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Introduction

I’VE ALWAYS had a passion for children’s books, and since 1986 I’ve been lucky enough to turn that passion into a means for earning a living. As an editor, writing instructor, and publisher of a newsletter for children’s book authors, I’ve studied countless books for children and edited hundreds of manuscripts for aspiring writers. And I learned that, though styles and trends come and go, the elements that make a book appealing to a child are timeless and constant. I truly believed that children’s books were better written than books for adults and that the most magical, brilliant children’s books would always rise to the top where anyone who so desired could easily discover them.

And then I became a parent.

When I introduced my son to books, my first surprise was that he wasn’t always taken with the books I love. My second surprise came when, at about a year of age, he had already developed preferences for certain styles of artwork and types of stories. I had to retrain myself to look at books through his eyes.

When I met other parents of young children, their first question was always “Can you give me a list of books my child would like?” Most of these parents understood the value of reading to their children and were eager to nurture a love of books, but they were lost when they entered a bookstore or library. They didn’t know where to begin. As my son grew older, I met parents of young reluctant readers. Their question was more desperate: “Can you recommend some books that will help my child want to read?” The answer, I realized, was not as simple as handing over a list of titles.

If you’re the parent of a child who doesn’t like to read, you’ve probably felt the same frustration when faced with a wall of children’s books at the store or library. This book is created for you, to help you navigate through the ocean of available titles and choose what’s right for your child. I’ll show you how to recognize a good book for reluctant readers and how to match a book to your child. Because every child is different, there is no one-size-fits-all answer to which books are best, but this guide will help you develop a library your own child can love.


 

Those books that appeal to your child now can be stepping-stones to other works by the same author or to similar books.

 



The titles I recommend in the second part of this book are meant to be a starting point. I’ve given you a mixture of genres and writing styles that I feel best embody those qualities that entice reluctant readers to open a book. Those books that appeal to your child now can be stepping-stones to other works by the same author or to similar books. I’ve also provided lists for further reading to help you along. My recommendations are by no means a final tabulation of everything wonderful that’s ever been published, but I believe that handing you specific, well-chosen information is better than bombarding you with every choice available.

Above all, remember this: Your child may acquire the skills necessary to read the printed word, but if he or she doesn’t develop a love of reading and an emotional connection to books and ideas, reading will never become a big part of his or her life. So keep it fun. There are worlds waiting to be explored between the covers of books. Provide a gentle nudge, but allow your child to run in whatever direction he or she chooses. That’s the only way children ever find the books that really speak to them.

Good luck, and happy reading!

P.S. I have a special gift for you: a free Web site just for readers of Best Books for Kids Who (Think They) Hate to Read. At www.bestbooks4kids.com, you’ll find useful articles, links to all the Internet resources mentioned in this book, a discount bookshop (featuring all the titles reviewed in this book), and much more. Stop by for a visit.


        Chapter One

Where Do I Start?


“It is only in childhood that books have any deep influence on our lives.” —GRAHAM GREENE



I HAD MY FIRST literary epiphany when I was six years old. I had mastered Green Eggs and Ham by Dr. Seuss and was reading to myself. Suddenly it occurred to me that this book was about more than a pesky guy named Sam who was using his favorite meal to coerce a finicky eater. It was about not jumping to conclusions before you had all the facts. It was about taking risks, trying new things. Even though Dr. Seuss didn’t directly express these ideas in the text, I got it. And I never looked at books the same way again.

You may have similar memories of childhood books that left a profound impact on how you viewed the world. Or perhaps you didn’t read much as a child and now realize what you missed. Either way, as a parent you want your child to joyfully explore the world of books, experience the excitement of reading, and marvel at discovering new ideas.

But what if your child doesn’t like to read?

Some children don’t take easily to reading. They may have difficulty learning to read, they may naturally gravitate toward other activities like watching television or playing sports, or they may never have been taught that reading is an activity that can be fun, interesting, or rewarding. In the publishing industry, the term “reluctant reader” is sometimes used to refer to a child who is reading below grade level. Here, I’m using the term to mean a child who would rather do anything but read.

“There seem to be several ‘critical junctures’ in children’s reading patterns,” says Nancy Bentley, coordinator for information and technology at Mann Middle School in Colorado Springs, Colorado. “One happens early on—in first grade. If by the end of first grade, a child is having difficulty reading or is a reluctant reader, jump right on that and inquire about testing. Another hurdle seems to be in third and fourth grade. If students are poor readers, they may be able to skate by until the time when content becomes more important. Then reading comprehension will plummet, and they will not understand the science and social studies books. And then, of course, there’s middle school—a time when hormones and computers and MTV and peers are much more exciting than reading. Kids who are poor readers will simply stop trying.”

If you’re the parent of a reluctant reader, words like these can make you panic. Don’t. Because you know your child better than anyone else, you’re in the perfect position to help nurture the skills—and motivation—your child needs to become a lifelong reader. The earlier you start, the better. But you can help improve your child’s reading abilities at any age. You don’t need any special training, just some basic knowledge about how children’s books are written for different reading levels and where to start looking for the best books for reluctant readers.

What Do the Reading Levels on Books Mean and Should I Pay Attention to Them?

MOST CHILDREN’S BOOKS have a designated reading level printed on the inside jacket flap or the back cover. Sometimes it’s an age range (noted as “Reading Level: 6–9” or simply “06–09”) and sometimes just a number (“Reading Level 2.3,” which means the average student in the third month of second grade can read the book). Reading levels are determined by one of several systems that compute the length and complexity of the words and sentences in a book. Many schools assign reading levels to students on the basis of their performance on standardized tests and use these numbers to match students to appropriate books.


 

Because you know your child better than anyone, you’re in the perfect position to help nurture the skills your child needs to become a lifelong reader.

 



While reading levels can be useful in determining approximately how well your child reads, they should be taken with a grain of salt. “Grade [reading] level is just a statistical formula, and it’s different from school to school. It’s used mostly for tests and to develop reading series,” says Dr. Susan Mandel Glazer, director of the Center for Reading and Writing at Rider University. “Parents shouldn’t be worried about what the designated reading level of a book is but whether a child is interested in it and can read some of the words. We let children select books by testing themselves. If they miss five words on a page, the book’s too hard. If they don’t miss any words, the book’s generally too easy. This self-selection device allows the children to feel secure in their abilities.”

“There is so much emphasis these days on standardized testing; it is difficult not to be acutely aware of your child’s reading level,” adds Nancy Bentley. “However, kids need the freedom to choose books that are at their personal interest or recreational reading level—which is usually below their instructional [grade] level.”

Knowing a book’s reading level is useful to you as a parent for two reasons. First, you can find it easier in the bookstore or library. Easy readers are grouped in one place, chapter books and middle-grade novels in another, and nonfiction somewhere else entirely. Second, you know how the book is written in terms of length and content. As I’ll explain in chapter 3, books present ideas, plot, and humor differently, depending on the average age and/or reading level of the reader. Match the book to your child, not your child to a book that he or she should supposedly be able to read. And remember that reading is a skill that gets better with practice. The more a child who is below “grade level” reads, the sooner he or she will catch up.

Where Do I Start?

A WELL-MEANING PARENT enters the local Barnes & Noble superstore looking for a book for her 9-year-old son. Ten minutes later, she finally locates the middle-grade fiction aisle, which she knows are books for ages 8 to 12. After staring at shelf after shelf of paperbacks and rows of series that seem to multiply before her eyes (is a series with 50 titles better than one with 20?), she grabs the novelization of her son’s favorite television show and heads for the cashier.


 

Match the book to your child, not your child to a book that he or she should supposedly be able to read.

 



If this sounds familiar, don’t feel guilty about resorting to mass-market depictions of your child’s beloved movies, television shows, or superheroes. As I discuss in chapter 2, reluctant readers are drawn to the familiar, so the novelization of a well-known story from another medium is a perfectly acceptable place to start. But the bigger issue is plowing through the field of available books to find those your child will want to read. Picking a book at random doesn’t work; finding one you like is just as bad. You need to start by understanding the key elements of books that appeal to reluctant readers, both those with poor reading skills and those who just aren’t interested in books.

In chapters 4 through 8, I’ve used the following eight criteria to choose the books I’ve recommended for reluctant readers. Each of the books selected must embody at least three of the qualities listed here. Armed with these guidelines, you can scan the first few pages of a promising book or even read book reviews to get a good sense of appropriate titles. Once your child has established a reading habit, he or she can learn to choose books in the same way.

EIGHT CHARACTERISTICS THAT GIVE BOOKS “READER APPEAL”

Humor Kids love books that stir their emotions. That’s why scary stories and suspenseful mysteries are so popular with elementary school readers. But the number one quality that draws reluctant readers to a book over and over is humor. When kids laugh, they’re enjoying the reading process, and they’ll want to do it again.

The type of humor changes with the age and emotional development of the reader. Books written for children from age 5 to 8 involve wordplay and silly, illogical situations. Jokes can border on the mildly naughty, such as an adult getting a pie in the face or anything including the word “underwear.” Once children enter the middle grades (ages 8–12), the humor is more cerebral and subversive. The main character is usually the butt of the joke and often is a willing participant. Situations are more complex and drawn out and thus require a setup and the reader’s anticipation of the funny outcome. Jokes contain not only witty dialogue but also broader physical comedy that breaks the rules or results in public embarrassment. The reader understands the possible consequences of such behavior and also appreciates the reactions of the surrounding characters.

Well-Defined Characters Children identify strongly with the characters in their books, be they animals, people, or space aliens. So the characters in books for any age must be three-dimensional beings with strengths and weaknesses. Think of the wildly popular young wizard Harry Potter, the classic Winnie the Pooh, or the Grinch from How the Grinch Stole Christmas. Children often imitate characters like these because they’re so clearly drawn. In books for younger readers, the characters usually have one or two overriding traits that influence the course of the story. Older readers can handle more complex characters whose personalities slowly unfold along with the plot. In either case, the characters must be believable enough for the child to care about them and want to follow them through the entire book.

Characters are important in nonfiction as well, though these “characters” are real people. In biographies, for example, the author ideally focuses on the aspects of the subject’s personality that are relevant to the reader and writes about this person in a way that makes him or her come to life.

Fast-Paced Plot Reluctant readers don’t have the patience to wade through long passages describing brilliant sunsets or glistening morning dew on the hillside. They want action. The story should start moving on page one, and soon after the reader should know what problem the main character will be trying to solve. In nonfiction, the author needs to pose interesting questions, reveal astonishing information, or grab the reader with exciting facts right up front. If you as a parent don’t feel pulled into a book by the end of the first chapter, your child won’t either.

Concise Chapters The way chapters are constructed goes a long way toward pacing a book. Ideally, chapters will contain one clear event (or one specific point in nonfiction) that logically leads to the next event in the following chapter. In good reluctant reader fiction, chapters either are self-contained, sequential episodes in the lives of the main characters or end on an emotional upswing, such as in the middle of a suspenseful scene or at a climactic moment. The former allows the reader to rest between chapters and still feel a sense of fulfillment. The latter makes the reader want to turn the page to see what happens next.

Suitable Text This point has to do with the actual words and sentence structure of the text, not the content. You want your child to be comfortable with the level of writing without becoming bored. So the text has to challenge the reader but not overwhelm him or her. This balance may involve trial and error on your part. But in general, reluctant readers’ comprehension is higher than their reading comfort level, so you want to look for books that speak to your child intellectually while conveying the ideas in a simple, straightforward way.


 

If you don’t feel pulled into a book by the end of the first chapter, your child won’t either.

 



Kid Relevance The issues raised in fiction should be important and relevant to your child’s life. Relevance entices your child to become involved with the characters and what happens to them in the story. The conflicts and emotional elements of the plot need to be relevant to your child and his or her experience and frame of reference. This is important because adults often fall into the trap of choosing books they think their children should be reading or those that teach something they should learn. The heroine may be a princess locked in a castle, but she’s still trying to convince her overprotective parents to let her stay up past her bedtime. The books must appeal to your child and allow your child to absorb the story through his or her viewpoint.

In nonfiction, look for books that relate the topic directly to the reader, such as a biography that portrays the childhood of a famous person, science that explains how everyday appliances work, or nature books about what lives in the backyard.

Unique Presentation (Nonfiction) Who isn’t bored by dry recitations of facts and dates? Nonfiction that appeals to reluctant readers steers away from textbook presentations and finds new, interesting ways to deliver the information. The use of humor, anecdotes, and first-person accounts paired with a lively writing style will hold a reader’s attention. Books that take a unique slant on the subject and slip learning in through the back door are also winners. Barbara Seuling, a former editor and author of many children’s books, including the Freaky Facts trivia series published by Doubleday (sadly out of print but still available in many libraries), says, “Good nonfiction should make the reader want to know more and inspire the reader’s curiosity. Parents can give kids short bursts of interesting information and humor, as in freaky facts, riddles, or pictures with interesting captions, to get them talking. Kids will make the connection between the written source and the discussion.”

Visual Appeal (Nonfiction) While appealing illustrations can add to the fiction-reading experience, the look of nonfiction books plays a vital role in how the reader comprehends and processes the information. The design of the book should match the subject, with generous “white space,” good leading (the space between the lines of text), and a type style that’s easy to read. The illustrations or photographs should be eye-catching and break up the text in a way that allows the reader to absorb the written information while getting visual reinforcement from the pictures.

As you begin to apply these criteria to children’s books, planting appealing books in the hands of your reluctant reader will soon become second nature. And then that field of children’s books at your local superstore will magically shrink to a nice, manageable garden.


        Chapter Two

When Bribes Fail

HOW TO HELP YOUR CHILD
LEARN TO LOVE READING

THESE DAYS, SCORES on standardized reading tests are being used to judge the performance of students and school districts alike. But, as Betty Carter, a professor at Texas Woman’s University’s School of Library and Information Studies, points out in her article “Formula for Failure” (School Library Journal, July 1, 2000), true reading can’t always be tested:


In fact, for the last several years Americas schoolchildren have shown steady growth in reading acuity. But what I call reading behavior—the practice of lifelong readers—extends beyond the ability to pronounce words or select the main idea from a passage. Rather, the desire to read grows from the knowledge that print offers something wonderful and meaningful in a person’s life. And only to the extent that one senses this kind of wonder will one continue to read.



As a parent, you understand that no amount of gentle coercion, bribery, or outright threats will make your child care about reading. The love of books must be discovered on your child’s own terms. But, like Hansel and Gretel, you can discreetly drop bread crumbs that lead your kid in the right direction. In chapter 1, I outlined the elements of good books for reluctant readers. Here are 10 tips to help you bring those books and your child together.

1. Play It Cool

IF YOUR CHILD isn’t reading as much as—or as well as—you’d like, he probably knows it and is already stressed out about the situation. So don’t make it worse by nagging, demanding, or begging that he spend more time with books. Instead, show what an integral and enjoyable role reading plays in everyday life. First, teach by example. Let your child see you reading everything from newspapers to cereal boxes. If you come across information your kid would enjoy, share it: “Look at the caption to this picture. It says this dog rescued her owner from a fire.”

Second, subtly rope your child into reading during routine activities. Do this together so your reluctant reader doesn’t feel pressure to perform: “Let’s look at the TV schedule and pick a movie to watch tonight.” The Internet offers a wonderful opportunity to link reading with interesting visual images. You can demonstrate the role that reading plays in cyberspace while you browse for Web sites on your child’s favorite subject (“First we type in ‘soccer.’ Oh look, this site says it covers soccer game rules. Let’s try that one.”) Your child will learn that reading provides a gateway to all sorts of useful information.

2. Know Your Child

IF YOU HAVEN’T spent much time recently in the children’s section of a library or bookstore, you might not realize that children’s books are available on virtually any subject for all levels of readers. Is your daughter crazy about horses? There are books about raising and caring for horses, biographies of great equestrians, and fiction series featuring groups of young horse lovers. Does your son collect model trains? You can choose from books that chronicle the history of the railroad, nonfiction accounts of famous train robberies, or adventure stories that take place on cross-country train rides. No matter how broad or obscure, your child’s passions can be found in a book. And while you’re in the library, don’t overlook the children’s magazine section. Magazines offer bite-size, high-interest articles and fiction geared to very specific age-groups.

You already know your child; what you might not know is how to connect your child’s interests with books. Start with what gets your kid excited. Is your daughter planning her first slumber party? Check out the numerous slumber party guides for adolescents, complete with recipes for snacks and instructions for doing each other’s hair. Does your son fancy himself Buzz Lightyear from the Toy Story movie? Get the book. While you’re at it, pick out a few other books about astronauts and space travel. To find books on any subject, you can start by doing a word search in the children’s card catalog at the public library.

Begin with two or three books that are heavily illustrated and appealing to look at. Then simply leave them around the house where your child is sure to find them. And remember: Play it cool. If your kid asks where the book came from, just say, “I saw that at the library and thought it looked interesting.” If the subject’s important enough to your child, the book will be opened sooner or later.

3. Let Your Child Lead

ACCORDING TO THE Reading Is Fundamental (RIF) organization, kids are more motivated to read if they choose their own books (for more tips from RIF, see its Web site at http://www.rif.org or call 1-877-RIF-READ). This means that if your child prefers comic books over a literary tome, let him read the comics. At this point, you’re just opening the door to reading; if your child crosses that threshold with enjoyable reading material, eventually he’ll work his way up to the classics. He may also want to read the same book over and over. This is common and nothing to worry about. Reluctant readers are more comfortable with the familiar, and reading a book repeatedly helps them master the text. Once they feel this sense of accomplishment, they’ll move on to other books.

Dr. Susan Mandel Glazer, director for the Center of Reading and Writing at Rider University, suggests that parents can help nonreaders pick books by narrowing the choices. Find three or four books on a subject your child loves and say, “Here are some books you might like. Why don’t you choose one to take home?” She also advocates asking open-ended questions, such as “Which of these books should we read next?” instead of questions with yes or no answers (“Do you want another book?”).


 

Kids are more motivated to read if they choose their own books.

 



Of course, as a parent you have every right to monitor your child’s reading and to veto choices in which you feel the content is inappropriate. But try to allow your child as much freedom as possible, especially as he or she gets older. And don’t judge your child’s personal interests, however narrow they may seem. Children get a sense of power when they become “experts” on a topic, and your daughter’s tenth reading of that book on tornadoes may just mean that you have a budding meteorologist on your hands.

4. Don’t Give Up “Lap Time”

WHEN YOUR CHILD was younger, you probably spent time with her on your lap as you read picture books. Now that your child is older, this “lap time” doesn’t have to end, even if it means reading side by side. Many children in fourth or fifth grade still love being read to. This helps them associate reading with pleasant, shared family time. And since a child’s comprehension is often ahead of her reading level, you can read stories aloud that are more complicated than those she can read on her own.

When children are struggling to learn to read, it’s helpful if you first read the entire book to them. Have your child sit next to you and watch as you move your finger along the text and read it aloud. Read clearly and slowly, but with a natural rhythm and inflection (don’t say each word in a halting monotone). Older children can benefit from having the first chapter of a book read to them. This piques their interest in the story and motivates them to continue on their own.

Keep up the read-aloud routine as long as your child will let you. Even if your child is reading independently, hearing a story helps reinforce the rhythm of the written word, promotes reading comprehension, and exercises the imagination. If your child is still learning to read, he may want to read aloud to you or alternate chapters with you. Reading aloud also lets your child show off his budding reading skills. But if your child suffers from performance anxiety, don’t push it. Just gently encourage him to read those familiar stories to himself.

5. Discuss Books with Your Child

ON THE SURFACE, this may smack of testing or homework, so you should approach this tip with caution. However, children—especially those in the middle elementary grades—love giving their opinions on books, and they can be brutally honest. You can start by casually remarking on a book you’ve read or one you shared with your child: “I thought that joke the boy played on his sister was really funny. How exactly did that go again?” Funny catchphrases or names of characters can become part of the family lexicon. Ask your child which aspects of the story she liked or didn’t like. Relate an event in a book to your child’s life (“Peter really didn’t like his new school. Did you feel like that when we first moved here?”). Give your child a chance to share her knowledge (“Tonight, let’s see if we can find the Big Dipper just like in your astronomy book.”). Above all, keep it an exchange of ideas, using the book as a springboard for other conversation. Don’t turn it into a book report.

Discussing books you’ve read together shows your child that reading involves ideas and information that are linked to other parts of life. It also shows that you respect his interests and opinions. Be aware, though, that as your child approaches adolescence, he may not want to talk about what he’s reading (at least not with his parents). Don’t force it. Teens often use books to explore their independence and examine new ideas. They may not want to share this newfound personal connection with reading.

6. Don’t Push Your Child to “Read Up”

THINK ABOUT IT: When you choose books for your own reading enjoyment, do you pick genres you’re familiar with, subjects that engross you, and writers who have the ability to make the rest of the world disappear? Or do you reach for weighty volumes filled with words you can’t pronounce or require a dictionary to understand? Most of us, if we’re honest, prefer the lighter side of reading. But many parents sidestep the fun and instead opt for educational enrichment in books for their kids. As Betty Carter cautions in her article “Formula for Failure,” “Real readers don’t automatically progress to more and more difficult texts. Instead, they move up some levels for some things and down some levels for others. To discourage that movement denies children the very behaviors lifelong readers embrace.”

If your child finds the books interesting instead of overwhelming, she’ll want more: more information about gymnastics, more names of dinosaurs, more stories about ballerinas. When books satisfy a child’s curiosity, she doesn’t lock herself into one reading level or worry about moving up. And neither should you. Reading is in itself an educational activity. Also, realize that children’s authors strive to present their information in a clear, compelling manner, regardless of the age of their audience. I’ve learned more about history from editing children’s book manuscripts than I ever did from my textbooks in school.


 

If your child finds the books interesting instead of overwhelming, she’ll want more.

 



7. Expose Your Child to a Broad Range of Experiences

I’LL NEVER FORGET the first time I took my son, 3 years old, to the natural history museum to see a traveling exhibit of dinosaur fossils. Matthew’s face lit up the moment we walked in the door and the huge skeletons of prehistoric beasts came to life in his imagination. Over the next several months, Matthew learned to recognize meat-eating versus plant-eating dinosaurs, assembled his own “paleontologist kit,” and correctly pronounced dozens of dinosaur names (much to the surprise of his speech therapist). This intense interest spilled over to insects, spiders, and animals from meerkats to platypuses. He drew pictures of them, pretended to be them, and, of course, read about them.

The more life experiences a child has, the more likely he’ll discover passions and interests that connect with books. Those experiences can be as exotic as traveling abroad or as commonplace as baking chocolate chip cookies. The key is in the doing: Coax your child away from the television or computer and actively involve him in the world. Even a half-hour walk through a local park can get the mind moving (What are clouds made of? Why does that flower smell so sweet? Where does that squirrel live?). End your walk at the library and find answers to all those questions.

8. Connect Reading with Other Activities

JUST AS EXPERIENCES can lead to reading, books can be a springboard for activities. After reading about ladybugs, take a magnifying glass out to the backyard and find some live specimens. Read a humorous story about a family camping trip with your child before you go on vacation to Yellowstone National Park. Historical fiction that’s set in a nearby city can be especially fun: After your child finishes the book, make a field trip to the story’s location and see if any of the places still exist. Many nonfiction books have hands-on activities or experiments for children that demonstrate the scientific principles explained in the text. There are even books for young artists that show (through words and diagrams) how to draw animals and people. Get your child a new set of colored pencils and let her translate those written instructions into pictures.


 

The more life experiences a child has, the more likely he’ll discover passions and interests that connect with books.

 



9. Promote Your Child’s Oral Language

DR. SUSAN MANDEL GLAZER of the Center for Reading and Writing at Rider University says that among the groups of kids who are most likely to be poor readers are “the ones who don’t have the oral vocabulary.” This is most crucial in the early elementary grades, when children are learning to read, but even older children who can’t adequately express themselves can be at risk.

So talk to your kids. Encourage conversation with openended questions (“What did you work on in basketball practice today?”) as opposed to simply asking, “How was your day?” (“Fine” will be the likely response.) And actually listen when your children answer. They’ll try harder to elaborate or reach to find the right words if they sense you’re genuinely interested in what they have to say. Reading, writing, and speaking are different forms of the same thing: communication. As your child gets more adept at expressing herself, she’ll become more skilled at understanding what an author wants to express to her through the written word.

10. Give Your Child Time to Read

THE READING IS FUNDAMENTAL organization suggests keeping books in the car or tucking books into your child’s sports bag or backpack so he can read between activities. While this works for kids who are already avid readers, reluctant readers might not take the initiative necessary to squeeze in a chapter before baseball practice.

The thing I remember most about my childhood weekends and summers is long hours of unstructured time. My mother limited television to one hour a day during the week and two hours on Saturday mornings, so for the rest of the day my brothers and I had to amuse ourselves. I never remember my mother telling us to pick up a book, but we were all voracious readers because it was something to do. In other words, we had the motive, we had the opportunity, and because we didn’t need a day planner to keep our schedules straight, we had the time.

Many well-intentioned parents today feel pressure to involve their children in a huge range of activities from sports to music to Scouting groups. Extracurricular pursuits can certainly enrich a child’s life, but it’s easy to turn a well-rounded child into an overbooked one. Children today miss out on the “downtime” so prevalent in the past. It’s during those quiet, unscheduled hours that kids have the chance to think, daydream, and read.

I’ve left this tip for last because I feel in many ways it’s the most important. Giving your child free time to read means he’ll have the opportunity to discover his interests, choose his own books, and absorb what those books mean to him. Making time to talk with your child about books or anything else opens up the connections books have with other parts of life. And if you give your child his own library card and hours to freely roam the stacks, you’re saying, “Here’s a wonderful world you can explore however you want.” To a child, that can be a tremendous gift.


        Chapter Three

Finding Your Way

A ROAD MAP TO THE CHILDREN’S BOOK DEPARTMENT

I LEARNED TO READ with Dick and Jane. They lived in a nice, white, suburban neighborhood (along with Mother, Father, baby Sally, and Spot the dog) contained within the pages of a series of basal readers published by Scott, Foresman and Company from the 1930s through the 1960s. Dick and Jane—whose world extended all the way to the edge of their backyard—were supposed to represent Everykid. They spoke in clipped sentences and had a tendency to repeat the same words over and over. They were always polite, cheerful, and boring.

Today, educators know that it makes more sense to teach reading with real books rather than giving children literature after they’ve learned to read. But the prescribed formula found in the Dick and Jane series did show us that beginning readers have very specific needs when it comes to the structure of the text. As children grow more adept at reading, these needs change. And so, gradually, over the past 40 years, the general category of children’s books has expanded and divided into several distinct age-groups. It’s helpful that you as a parent understand the differences between these age-groups—not because you want to pigeonhole your reluctant reader into choosing books that are meant for her age but because each type of book speaks to a different level of reading ability and sophistication.

Picture Books

WHEN YOU say “children’s books” to most people, they think of picture books. These books are usually 32 pages long, with color illustrations on every page. The text can range from a few words to a paragraph or two per page. Picture book stories rely on strong visual elements (lots of action and concrete descriptions), with the text and illustrations being intricately connected. The average audience for picture books are children ages 3 to 8.

I do not cover picture books in chapters 4 through 8 because these books are designed to be read out loud to a child (some non-fiction presented in the picture book format is intended for children up to age 10, and I have included a few of those titles later in this book). True, many children can read picture books to themselves (and enjoy doing so) once they develop good reading skills, but the language and sentence structure employed in the average picture book is too complex for a beginning reader to master. However, you can certainly reach for some of the many wonderful picture books available when you’re reading to your child. Because it’s easy to become involved in the story through the illustrations, picture books are a great way to engage your child in literature. You can also get a sense of the kinds of books your child likes (folktales, humorous stories, animal stories, and so on).


 

Picture books are a great way to engage your child in literature.

 



Some picture books tell a story with simple, rhythmic, or repetitive text. If your child is just learning to read and feels intimidated by longer books, these picture books can help boost his confidence. Here are several examples:


Bears on Wheels by Stan and Jan Berenstein (Random House). Many other Berenstein Bears books also feature simple, rhyming text.

Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? by Bill Martin Jr., illustrated by Eric Carle (Henry Holt)

Dinosaurs, Dinosaurs by Byron Barton (HarperCollins). Comes with a pronunciation key at the end of the book for the dinosaurs’ names.

Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise Brown, illustrated by Clement Hurd (HarperCollins)

A House Is a House for Me by Mary Ann Hoberman, illustrated by Betty Fraser (Viking/Puffin)

If You Give a Mouse a Cookie by Laura Joffe Numeroff, illustrated by Felicia Bond (HarperCollins)

I Went Walking by Sue Williams, illustrated by Julie Vivas (Voyager)

Is Your Mama a Llama? by Deborah Guarino, illustrated by Steven Kellogg (Scholastic)

Just My Friend and Me by Mercer Mayer (Golden Books). This is one of a series of many Little Critter books, all of which embody ironic humor in the illustrations.

Mouse Paint by Ellen Stoll Walsh (Harcourt)

Roar and More by Karla Kuskin (HarperCollins)



Picture book fiction has its own section in a bookstore or library, arranged alphabetically by author. Picture book nonfiction is arranged alphabetically by subject on separate shelves (and is often mixed in with older nonfiction).

Easy Readers

EASY READERS—sometimes called early or beginning readers—are designed for children ages 5 to 9 who are learning to read on their own. Though it may look like a picture book (32 pages and color illustrations throughout
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