award winners who are listed are African American; thus, not every year is recorded in the appendix. This catalog makes it easy to find award-winning books by African American authors, and an another appendix’s list of bookstores and distributors also facilitates the process of finding books that may not be in main stream bookstores. An index of authors and titles supplements the book.
2. Title: Reading in Series
Author: Catherine Barr and Rebecca Thomas
Genre: Readers’ Advisory Reference
Age group of intended audience: Adult
Promotional annotation: In an easily accessible format, Reading in Series helps readers find the next volume of a beloved book in a series, which encourages children to keep reading about their favorite characters.
Review: Reading in Series takes an innovative approach when cataloging books; with the understanding that many children like to read more about their favorite characters, the book’s editors compiled a list that makes it simple to find the next volume in a series that has sparked a child’s interest. This directory is not meant to be comprehensive, and it consists of books that are aimed for children in grades K-8. In addition, the editors explain that they have prioritized recent books that many children bring up in classes and libraries in addition to what are generally considered “classics,” such as Little House on the Prairie or the Chronicles of Narnia. The editors define a series as a set of books are consistent in their theme, setting, and characters as they go from volume to volume. Because some series include books written by different authors, this reference work becomes quite useful. Additionally, the books provide annotations of the series by describing main characters, their setting, the kind of plot that is detailed, and the type of theme that is presented; this information helps in selection by pinpointing characteristics of the books that are important to young readers.


In that same vein, the book presents a set of appendices and indices that allow for many kinds of searches. Readers can search by author or title as well as by genre and subject. In addition, an appendix allows one to search for titles based upon the gender of the audience. While this division may feel like a yet another method of forming traditional gender identities, the fact remains that children do express an interest in books with central characters who share the same gender; most boys will be reluctant to read books about girls and vice-versa. When recommending a book to a child, it may be important to offer a “girl’s book” to a girl, particularly if that girl is a reluctant reader, and the editors recognize that many librarians search for titles that will encourage children to keep reading. The concept of the reluctant reader is specifically addressed in final index, which collects books for reluctant readers and ESL students. This resource is valuable to teachers and librarians who are faced with students who may not be willing or interested in books that appeal to other children in the same grade. 
Biography

1. Title: The Harvey Milk Story
Author: Kari Krakow
Genre: Non-fiction--biography
Age group of intended audience: 11-12
Promotional annotation: With realistic pictures, The Harvey Milk Story provides an account of the life and death of a gay rights leader, and the book’s emphasis on civil rights helps to introduce readers to contemporary social issues.
Review: I have to admit that I was surprised when I saw this book; I did not expect that a biography of Harvey Milk would be considered “acceptable for children” by most publishers. I thought that the issue of gay rights would be considered too divisive and the assassination of two politicians would be considered too frightening for children, even if the book is aimed at older kids. As I read the account, I noticed that the book not only provided details consistent with most biographies, such as a birth date or the name of the college attended, but it also contained information that is often excluded, such as whether the figure was popular in school or felt comfortable with friends. This information leads to a discussion of Milk’s early years before he came out of the closet, and it is presented in a clear way. The book’s tone is more neutral than one might expect, even when relaying the events that led to the assassination. At that point, the book explains that the murderer was “angry” but does not vilify the character as much as might be expected. The book’s language appears to have been well-considered so that it does not sound overly preachy, politically correct, or divisive.


While the biography clearly focuses on gay rights, the question of civil liberties is as important, and young readers interested in social and political issues may find this to be an intriguing look at protest movements. However, it seems fairly obvious that this book would primarily appeal to gay and lesbian parents or to kids who are struggling with questions of their sexuality. The book explains that Milk knew he was gay when he was fourteen, but its language seems aimed toward kids who are slightly younger than that, particularly because each page contains pictures, which are less common in YA books. The text takes on the topic of prejudice by suggesting that Milk faced discrimination because that’s how some people acted “in those days.” This statement suggests the author anticipates readers who are drawn to the idea that we have social equity today, so liberal parents and educators would probably recommend this biography, even though the book aims to relay its information as non-controversial. The assumption that discrimination happened “in those days” helps to keep the authors from writing in a polemical style and also may defuse this potentially controversial topic.
Part 2: Comparisons of book reviews
Comparisons of reviews of a picture book:


Like most critics, I was charmed by Kitten’s First Full Moon. The reviews I read were replete with adjectives like “sweet,” “appealing,” and “irresistible.” Critics also paid attention to the ingenious illustrations; it seemed we were all impressed by “the understated illustrations . . . that are full of nuance” (School Library Journal). Additionally, Publishers Weekly mentions the use of vertical and horizontal layouts “to make cinematic use of the spreads.” That the book uses repetition and provides a satisfying conclusion were also noted. Because these points were the ones that interested me the most as I read the book, I found those parts of the review to be crucial in representing the book’s strengths. They were helpful components of the reviews and, if I had not read the book, would give me an accurate and detailed description of what it would contain.

The parts of the reviews which might prove to be even more useful, though, were the references to similar books and the discussion of who might enjoy this tale. Booklist’s description of “wise preschoolers” who “chuckle at the kitten’s folly” was echoed by School Library Journal’s image of kids applauding “this cat’s irrepressible spirit.” Similarly, Publishers Weekly mentions the narrative’s refrain of “poor kitty” that “encourages young listeners to chime in.” These descriptions made me visualize the kind of reader who would be drawn into this book, so they were quite helpful. School Library Journal and Booklist also provided names of similar texts, which would come in handy when recommended books to patrons who were pleased by Kitten’s First Full Moon. 
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Comparisons of reviews of a chapter book:


Because I know that Louis Sacher’s Holes impressed both critics and children, I was not surprised to find that most reviews for this book were positive. Like me, critics seemed to be impressed with the way that Sacher wove narrative threads together, and they stressed the novel’s satisfying ending. Additionally, most critics found that the novel’s “social commentary” (Publishers Weekly) and “contemporary issues” (School Library Journal) made the book more remarkable. Standing in contrast to the trend was the review from Booklist, which described the novel as “unsettling.” While the reviewer from Booklist found Holes to be “entertaining,” the end of the review stated that “the mismatched parts don’t add up to a coherent whole.” I did not agree with this description because I found the novel to successful put its stories together; in fact, I would suggest that the most captivating part of Holes is this innovative narrative structure. School Library Journal appeared to agree, calling “the skillful braiding” of Holes a “brilliant achievement,” and Publishers Weekly used the term “dazzling blend” to describe the novel.


My appreciation of the reviews from Publishers Weekly and School Library Journal was heightened because both critics described readers who might prefer the books, albeit briefly. Publishers Weekly mentions that boys might be drawn to the tale, and School Library Journal gives it an unqualified endorsement: “There is no question, kids will love Holes.”
This information seemed to be the most helpful when thinking about the reviews as a librarian, particularly when it comes to making purchasing decisions. It would be important to understand which readers would be drawn to this book when asked to recommend novels to patrons, and purchasing decisions factor in the users’ responses to the books in question. However, I was surprised to find that these reviews--along with the one from Booklist--primarily consisted of plot summary. Because I was already familiar with the novel, this information seemed to be fairly pointless, but such a synopsis could come in handy for a librarian who simply cannot read all the books available but must still decide what to buy and recommend. From that perspective, then, the plot summaries did much more than take up space, even if they did not appear particularly helpful to one who has read the book.
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Reviews of an early reader book:

Reviewers were pleased by the personality of Biscuit in Biscuit Goes to School, describing the puppy as “appealing” (School Library Journal), “playful” (Kirkus), and “adorable” (Booklist). I have to agree that Biscuit is an endearing character, and the exuberance of the puppy is well-depicted in illustrations. The critics also found that the story’s language is appropriate for early readers and that the book would help to encourage readers as they went through the story. The genial nature of the school and students was also noted by the reviewer at Kirkus, and we both pointed out that it might be useful for kids who are not in school yet. Biscuit’s spirited nature and the safe environment in which he takes his adventure pleased reviewers, who found this book to be an excellent early reader and a good representative of the I Can Read series.


While I agreed with most of the reviewers’ comments, I noted that they were more impressed with the narrative than I had been. Booklist stresses that the book presents “a real story,” and Kirkus suggests that “the gentle suspense of being discovered by the little girl heightens the tension of the tale just enough to sweep hesitant readers along the conclusion.” Because I felt that the book lacked a strong narrative or plot, I was surprised to think of the story as having “suspense,” but I can see the reviewer’s point. As I mentioned in my review, the story becomes much more engaging when considered from the perspective of a child reader who probably would find suspense in Biscuit’s adventures, just as I found suspense in the tale of the school bus kitten. This kind of suspense is highly appropriate for an early reader; if the tension was greater, the book might intimidate or frighten off kids, and, if there were less tension, the story might prove boring. By reading these reviews, then, I gained appreciation for the story and became more aware of how exciting plots and action might have an adverse affect on younger readers, particularly those who become quite involved in a story. By assessing Biscuit Goes to School and its critical response, I realize that I am still developing a radar for what will excite kids and what will bore them and that that antennae should be finely tuned. 
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Comparisons of reviews of a nonfiction book:


Reviews of The Moon & Riddles Diner and the Sunnyside Café seemed to divide critics based upon their tolerance for illogical whimsy. While I was rather charmed by the book, reviews from Publishers Weekly and School Library Journal were less impressed; Publishers Weekly claimed that book will “ultimately disappoint” while School Library Journal found it “tedious to attempt reading this book in one sitting.” On the other hand, Horn Book Magazine found the poems to be “pitch-perfect absurdities” from the “best nonsense tradition.” Horn Book Magazine’s endorsement of the imaginative and whimsical elements in the book is what Publishers Weekly and School Library Journal claims runs to excess. Thus, a reader’s enjoyment of the book seems largely determined by whether that person is drawn to fantastic and nonsensical poems or is more literal-minded. This comparison became quite telling, then, particularly if a librarian knew the basic temperament of a child when asked for a recommendation. In addition, the discussion of the illustrations seemed to be quite useful. The unique design of the paper sculptures struck all of the reviewers, and they pointed to another illustrator whose work might be similar. This kind of reference would be useful if a patron was particularly enthralled by the artwork.


In terms of what was not helpful, I would say that the omission of a description of an ideal reader detracted from the reviews’ strengths. I came to the conclusion that the book might appeal to an imaginative child who was ready to fling aside logic when necessary because I compared these reviews and evaluated the varying responses. Publishers Weekly and School Library Journal did not mention readers in their reviews, and, while Horn Book Magazine claimed that the book might “set literal imaginations free,” it did not seem to recognize that some people would rather not set such imaginations free. In other words, the reviews might have been more helpful to me as a librarian if they included a sentence or two about who might like the book, even if they did not enjoy it.
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Part 3: Book talk scripts

Book Talk: Presentation Introduction:
Welcome to this presentation about some really good books. These four books are some of my favorites, and I hope you’ll take a look at them. I’ve read a lot of books in my time, and, while I haven’t liked all of them, these ones are worth reading.
Book talk 1: Early reader
Can you think of any times that you’ve heard an expression that doesn’t mean exactly what it says? What about when someone asks you to pull the drapes? You’re not supposed to go and tug on the curtains, even if that’s what it sounded like. Most people realize what expressions like that mean once they’ve heard them a few times, but not Amelia Bedelia. Amelia Bedelia hears exactly what is said when her employers give her a list of chores. Imagine what she might do if she was asked to dress a chicken or dust the living room. These are just some of the tasks that she takes on as a maid in a great house. This is the first of Peggy Parish’s books that describe the misadventures of Amelia Bedelia, and other books tells us what happens when she tries to play baseball or work in a dress shop. So, this book is a good way to become introduced to such a character. The pictures show the results of Amelia Bedelia’s well-intentioned mistakes. But no matter how many times Amelia Bedelia gets confused, people still like her, even her employers. In the end, Amelia Bedelia manages to keep from getting fired, and all of her mistakes are forgiven. To find out how she stays on in the big house, take a look at the book.
Book talk 2: Non-fiction

If you’re looking for a book that isn’t about every day things, you might really like this next one.
Most people say that they don’t believe in dragons. But have you ever wondered if dragons believe in people? Do you think that they believe in you? In The Dragons are Singing Tonight, that becomes a key question. Jack Prelutsky tells what he thinks on the subject in one of his poems in this book. He writes that, “If you don’t believe in dragons, / It is curiously true / That the dragons you disparage / Choose to not believe in you.” That is just one of many poems in this collection; other poems describe an amiable dragon or one that is nasty even if he’s only one and a half inches tall. And there are mechanical dragons or ones that boom out at you, and, of course, there are the dragons that sing at night once in a year. Each of these dragons is portrayed in wonderful pictures. By the time you are finished with The Dragons are Singing Tonight, you’ll feel like you’ve been introduced and even made friends with some of these dragons. And you might think a little bit more about what happened to dragons once people stopped believing in them. 
Book Talk 3: Picture book

If you’d rather think about real life characters instead of these ancient dragons, you might be interested in this true story.
I’ll bet you’ve heard that no two snowflakes are alike. Maybe you’ve even made snowflakes by cutting out snips of folded white paper to make amazing and interesting shapes. But what makes us think that snowflakes have shapes like that? Snowflakes are so small and melt so fast that it’s hard to imagine that anyone could ever see one close enough to know what its shape was. But Wilson Bentley did manage to see the intricate patterns of snowflakes, and that’s why he became known as Snowflake Bentley. He spent many years inventing a technique that allowed him to see snowflakes while using a microscope. He figured out how to photograph snowflakes long before digital cameras were invented, and he took millions of pictures of snow crystals as they appear under a microscope. And he would show these pictures to other people, so we could all see that snowflakes exist in interesting patterns that are never exactly the same. Many of those photographs were collected and still used by people who want to learn more about snowflakes. And all of this is possible because of Snowflake Bentley. You can read his life story by Jacqueline Briggs Martin, and there are even some fascinating facts about his inventions in this book too. The colorful and unique illustrations help to show how Snowflake Bentley earned his nickname.
Book Talk 4: Chapter book

If you like thinking about nature and want a story about animals, this next book could be exactly what you’re looking for.
Have you ever wondered how animals might talk to each other? That’s the kind of question that Sam Beaver might ask, and he spent a lot of time in the Canadian wilderness. On a camping trip with his father, he ran across a family of trumpeter swans, and one of those swans had a problem ever since he was born. Poor Louis was born mute; he was a trumpeter swan that couldn’t trumpet at all. So, he couldn’t communicate with his mother or father or his brothers and sisters. Naturally, his parents were worried about how to help Louis. And his father risks his life to find a way for Louis to communicate when steals a real trumpet for his son. Once Louis has a brass trumpet in his webbed feet, he embarks on a whole set of adventures as he learns how to talk to animals and to humans; he even goes to school with Sam for a while. Imagine what happens when Louis goes to camp or when he arrives in Boston, hundreds of miles from his Canadian home. Each chapter of The Trumpet of the Swan will describe how Louis became the world’s first swan musician, repaid his father’s debt, and earned his fortune. Written by the author of Charlotte’s Web and Stuart Little, The Trumpet of the Swan is just as enchanting as those great books, and I’m sure that you’ll enjoy it. 
So, I hope that you take a look at these books and enjoy them as much as I did. Thanks for letting me share them with you, and, if you do like them, maybe you can introduce them to some of your friends. Thanks for listening!

