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“This is that rare thing: a book of lines that could never be written. Curated on the fly by Leslie McCollom—a remarkably talented arbiter of the absurd—the accidental wisdom, pathos, and beautiful honesty of schoolchildren here rings true and deep. To think that these words—these wicked punch lines to jokes that cannot exist—were nearly lost to the atmosphere is heartbreaking; to think that every hour of every day similar words are is sobering. Each line is a poem unto itself, the shortest of short stories, the catchphrase of a movement. Read at one go, it is nearly overwhelming in its unrelenting surprise; enjoy your first of many visits, and share this book with the few who are yet unfamiliar with this phenomenon of a project.”

—Chris Onstad, author of Achewood

“Somewhere in the world, preschoolers are discussing the smell of whale breath, the necessity of breathing fire into toilets, the fact that some pants don’t evaporate. From this kid-rarefied air, Leslie, with her pitch-perfect ears, plucks the best of these creative, off-kilter nuggets and writes them down. What results is proof that little innocents could and should run the world.”

—Julia Suits, New Yorker cartoonist, author of
The Extraordinary Catalog of Peculiar Inventions,
and curator of @TweetsofOld
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INTRODUCTION

Preschool-aged children are essentially miniature Frankenstein’s monsters. With no morality guiding their madly flailing limbs, they toddle about in a perpetual search for instant gratification and pleasurable sensory experiences. When they can’t find these things, they fly into a destructive rage frenzy; when they do find them, they demand, “MORE, MORE!” and then fly into a destructive rage frenzy.

My job is to teach these creatures compassion for others, problem-solving skills, and songs about cleaning up after yourself; to transform instruments of nose picking into the tools of a master finger painter; to cultivate an appreciation for indoor plumbing; and basically just keep them alive for seven hours each school day until their brains become slightly more developed.

I am a preschool teacher.

Kids are a lot like dogs, really. After an egregiously unkind or shocking episode, they know how to hang their tails limply between their legs and look sorry. They walk over and brush their wet little noses against your hand and then wait the appropriate amount of time to start subtly wagging a little bit, until you aren’t really mad anymore and you’re just thinking about how cute they are, but they aren’t actually sorry, because they don’t understand what sorry means.

I’ve seen little kids do some messed-up stuff. They are bottomless pits of wants and needs. Unpredictable containers of human waste that often spill over at the least convenient moments. Small, sticky bullies. Now that I think about it, they’re kind of rude, too. They don’t hesitate to point out your least appealing physical traits or bring up embarrassing details, no matter who is around. They are tiny tyrants who scream at you or kick you while you’re just trying to help them out.

They really are awful little creatures, children.

Or perhaps I’m being a bit harsh. I do see glimpses of humanity come shining through from time to time. When a child who can frequently be found eating leaves off a bush like an animal (no matter how many times you ask him to stop), hitting his classmates over the head with logs, or responding to every request with “No!” all of a sudden gets close enough to you that you can smell his “clean baby” smell, looks straight into your eyes while drawing slow, openmouthed breaths and says, “Can I touch your face?” he suddenly doesn’t seem like such a sociopath after all.

Actually, they’re kind of cute. I really do sort of like them.

I like it when they are happy and they dance around, and the sound when they laugh is really quite pleasant. It’s cool to watch the expression of wonderment cross their faces as they discover new things about the world, which happens on a daily, nay, hourly or even momentary basis.

It is so incredibly touching when one of them gives me a hug and says, “I love you, Teacher Leslie.”

They renew my faith in humanity several times each day.

They are happy, skipping little gnomes. Lovely beings. Angels who have only recently descended from the celestial spheres, their minds still swirling in the cosmos.

Actually, they are great, and I love them all very much.

That’s the thing about kids: They are both wonderful and terrible. In every way that they are far more troublesome and cruel than an adult, they are also exponentially more compassionate.

They are an amplification of all the good and bad things about human beings. They are like regular people, except the volume is turned up to eleven.

Since I started this job three years ago, I’ve been treated to a daily barrage of cracked wisdom. I quickly amassed an archive of startling brilliance and I decided I couldn’t keep it from the world.

I started a Twitter feed, Preschool Gems, because every time I forgot one of their dazzling quotes, it felt like a precious jewel had slipped through my fingers. I couldn’t believe the crazy things that popped out of their mouths—like “We’re all just little babies in this world,” and “Somebody pressed the ‘never turn back to real me’ button.”

So, from the mouths of babes, I’ve collected the very best of two years of gems and have compiled them here, exactly as I found them, for your enjoyment and edification.

May you take them to heart.

—Leslie McCollom
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