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30 ANNOTATIONS for 612

Julie Matz

PICTURE BOOK #1

Kraus, R. (2005). Whose mouse are you? (3rd ed.). New York: Aladdin 

       Paperbacks. 

Originally published in 1970, this charming picture book is now part of Aladdin Paperback’s “Stories to Go!” series.  The note to parents and caregivers inside the front cover suggests that when packing to travel with young children, why not slip a “Story to Go” in the backpack along with “the sippy cup, Ziploc bag of cheerios and the blankie”?  Aladdin’s series also include Eric Carle’s Pancakes, Pancakes!, Frank Asch’s Happy Birthday, Moon, and Hattie and the Fox by Mem Fox, among other books that have stood the test of time.  

Whose Mouse are You? asks and answers the young child’s universal questions of “what would you do if you didn’t have anyone to love you?”, and “do wishes come true?”.  Using bold illustrations in gray, black, yellow and tones of orange, illustrator Jose Aruego matches the single lines of Kraus’s simple text on each page with an expressive mouse family whose personality and feelings are as clear as the whiskers on their faces.  

The story is in three parts: first, the lonely little mouse answers the question “Whose mouse are you?” by sadly replying “nobody’s mouse”  (his mother is inside the cat, his father is in a trap, his sister is far from home, and he doesn’t have a brother); next, the unseen narrator asks, “What will you do?” and the little mouse carries out his plan to rescue each family member and secretly wish for a brother; finally, when asked again, “Whose mouse are you?” the little mouse proudly shows us the love he shares with each member of his family now reunited and (surprise!) his baby brother, “He’s brand new!”.  

The repetition of the text along with its rhythm, makes it a very reassuring and accessible book for read a-louds to Pre-K through first grade classes.   Lessons exploring story sequencing, character feelings, fictional vs. non-fictional mice and even problem solving skills can all be successfully executed using Whose Mouse are You?  For me, however, I still smile from ear to ear when the little mouse finds out that wishes do come true!  Investment in a big book edition of this story is strongly recommended, although the illustrations can clearly be seen and “read” by young audiences with the 8 ½” by 10 ½” version.
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PICTURE BOOK #2

Keller, H. (2002). Farfallina & Marcel. China: Greenwillow Books.

Stories about unlikely friendships tested over time are always welcome on the shelves of the library and in the hands of early childhood teachers.  Holly Keller takes this theme, combines it with the facts of life for her characters to craft her story. A caterpillar, Farfallina and a gosling, Marcel, meet by chance during a rainstorm as Farfallina is nibbling on Marcel’s leafy umbrella.  They soon find that they have lots in common and spend day and night together, along with peaceful trips onto the pond: Farfallina carried safely on Marcel’s back.  As the season progresses, the little caterpillar feels “uncomfortable” and travels high into a tree to rest, with the promise of the gosling waiting below.  Time passes, and unknown to each other, both friends change.  When they reunite on the pond, they don’t recognize each other, but are open to the prospect of a new friend.  It takes only a trip onto the pond with the beautiful butterfly resting gently on the back of a full grown goose, for both of them to realize who each other actually is!  In the end, as the year comes to a close, both winged friends travel south, together.  

The story line is beautifully told and gracefully held on the page by Keller’s watercolor illustrations.  Vivid blue first frames the sky on the cover, and then the pond as the friends float happily on its rich surface.  By the end of the story, Farfallina and Marcel are all alone on the page, flying south together, through the same blue sky that the reader sees at the very beginning.  Added to each page is  the font type, Albertus MT, which gives each word special weight, creating a poetic illusion. 

Farfallina & Marcel is the perfect follow-up to The Very Hungry Caterpillar, by Eric Carle for teachers doing spring units on the stages of growth.  It is equally well paired with Mo Willems’s Leonardo, the Terrible Monster, when exploring the topic of what makes a friend and whether or not your friend has to be exactly like you!  Finally, this book offers many opportunities as an art and/or literature extension for science lessons on butterflies and seasonal change.  
PICTURE BOOK #3

Muth, J. (2005). Zen Shorts. New York: Scholastic Press.

Stillwater is a panda, a very large, very wise panda.  Michael, Addy and Karl meet him when his umbrella accidentally flies into their yard.  So begins Zen Shorts, the Caldecott Honor book written and illustrated by Jon Muth.  As the summer days pass, each child visits Stillwater, and in addition to sharing the day, Stillwater tells each of them a story with thoughtful lesson.   Addy ponders selfless generosity, Michael muses over the relative nature of good and bad luck, and Karl discovers how to embrace joy in life rather than clinging to self-righteous anger.

Muth’s watercolor and pen drawings are soft and realistic when he is presenting the children and Stillwater.  The pages that contain each Zen parable, however, are solid colors with only black and white lines, no soft shading or gradations of color.  This difference in illustrations helps distinguish “real life” in the story, and the stories within the story.

Zen Shorts is the perfect bedtime story because it leaves the reader with so many wonderful ideas about being alive and trying to be a good person.  This book can also serve to frame classroom discussions regarding ethics, morals and respect.    Paired with Aesop’s Fables, Zen Shorts will result in kindergarten children wishing a giant panda would move into their neighborhood, and sixth graders drawing contemporary conclusions from these timeless tales.   
PICTURE BOOK #4

Birch, D. (1988). The King’s Chessboard. New York: Penguin Books.

It’s a folk tale, it’s a picture book, it’s a math lesson, and it’s a masterpiece!  

The King’s Chessboard tells the tale of a wise man, a proud king and the mystery of big numbers.  When the king wants to reward the wise man for his services, the wise man initially refuses, but then agrees to accept on grain of rice, doubled for each day, until as many days as there are squares on a chessboard pass.  While the queen cautions the king to ask how much rice that might be, the king was too proud to ask, and therefore grants the wise man’s request.   Numbers that double start with 1 + 1, but increase at an amazing rate.  Before the king has put one grain of rice on half of the chessboard marking each successive day of doubling rice, he must reconsider his agreement, or risk starving his country.

The story is captivating alone.  It is well suited for any discussion on compounded interest, exponential increases or simply doubles.  What makes this book a treasure is the illustrations.  Devis Brebu fills each page with soft, detailed watercolors presenting primitive, but elaborate, India.  You could tell the story just with the pictures because Brebu’s characters’ facial expressions and body language progressively reflect the state of affairs in the kingdom as the rice presented to the wise man quickly grows from a kernel to wagonloads.  

Although published almost 20 years ago, the tale is timeless, and the illustrations are just as vivid and inviting today.  

PICTURE BOOK #5

Primavera, E. (1999). Auntie Claus. New York: Harcourt Brace.

All families have their secrets, and the Kringles are no exception.  It could be seen as strange that they love Christmas so much that they leave their tree up all year long.  Some might view it quaint that named their son “Chris”.  Many would agree that it is excessive that there seems to be no end to the presents they shower on their children.  But, the biggest mystery to daughter Sophie is why her great-aunt Auntie Claus leaves at Halloween and does not return until Valentine’s Day.  When she decides to find out on her own, Sophie stows away in her Aunt’s trunk and discovers not just where Auntie Claus goes, but why her family’s motto is “It is far better to give, than receive”.  

Using intense gouache and pastel drawings, Primavera sets a festive scene whether in New York City or the North Pole.  Long before Sophie’s great-uncle is introduced, we meet him as a jolly man in the moon.  The two page spread of his sleigh passing over a towering snowman’s face and ends traversing the visage of the Statue of Liberty, is a gift unto itself.  

Saks agreed that Primavera’s literary creations defined the season when they chose the book as the theme of their holiday windows a few years ago.  Curious Christmas lovers can visit a web site with pictures of the windows and designed specifically for Auntie Claus: http://www.auntieclaus.com/ .
The overall lesson of this story is one that transcends the holiday and, as such, can be used for read-alouds with Pre-K through fifth graders.  Set in New York, there is plenty to talk about geographically.  Centered around Christmas, the book gives teachers a framework to compare and contrast other holiday traditions.  Library patrons will take the book on their own to read the story and get lost in the pictures any time of year!

EASY READER #6

Zeifert, H. (2005).  I’m Going to New York to Visit the Lions. New York: 

    
Sterling Publishing.

Nate invites his friend, Kate, to come along with him as he goes into New York City to visit the lions.  He doesn’t tell her where they are, and so she asks: “Are they the lions in the zoo, . . .  at the museum, or . . . at a toy store?”  Each time Nate responds with an emphatic “No way, Kate! Not those lions!”, until they arrive in front of the library.  Nate introduces Kate to Patience and Fortitude, the stone lions guarding the door of the New York Public Library.  The friends enter and Nate gives Kate a brief tour of the reading room where “People read the books . . . they take notes. . .  (b)ut they can’t take them home”.  On the last page, Nate tells Kate that over a million books live at the New York Public Library, along with the lions.   

As part of Sterling Publication’s “I’m Going to READ!” series, this ambitious storyline is accomplished by Ziefert with only 100 different words.  The text runs along the bottom of the page, with new words highlighted in a text box at the top.  Tanya Roitman’s illustrations give the feel of a child’s crayon drawing with each figure outlined in black and then colored in.  Not only can children easily read these books, they will also feel invited to recreate the illustrations given their child-friendly presentation.  

The “I’m Going to Read” series starts with Level 1 (up to 50 words) for Kindergarten and Grade 1 and goes though Level 4 (more than 300 words).  While often books of this type are more appropriate for the classroom, Going to New York to Visit the Lions, with it’s library theme, warrants its shelf space.  In addition, it made a strong first impression, therefore encouraging this librarian to seek out other books in the series.
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EASY READER #7

Smith, P. (2006). Animal Hide and Seek. New York: Dorling Kindersley Ltd.

Designated as a Level 1, a Beginning to Read Book, Animal Hide and Seek, is visually appealing to readers.  It combines exceptional photographs and text with  limited vocabulary.  Each two pages has a dramatic photograph of an animal that is doing its best to stay safe and stay off of their predators dinner plate.  Chinchillas, pipefish, meerkats, and others demonstrate the survival skills nature provided.  

All words appear on one page therefore making it easier for the beginning reader to separate the effort it takes to read the words, from the less stressful task of reading the pictures.  DK does a good job keeping considerable white space on the pages with text.  According to the back of the book, Level 1 Beginning to Read is characterized by having word repetition, limited vocabulary and simple sentences.  There are also picture dictionary boxes that link to the glossary in the back.  Each book in this series has an table of contents, note to parents, index and glossary.

Including books on this level as part of the non-fiction section of the library ensures that readers of all levels can have access to research.  Struggling readers in higher grades will also like these books as long as the “Beginning to Read” labels are covered.

EASY READER #8

Impey, R. (2003). Wanda Witch and the Stray Dragon. Illustrated by 


Katharine McEwen. New York: Scholastic

Like most girls her age, Wanda Witch wants a pet.  Cat-a-bogus wasn’t a pet, he was her mother’s magic cat, and Eric the spider wasn’t very friendly.  Her parents are not keen on the idea, which prompts Wanda to try to conjure one.   That plan fails humorously, but as luck would have it, one day a small dragon appears at the front door.  First her parents say no, but then they agree that she “can keep him while he’s a baby, . . . but when he’s bigger than you . . . he has to go!”  All’s well until Dido (that’s the baby dragon’s name) is almost Wanda’s height.  When Wanda’s plan to run away with Dido fails, Cat-a-bogus comes up with a way to keep Dido around forever.

Scholastic Readers come in four levels, and Wanda Witch and the Stray Dragon is level 3: large “chunks” of text, extra rich vocabulary, geared for fluent early readers most likely in late first or early second grade.  There are no grade levels on the cover, however, and this is an advantage because older reluctant readers are more likely to pick up a book that does not specify a grade level, especially one lower than theirs.

The illustrations are simple and charming.  Wanda is a bit of a cross between Harry Potte, with her round glasses, and Pippi Long Stocking, with her red hair.  I wonder if Scholastic has published any more Wanda books?  It’s worth researching to find out!

FOLK & FAIRY TALES #9

De Paola, T. (2000). Jamie O’Rourke and the Pooka.  New York: 

    
Puffin Books.

Can you be the laziest man in Ireland, and the luckiest?  Jamie O’Rourke begins to think that he just might be when his wife Eileen leaves him for a few days and he unexpectedly is visited by a “pooka”.  This donkey like animal with long ears has a compulsion to clean has its hands (hooves?) filled with the daily mess Jamie and his friends make while Eileen is gone.  Each night the pooka comes to clean up after Jamie until the third night when the pooka tells Jamie the reason it must continually clean.  Proving that no good deed goes unpunished, Jamie loses the services of the pooka once Jamie helps him.  Needless to say, Eileen comes home to a cottage in dire need of a pooka, and a husband who has outsmarted himself.

An excellent choice for St. Patrick’s Day, you would never know that Tomie DePaola isn’t Irish by the way his dialogue reflects a local Irish dialect.  His liquid acrylic paintings on handmade Fabriano paper fill each page with his illustrative style he uses to recreate the setting and characters for folk tales from Italy’s Stregga Nona to Ireland’s Jamie O’Rourke.  

This folktale has appeal to all ages.  Younger listeners (Kindergarten through second grade) could compare and contrast the characters, describing their main traits and linking them to other folk tale characters (the Pooka and the Little Red Hen).  Older students (third through fifth grades) might discuss the moral ramifications of the story, relating it to lessons they have learned the hard way, just like Jamie O’Rourke and the Pooka.
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FOLK & FAIRY TALES #10

Jones, C. (2002). The Gingerbread Man.  Boston: Houghton Mifflin

     
Company.

Just when you think you’ve heard all The Gingerbread Man stories, this one comes along and surprises you with a cast of characters as familiar as your own name.  Instead of a horse, cow and duck chasing the freshly baked gingerbread man, this clever confection eludes a host of nursery rhyme favorites.  With an illustration on one side, the opposite page has the text and a peephole revealing the next hungry character waiting for a snack.  Little Boy Blue, Mother Hubbard,  the Noble Duke of York, among others, all have their chance until the Wolf appears to the gingerbread man onto his back and into his stomach.  

Carol Jones combines the best of both worlds for children: repetition and recognition.  The story works on two levels by integrating this traditional story with traditional storybook characters.  While it offers a wealth of opportunities for Pe-K and kindergarten students to compare and contrast the story with other versions of The Gingerbread Man, it is also a clever companion for The Jolly  Postman and Each Peach Pear Plum.  

Regular visitors to the library from first through third grade might enjoy checking this book out to read to their younger siblings and remember a familiar tale with an unexpected twist.  The recipe for gingerbread cookies is in the back for those who like to realistically recreate what they read!

FOLK & FAIRY TALES #11

Keeping, C. & Crossley-Holland, K. (1994). Beowulf. Oxford: Oxford

 University Press

Beowulf defies classification.  Its story was originally recorded as a narrative poem in 800 A.D. by the Anglo-Saxons.  This edition, written in “rhythmical prose” and illustrated with stark haunting brown and white drawings, and looks and reads more like a dark folk or fairy tale.  It has its hero, young Gaet (Anglo-Saxon) Beowulf, who volunteers to go to Denmark to rid their land of terrifying blood drinking monsters.  He takes on this daunting task in retribution for his father’s life which was saved by the Danish king long ago.  The tale is one of bravery in the face of certain death, and a quest for fame and honor. It places Beowulf among those characters in literature that are larger than the words that describe them, or the pages upon they are held.  

Although this is not in the original, many poetic phrases are throughout.  For example, when Beowulf sets off for Denmark, the author describes the boat’s sails as “bleached sea garments”, and when Hrothgar, the Danish king, meets Beowulf , “his own eyes glazed, [and] you could tell he was traveling the green roads of memory.”.   Crossley-Holland’s illustrations appear to be etched on the page, and although they are printed in sepia, they give the appearance of blood.  

This picture book edition belongs in the hands of high school students studying Global History and/or mythical heroes.  Younger ambitious readers drawn to fantasy may find that Beowulf provides the back-story for such videogames as Dungeons & Dragons.   Alongside the original, this edition serves as an accessible translation and for that reason alone, merits consideration.

POETRY #12

Frost, R. (2001). Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening. New York:   

Dutton Children’s Books.

Stopping by the Woods on a Snowy Evening delivers the message of a Pulitzer Prize winning poet through the illustrative craft of a Caldecott Honor recipient.  This combination of Robert Frost and Susan Jeffers turns the pages of their book into proof of the saying “the whole is greater than the sum of its parts”.   

The poem’s content is simple: a person is traveling with their horse through woods they do not own on the “darkest evening of the year”, stopping to take in the beauty of the snow, and then moving on to keep their promises as they travel “miles before [they] sleep”.  

Jeffer’s spirited illustrations interpret Frost’s peaceful words creating a kindly bearded narrator, dressed in red and green plaids, pulled on a sleigh by a white horse.  His “promises to keep” include leaving grass and birdseed for the woodland animals, making a snow angel that surprises the wildlife watching from snow laden trees and visiting the home of a friend and her family.  Soft pencil drawings define the snow and trees that cover most of the pages, as well as the horse.  Jeffers uses dashes of color to draw the readers eyes to her narrator and his friends (be they two legged or four).  

I read this book on the hottest of August days and felt the kiss of snowflakes on my cheeks.   Though if I was honest, I’d admit they were tears.  This is a beautiful book that will take its readers back in time, or to a place they have never been.  Inner city children of all ages (yes, through high school) will be touched by Frost’s words and Jeffer’s pictorial translation.  It is a poetic statement without rhyme.  It is an invitation to describe the world in soft tones framed in deliberate acts of kindness.  

POETRY #13

Franco, B. (2003). Mathematickles. Illustrated by Steven Salerno. New York: 


Alladin Paperbacks.

This is such a visual book that it is a challenge to use words to describe it!  School Library Journal called it “An enchanting collection of poems in an unusual format.”.  Imagine a venn diagram comparing poetry with mathematics.  Mathematickles fills up the intersecting quadrant with ingeneous “poems” that substitute words for numbers in mathematical equations.  For example, puddles divided by raindrops equals . . . . give up?  CIRCLES!  Franco does not rely on the mathematical words but uses the symbols, so an addition poem would look like this:                              Or how about:

                     apples



rocks x waves = sand

                  + worms

          sweet tunnels

The illustrations reflect the seasonal content of the poems with vivid paintings rendered in watercolor and gouache.  The text is an unusual font, Havergal, which adds whimsy to each page as well.  A little girl and her cat are draw in throughout the book.  This visual consistency helps the readers of all ages translate the poems.  

Mathematickles does just what its title implies: it tickles whatever part of you that can laugh mathematically!  In her author’s note, Franco encourages her readers to write some mathematickes of their own.   Her book can be used in any class at any level, starting in Pre-K and going right through high school.  The simplicity or sophistication of the poetic formulas will depend on the creative abilities of the writer.  Teachers and librarians will find this book useful as an unusual introduction to a unit on poetry, fractions or simply a tour of the seasons.  

Mathematickles + Readers = FUN!

MODERN FANTASY #14

Hoffman, A. (2003). Green Angel. New York: Scholastic Inc..

The book’s size is unusual (4” by 8”) as is the color of the type (green and black).  Flipping through the pages before even reading a word, the reader is struck by the tracings which are printed in the shape of rose stem and leaves.  By picking up the book, the reader starts the journey with its main character, Green, as she reconciles herself to life without her family after a catastrophic event.  While it is never stated specifically, the date of the publication and details in description lead the reader to link the “perfect, cloudless blue day . . .  (w)hen people who were close by said they could see people jumping from the buildings, like silver birds. . . “ with eyewitness the accounts of the attack on the World Trade Center on September 11th, 2001.  

Alongside the realistic reference, there are the fantastical elements of talking animals and plants, special powers to create and destroy life and physical transformation.  Green uses her grief to fuel her powers heightened by survivor’s guilt, isolating and mutilating herself.  Over time, self reflection and the crone wisdom of her elderly neighbor enable Green to reclaim her life as a young woman in a new world, alone. 

The trip from childhood through puberty to young adulthood is marked with self doubt, torture and loss for everyone.  By making Green’s family  the fatal victims of forces beyond their control, Hoffman gives the reader some distance to examine Green’s emotional transformation growing up and indirectly relate it to their own.  Best suited for young adults, Green Angel’s audience could start with advanced middle school readers.  Its dark themes, however,  are not for the youngest fans of Alice Hoffman (Indigo, Aquamarine). 

Libraries with displays for September 11th will want to have a few copies of Hoffman’s Green Angel available for circulation, and time reserved for discussion upon the books’ return.
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MODERN FANTASY #15

DiCamillo, K. (2003). The Tale of Despereaux. Illustrated by Basil Ering. 


Cambridge: Candlewick Press.

According to the author, the idea for this book came from a young friend who asked her to write a story about an unlikely hero.  This tale is about one such character, who is drawn by his passion for beauty, truth and light, into the presence of a beautiful princess, risking fatal alienation from his family and community at large.  His name is Despereaux, and as DiCamillo would have it, he is a very small mouse.  The story has a rich cast of characters many with passions of their own, but none as noble as Despereaux and his love, Princess Pea.  Both nearly come to untimely ends: the mouse almost condemned to the darkness of the dungeon where all the soup bowls and ladels have been thrown since the king outlawed soup; and the princess to switch places with a scullery maid wielding a knife to get her way.  But this is a fairy tale, and the happily ever after time does come, though it is not always certain who will make it to the table to share soup in the end.

 Divided into four books with very short chapters, The Tale of Despereaux is a likely candidate for shared reading with a fourth or fifth grade class.  It makes a fine companion to a unit on the components of fairy tales by combining literary themes with some special twists.  By addressing the reader directly, the narrator keeps the book moving along, leading but never revealing too much.  Librarians can link this book to historical fiction from Medieval times, Shakespeare, as easily at to the canon of folk and fairy tales.  

Well deserving of the Newberry Award for 2004, Kate DiCamillo more than satisfied the request of her friend, and made many more in the process!

REALISTIC FICTION #16

Creech, S. (2003). Granny Torrelli Makes Soup. New York: 

    
Scholastic Inc..

Sharon Creech has a knack for writing profound stories with few words, offering her readers richly drawn characters they grow to know intimately.  The voices in Granny Torrelli Makes Soup, range from Rosie the narrator, to her Granny Torrelli, her blind neighbor “that Bailey boy”, Bailey’s mother Carmelita, and Pardo, Granny’s first love.  Making and sharing soup is the vehicle Creech uses for Rosie to hear Granny’s advice regarding “that Bailey boy”.  As Rosie impatiently shares her frustration at Bailey’s refusal to accept her help, Granny heartfully remembers her own first love, and their emotional blindness to each other’s feelings.  All the while, Granny is chopping celery and onions for her “zuppa”.   When does a friend become more than a friend?  How do you tell someone how you feel when you don’t even know yourself?  Why can you grandmother understand you even though she’s so old?  Fortunately for Rosie, all these questions are sweetly answered.  Fortunately for the reader, too!

This book is told in two parts, with 38 short “chapterlets” and 138 pages.   There is lots of white space on the pages and font type distinguishes Rosie’s conversations with Granny’s reminiscence.  Granny Torrelli Makes Soup would serve well as shared reading for third, fourth, and reluctant fifth grade readers.  Its audience is certainly pre-teen, geared for that confusing and delicious time when reality shifts under your feet as hormones affect the gravity of your emotions. 

Interspersed throughout, are a few line drawings, similar to Feiffer cartoons found in the New Yorker magazine.  The illustrations add to the sophistication and charm of this work of realistic fiction that gives a glimpse into city life, growing up in Italy and immigrating to the United States, and the plight of a single mother raising a child without sight.    

HISTORICAL FICTION #17

Dorris, M. (1989). Morning Girl. 

The year is 1492, and a young Taino, Morning Girl, is swimming in the waters off the coast of Hispaniola when she sees Columbus’ landing party.  This is where the book ends.  What preceeds it, is Dorris’s fictionalized recreation of what life may have been like for Morning Girl, her brother Star Boy, and their family.  By the time Columbus arrives, we feel we know these gentle characters as real people.  It is hard to close the book, knowing how the story really ends, 

A recurring theme is change (names change, the arrival of a sibling, and a hurricane).  The reader knows that nothing has prepared the Taino for the massive change that is about to sweep through their society.  Written long before September 11th, this book’s theme resonates with today’s readers because we live in a time when the unthinkable has already happened.   

Using Morning Girl and a “before and after” text, it will help students draw parallels to their own lives, and to other times in history.  It also has a believable “you are there” quality that only historical fiction provides.  In addition, it is only 74 pages and thus very accessible as a group read for fourth through sixth grades.

MULTICULTURAL #18

Gantschev, I. (1995). Moon Lake.  New York: North South Books.

Tucked deep into the mountains, a beautiful lake surrounded by silver stones was known only to an old shepherd and the moon.  Upon his death, the shepherd’s grandson took over the care of the sheep and found the lake while looking for a lost lamb.  Seeing the silver stones, the boy takes just enough to help him survive and learns the reason he must leave the lake by sunrise from a wise silver fox.  When the king hears of the boy’s discovery, the king goes to the lake to take all the silver stones, and he never returns.  The boy uses some of the stones around the necks of his sheep so they don’t get lost and a few more as lights for his friend, the fox, to find his way to the cottage.  

Translated by Marianne Martens, Ivan Gantschev’s watercolor and foil rendering of this tale of a legendary lake enchanted by moonlight holds mystery and a message for readers of all ages.  Moon Lake’s pastoral setting and simple lesson  creates a parable about greed, honesty and right and wrong for young children ages five through seven.  Librarians and teachers can links this story to other folk and fairy tales with similar morals, such as The Magic Fish, Cinderella and The Fox and the Grapes.  

MULTICULTURAL #19


Herrera, J.  (2005).. Cinnamon Girl.  New York: Harper Collins.

Yolanda’s Uncle DJ calls her Mi Canelita, my little cinnamon stick.   He is her mother’s younger brother, and the author of the letters, poems and postcards Yolanda keeps in a cereal box.  Ending each with a Spanish twist (love con arroz y lechon, love con pescao frito), DJ and Yolanda maintain their connection to each other as each moves to and from New York City.  

The book opens on September 11th, when Uncle DJ is caught in the rubble of the World Trade Center blasts and his extended Puerto Rican family gathers at the hospital to wait.  Herrera uses time fluidly as he weaves Yolanda’s overwhelming emotions about the present with the adolescent struggles of her recent past.  Often it is difficult to tell if her recollections and reporting are based on her present reality, or whether she has altered her memory to protect herself from the unthinkable consequences of her Uncle’s condition.

This YA novel blends multicultural and realistic fictional themes.  It brings its reader right up to the horror of September 11th as only the voice of a teenager can do.   Overlaid, is an intimate picture of Hispanic culture that fills each page.  In the back of the book, Herrera includes four pages of the Spanish translation of the “Cinnamon Words” used liberally through the text.  

This year, NYC and the world marks the fifth anniversary of what has become known as simply, 9/11.   Students wondering what they might have done then, might read Cinnamon Girl now.  Yolanda and DJ send love, con lagrimas.   

NON-FICTION / INFORMATION #20

Fison, J. & Dahl, F. (1994). Roald Dahl’s Revolting Recipes. New York: 

    
Scholastic Inc..

Despite the title, the 31 recipes included in this unique cookbook are not just edible, but on occasion delectable!  The name of each one has its origins in one of Roald Dahl’s books, from Stink Bug Eggs in James and the Giant Peach, to Bruce Bogtrotter’s Cake from Matilda.   No insects or hair follicles are used in their preparation, so as long as you can get past the titles, you can satisfy your appetite and that of your guests.  For example, Wormy Spaghetti, originally consumed in The Twits , calls for fusilli, tricolor spaghetti, plum tomatoes and cheddar cheese, but no worms.  That is not to say you couldn’t sneak one or two in for extra protein.

Felicity Dahl, Roald’s wife, created this book with the notes left by her husband prior to his death.  Quentin Blake’s illustrations of Dahl’s characters consuming actual photographs of the recipe are whimsical and reminiscent of the originals, .  This creative triad of literature-based recipes from Dahl, “visual humor” from Blake, combined with Jan Baldwin’s realistic photographs makes Ronald Dahl’s Revolting Recipes a treat for the eyes as well as the stomach.  

Students who love to cook will love this book because the ingredients are those they would find on their shelves or in their fridge.  Readers of Dahl will alternately laugh and gag as they recall where each recipe came from and the characters who consumed them.  Teachers looking to extend their lessons on Charlie and the Chocolate Factory or simply exploring “how to” lessons will use the book from cover to cover.  Fresh Mudburgers anyone?  

NON-FICTION / INFORMATION #21 

Aliki, (2003). Ah, Music!. New York: Harper Collins.

From the cover, Aliki’s Ah Music looks to be a beautiful picture book celebrating the joys of making music.  Five children, each with a face of diversity, smile broadly as they hold instruments, seeming to sway to the music in the air.  Once drawn into the pages, the table of contents tells the reader that there is more in store: thirteen chapters, in fact, starting with What is Music?, and including Instuments, Harmony, Dance, the History of Music, Diversity of Music and Practice Makes Perfect.  The content is paired with Aliki’s distinctive illustrative style: richly colored drawings that stand out on stark white backgrounds.  With its oversized pages Aliki has lots of room for her text and small sidebar-type conversations.  In this way, the style of the book resembles the Magic School Bus series, but it is much easier to see the various sections on the pages because they are framed in white space. 

A Bank Street Best Children’s Book of the Year, the cover says it is for all ages, and I agree.  It is the kind of book that grows with you as your literacy skills increase.  What it does not have, however, are some of the checklist components of non-fiction: no index, no glossary, no references to further books or websites on music.

Even so, it is perfect for the library: a beautiful picture book for all patrons, a creative resource for teachers presenting lessons on the history of music or timelines, and finally, it is an attractive addition to any Aliki author study. 

NON-FICTION / INFORMATION #22

Delano, M. (2000). Wonder Bugs: My First Pocket Guide. Washington, 


D.C.: National Geographic Society.

This nifty 4” by 6” paperback is one in a series of Pocket Guides National Geographic publishes for children ages 7 through 12.  This title, Wonder Bugs, has 35 of the “biggest, brightest, loudest . . . bugs that stand out because of their shape, speed, smell, sting or survival techniques”.  Each insect gets a two page spread that show where they are live,  a brief description of size, color, and behavior, as well as a photograph and a unique field note.  Lantern click beetles, also called the head light beetle, for example, is found in the West Indies and Central and South America, and were once used as natural flashlights when put inside lanterns carved from gourds.  

Each book in the series is formatted with the same two page spread, with the content varying depending on the overall topic from the natural world (Dinosaurs, Constellations, Birds of Prey, Sea Creatures).  In addition, the Pocket Guides all open with a note to the reader with instructions on how to use the book, a table of contents, a glossary in the back, as well as an index.  These books have the attraction of magazines because the content is so easy to read.  As a series, they provide one stop shopping for students looking for a topic for a science report.  They are published separately and therefore librarians, teachers and parents can create a personalized collection depending on the needs and interests of their readers.

NON-FICTION / INFORMATION #23

Katzen,  M. & Henderson, A. (1994) Pretend Soup and Other Real Recipes

 for Preschooler and Up. Berkley: Tricycle Press.

Late in the 1970’s, I purchased my first Mollie Katzen cookbook, The Moosewood Cookbook .  Katzen was then cooking at the Moosewood Restaurant in Ithaca, New York, and her cookbook and illustrative style soon became synonymous with crunchy granola, healthy, funky vegetarian eating.  Time passed, and she left the Moosewood Restaurant but fortunately not cooking and illustrating.  In 1994, as the result of collaboration between Molly and her son’s preschool teacher, Pretend Soup was born.  It is designed for children aged three to six and each recipe gets a double treatment. Two pages are for the adult, followed by a simply drawn pictorial version to guide the young cook. The adult pages give detailed setup instructions, a clear recipe and cautionary advice, while the young cooks have pictures to guide them.

Subsequently, Katzen wrote Honest Pretzels for cooks ages 8 and up and the ALA named it a Notable Book of the Year 2000.  Recently, 2005, she published a sequel for the preschool set, Salad People.  

It is hard to resist trying her recipes no matter how old, or young, you are.  Students and teachers looking to expand their culinary horizons can do so with ease by following either the text or the pictures.  Classes exploring “how to” books can use both versions as templates for their instructional creations.  

Katzen’s web site offers many more cookbook and healthy eating titles for adults in a cyber-granola environment.

http://www.molliekatzen.com/ 

NON-FICTION / INFORMATION #24

Jarrie, M. (2005). ABC USA. New York: Sterling Publishing Co..

In many ways, ABC USA is a very typical alphabet book.  At the top of each page in rather big print is “ A is for . . . . “,  “B is for  . . . . “, “C is for . . . “ and so on.  The “is for . . .” is something that is either commonly found, or unique to, the USA.  For example, B is for baseball (commonly referred to as America’s favorite pastime) while Z is for zydeco (a unique style of music originating in the USA).  ABC USA distinguishes itself with its illustrations which combine the distressed look of worn paint on wooden furniture with stick figures drawn in the style of Grandma Moses.  The colors are muted and flat, giving the pages a two-dimentional quality (which, of course, they are).  

Jarrie has included an Alphabet Glossary in the back that gives additional detail on his alphabetical selections.  Some of the information was unknown to this reader, and as such, may offer upper elementary students some interesting facts to include in their essays on American History.  Did you know that the Smokey Mountains are the oldest range of mountains in the world? Or that the term X-roads “refers to the crossroads of highways 49 and 61 in the Mississippi Delta where legend has it that at this crossroads, Blues musician Robert Johnson sold his soul to the devil in exchange for musical greatness”?

ABC USA will be pulled off the library shelves as an interesting way to get familiar with the culture and history of the United States, or by students surveying various illustrative styles, and finally by those little ones eager to see if M follows L in every alphabet book.

BIOGRAPHY #25

Sis, P. (1996). Starry Messenger. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux.

Peter Sis set a standard for picture book biographies in 1996 when he received a Caldecott Honor for Starry Messenger: A book depicting the life of a famous scientist, mathematician, astronomer, philosopher physicist Galeleo Galilei.   Integrated into his vintage illustrations are Galeleo’s own words, in penmanship that allude to the original author.  Sis leads his reader through Galeleo’s life using star imagery: referring to the baby Galeleo with stars in his eyes, showing a young Galeleo drawing stars in the dirt, referring to Galeleo as the star mathematician of the Medici court. 

Once arrested by the Catholic Church and accused of heresy, Sis writes that “everyone could see that the stars had left his eyes”.   Yet, in the end, Galeleo’s star rises in our own lifetime when he is pardoned by the Church in 1992.

The challenge of picture book biographies is getting the right audience.  The content and presentation of Sis’s book is sophisticated and requires some prior knowledge of the history of science.  Consequently, it is best suited for older elementary students and middle school readers. If the budget allows, high school students studying sixteenth century Europe or the history of scientific thought may find the illustrations and quotes inspirational as well as a unique addition to their research.  

BIOGRAPHY #26

Bull, A., (2000). Free at last: The Story of Martin Luther King, Jr. London:

  Kindersley.

Each year, twice a year, many students come into the library for a biography of either Dr. Martin Luther King, or a “famous black American”.  Librarians from Alabama to Bar Harbor check out as many books as they have to the eager minds who have to write the reports and scan the pictures.   Free at Last is a biography of Dr. Martin Luther King that will satisfy the needs of curious second through sixth graders.  Written specifically for grades 2 to 4, this DK biography has text, pictures and sidebars describing King’s life from his birth in Atlanta to his death in Memphis.  

While the sidebar information can be distracting at times, is offers cultural and historical detail that makes this book useful for students researching the 1960’s in general, as well as the civil rights movement in particular.  There are plenty of captions, a table of contents, a glossary, but no index.  

DK classifies Free at Last as a #4 Proficient Reader book.  It is part of a series published by DK, and As a biography, this book gives its readers insight into King’s life and the events that shaped his contribution to the world as we know it.   Elementary and middle school libraries need at least a half dozen.

MAGAZINES #27

Time Magazine, Published by Time Inc. New York.

Published weekly, Time Magazine keeps its readers up to date on global and national news, as well as cultural trends and celebrity happenings.  Time’s cover stories are an event in themselves, from Person of the Year, the Time 100, its annual list of the 100 most influential people world-wide.  Before the publication of People Magazine, most readers turned to the back pages first, where they could find out who is dating who, marrying who and divorcing who.  Time today still has a “People” section in the back, but anyone looking for the real story will buy the real magazine.

Time’s editorial stand is middle of the road, explaining why you’ll find it on coffee tables and doctors’ offices coast to coast.  The pages are covered with award winning photographs and graphic presentation of data.  There is plenty of white space, plenty of copy, and plenty of ads.  

Time belongs in middle and high school libraries as one stop shopping on current events.  It is also a source of timely (pardon the pun) articles on the arts, sports, money, health and technology.  For readers who want their information in the minute, TIME.com “brings fresh insight to complex issues and blogging on everything from TV to global health”.  

MAGAZINES #28

Kids Discover. Published by Kids Discover. New York. 
In 2004, Kids Discover was named Winner of the Children’s Periodical of the Year and received the Parents’ Choice GOLD Award.   As a non-fiction periodical magazine, its monthly offerings of facts, photographs, games and articles centered around a theme are invaluable in any elementary and high school library.  While marketed to younger children, the writing and graphic presentation of the material will appeal to older students. 

Each issue provides a complete survey of its topic.  For example, the Mountains issue, published in August, 2005, begins with a two-page spread presenting mountains world-wide with an annotated map.  The magazine goes on to describe how mountains are made, with a separate discussion on volcanoes (with pictures from Vesuvius, of course).  Photographs of human life in the mountains and mountain animals and plants are next.  The mountain climbing article discusses why people climb, and who has done it over time.  Finally, there are some games on the last page, and a recipe for Volcano Cake.  What more is there?

As mentioned earlier, this magazine belongs in every library.  As a piece of non-fiction, it keeps it’s value.  It’s attractive layout also contributes to its long shelf life.  Chances are librarians will have to reorder back copies to replace worn out copies of popular topics!

Only read information on a screen?  Go to www.kidsdiscover.com .  

AUDIOVISUAL/NONPRINT/ELECTRONIC #29

PBS Kids GO! Jazz  from http://pbskids.org/jazz/index.html  
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Generally, PBS Kids GO! is known as a multi-facetted site with educational games for second graders and above.  It also has tucked into its cyber folders, some less known offerings such as History Detectives, The Democracy Project, African American World for Kids and Jazz.  In the interactive world of the web, this part of the PBS Go! site is a virtual Jazz museum: combining the history of this American-borne art form with interviews with musicians today.  

By clicking on the timeline, your students can go back to the 1700 and move up to the present, meeting Jazz’s pivitol “players” and learning about the historical events that shaped its development.  They can also meet real musicians and listen to interviews, be a bandleader themselves and join a jazz band.  

During the month of February, everyone needs to find a “famous black American” and write a report.  This site is a change of pace for elementary school students expecting to take out a book on Harriet Tubman.  For anyone needing further research, there is a link to Ken Burns’ Jazz page.  

AUDIOVISUAL/NONPRINT/ELECTRONIC #30

Starfall from http://www.starfall.com/ 

My favorite part of the starfall.com site is its alphabet book.  Little hands can click on individual letters of the alphabet, and they come alive with music, graphics and photographs all narrated by children.  I still get chills when the little ants carry out the capital A to a charming piano solo.  While this site is geared for teaching children how to read (and as such it has four skill levels), it is worth visiting as a librarian just to see the ABC’s come to life.  

Used with a smart board, the students can go to the screen and advance the alphabet book by touching certain sparkling arrows and stars.  There are interactive games for each vowel also.  The photographs of animals and other objects are mixed with animation, music and narration.  Pre-K through first grade students love clicking on their initials.  After several viewings, they love to go back to their favorite letters, just like revisiting a favorite book.

Starfall.com belongs in the Favorites list in the library, classroom and at home.  







[image: image7.wmf]