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Preface to the
 Tenth Anniversary Edition

Ten years ago, in the fall of 1996, I started a mother-daughter book club with my daughter Morgan. The following February, in celebration of Black History Month, a reporter who knew one of the moms wrote a wonderful human interest story about our Mother-Daughter Book Club. The story mentioned that I worked at the Smithsonian Institution, and my phone at work began to ring off the hook. People wanted to join my Mother-Daughter Club; they wanted to talk about what a great idea they thought a mother-daughter book club was, and if they could not join my club, they wanted to know how to start their own mother-daughter book club. The response was so overwhelming that I started collecting contact information with a promise to send a one-page write-up on how to start a mother-daughter book club. So when eventually I received a phone call from an agent asking, “Have you ever thought about writing a book?” I was prepared. In 1997 The Mother-Daughter Book Club was published.

Many pages later, Morgan’s younger sister, Skylar, watched and waited to have her own Mother-Daughter Book Club. She and I began the Bookworms when the girls were eight and in the third grade, just starting to read chapter books. Thinking that girls so young could not sustain a meaningful discussion, we added a related craft activity to the meetings. Were we ever wrong! The discussions, though shorter, were rich and insightful. The Bookworms stayed together for six years, into the beginning of eighth grade. As they anxiously anticipated high school, their activities became more centered on their individual schools and the Bookworms drifted apart. I mourned the loss of my secret weapon for getting through the difficult high school years. Had we laid enough foundation? Who was I going to discuss books with?

I received my answer to those questions in the fall of 2004, when Skylar entered high school and I found myself at the back-to-school potluck for ninth graders. A mom new to the area mentioned that she had read my book several years before. She regretted that as her girls’ childhoods were waning, she had never followed through on her intention to participate in a mother-daughter book club. She wondered if it was too late for the girls to be interested in such a club. That was all it took for me to galvanize and start an all-new group with and for our daughters who were all just entering high school. Once again Skylar pulled together a wonderful group of ten girls who shared an enthusiasm and passion for reading. The girls all attend Georgetown Day School, known for its academic rigor; but somehow they always manage to juggle their book club reading, schoolwork, and extracurricular activities. They come each month ready to tackle tough issues and their insights never cease to cause the moms to pass secret silent smiles of relief from one to another. Our girls are growing up just fine!

Meanwhile, in the summer of 2005, I received another phone call, this time from my publisher, saying, “You know, it’s been almost ten years—have you thought about updating The Mother-Daughter Book Club?” It seemed impossible that ten years had flown by. So much in my own life had changed: My son had graduated from college and answered the call into ministry; Morgan, who was my original catalyst, was twenty and a college sophomore; my role with my aging parents had reversed, as I was now caring for them; I was separated from my husband of twenty-seven years; and Skylar was no longer the baby but a nearly grown young lady. The one constant through it all was the joy that I experienced from reading and sharing books with my daughters.

When I received the call to do a new edition, I had just finished year one of Skylar’s new Mother-Daughter Club. I was fully immersed again in the world of young adult literature, talking, laughing, and learning through books. It felt wonderful. So it was without hesitation that I agreed to this tenth anniversary edition of The Mother-Daughter Book Club in which you will get to know Skylar and the other members of Skylar’s Mother-Daughter Book Club. The voices of the very first Mother-Daughter Book Club, which lasted until the older girls went off to college, are still here of course. At our annual Christmas holiday reunion the original members looked back on their book club years, and their reflections have been added as well. But you will also meet the members of Skylar’s club, who give new meaning to just how special a Mother-Daughter Book Club can be.

The world has changed a lot in the past ten years. Oprah started her famous television book club, and adult book clubs became hugely popular. J. K. Rowling introduced Harry Potter and children’s literature has not been the same. Girls—and to everyone’s amazement, boys—were suddenly racing through 700-page books with complete rapture. This new edition includes complete discussion guides for books we’ve discovered in recent years—books that deal with terrorism and peer pressure and all manner of topics of interest to a more grown-up generation of mother-daughter readers. And this book has inspired thousands of mother-daughter book clubs around the world! Not a week goes by that I do not hear from some mom who has discovered the joys and is reaping the benefits of participating in a mother-daughter book club. Some of their heartwarming stories are included in this tenth anniversary edition. It is wonderful to have a place where girls can be girls, and explore their present lives while dreaming out loud about their futures.

With this book, I invite you to join us in Mother-Daughter Book Club country. I think you will agree that a one-page write-up would never have been adequate to capture the beauty and magic of this very special place.

Shireen Dodson
 2007





Introduction

Everyone needs to take time off and spend time away. You need that special place where you can cleanse your mind and renew your soul. For me that time is our annual family vacation and the place is Martha’s Vineyard. We try to go for at least two weeks in August, and often we can squeeze in three weeks. Not only do I use the time to search inside myself, but I also have a chance to reconnect with my three children, Leroy III, Morgan, and Skylar. We talk: We review the past school year and then look ahead. How are they looking at the world around them, and what are they thinking about the year ahead? It is surprising what emerges from your children when you slow down from the hustle and bustle of the usual school and extracurricular routines, step back, look, and listen. I am amazed at how much we can discuss in the absence of normal everyday interruptions. At the end of each August, I am always a little bit sad as we drive home, to be leaving behind the opportunity to relate to my children in such a relaxed way. Our vacations create a haven for positive interaction to occur spontaneously. I think I was unconsciously trying to figure out a way to carry that feeling back into our regular lives.

During our 1995 summer vacation my morning routine included a walk with a new friend and her daughter along the water’s edge. There was something so beautiful and calming about the ocean that conversation just seemed to flow. My friend and I walked and the girls Rollerbladed on an adjacent path, which gave us a chance for private conversation. Our talk often turned to our daughters and an only half-joking question: How were we ever going to survive their growing up? After all, children do not come with an instruction manual. And since there is something unique about the mother-daughter relationship, especially as girls approach adolescence, directions of some kind would surely be useful.

So these walks with my friend were comforting confirmation that I was not alone in my difficulty understanding my daughter. Morgan was my middle child, and while she was beautiful, bright, and normally very self-confident, she could be vulnerable and moody. In taking stock that summer, I realized that I often mistook Morgan’s self-confidence and intellect for maturity, and would sometimes forget that she was only nine. We would argue over every little issue and did not really talk. That’s not exactly accurate. We talked a lot. The problem was that we were not communicating. We talked at each other, and while neither of us particularly enjoyed this ongoing power struggle, we didn’t know how to change our way of relating. My friend was engaged in a very similar prickly relationship, and though the individual skirmishes were different, the struggle was the same.

Like many women I know, I think things through by talking about them. One morning my friend and I were brainstorming aloud about how she could communicate more effectively with her daughter. I was asking all kinds of questions about what she and her daughter liked and didn’t like to do. I thought an activity and conversation might flow from some common interest.

Neither of them was into sports, and both had very busy schedules. But they both liked to read. Suddenly I heard myself saying, “Why don’t you start a mother-daughter book club?” An idea was born! My friend was intrigued, so I continued to talk it through as we completed our walk. Eventually our conversation moved on to other things, and soon the vacation itself came to an end.

I did, however, mention the idea to my husband, Leroy, on the drive home. This time, when I heard myself talking about a mother-daughter book club, I thought of Morgan and me. Morgan and I both loved to read. As the previous discussion with my friend flooded back into my mind, I realized that all the comments about her and her daughter also applied to Morgan and me. I made up my mind right then to start a book club—and soon. I felt a sense of wonder and hope for the upcoming year. Our experience was gratifying.

Yes, Morgan and I still had an occasional fight, but the atmosphere at home improved. We no longer had to wait for August and Martha’s Vineyard to find a peaceful haven. The Mother-Daughter Book Club offered us that kind of harmony all through the year.

Just as we occasionally invited guests to our Mother-Daughter Book Club meetings, it seemed natural to invite guests into our book to share their wisdom on the subject of literature and the lives of girls and women. They joined us enthusiastically. These authors, educators, counselors, and others, through interviews or letters, contributed an abundance of practical tips, candid advice, personal memories, and suggestions for reading, all of which are here for you to savor.

With this book in hand, then, welcome to a very special meeting of the mother-daughter book club.

Shireen Dodson
 DECEMBER 1996





PART ONE




        
            Chapter One

                    Why Start a Mother-Daughter Book Club?

            TO OUR MOTHERS AND GRANDMOTHERS, AUNTS AND
                    GREAT-AUNTS. TO ALL THE WOMEN WHO STOOD BEFORE US, TELLING US ABOUT WHERE THEY
                    CAME FROM, WHAT THEY SAID, DID, AND IMAGINED. THEY LET US KNOW THEY STOOD FOR
                    US. TALKING, THEY COMBED OUR HAIR, ROCKED US TO SLEEP, SANG TO US, TOLD US TALES
                    OF THEN AND NOW—AND TOMORROW. THEY WORRIED ABOUT US. THEY HOPED FOR US
                    AND SHOWED US THE WAY. THEY CARED.

            —VIRGINIA HAMILTON, dedication , Her Stories

            Morgan Fykes & The Original Mother-Daughter Book
                    Club

            Hello. My name is Morgan Fykes. When I started the book club
                with my mother, Shireen Dodson, I was nine years old. Two years later we were
                publishing a book and doing a book tour together. Since then a lot has changed
                between my mother and me. The older I get, the more our relationship has become a
                friendship. We’ve been through a lot together in these past ten years: deaths
                in the family, seeing my friends’ parents and now my own parents separate,
                and of course high school, which was a unique experience. While change can be hard,
                we have gotten through it all with grace, and I cannot imagine how different our
                relationship would be had we never had the book club. It is not just the
                relationship that I have developed with my mom that has changed my life growing up;
                it is also the closeness I have with my friends’ moms. I would never hesitate
                to pick up the phone and call them if I ever needed anything. That is an amazing
                feeling. Another wonderful aspect of the book club was that it included people from
                different aspects of my life so I have been able to maintain relationships with
                people that I might otherwise have lost touch with over the years.

            Over the life of our club, mother-daughter pairs moved away and others
                lost interest and dropped out. We wanted to make sure we would always have a
                critical mass when we met so over the years we added new members: Jennifer Green and
                her mom, Cheryl; Shannon Sanders and her mom, Monice; Brittany Lattisaw and her mom,
                Ardawn; Nikki Jourdain-Earl and her mom, Judy; Rachel Charity and her mom, Gail; and
                Mariel Fernandez and her mom, Nurial, all joined us on our journey.

            I am now twenty years old and a sophomore at Cornell College in Iowa
                where my majors are Psychology and possibly Business. I am currently treasurer of
                the Black Awareness Culture Organization at my school as well as a member of the
                cheerleading squad and the women’s golf team. I work on the Alumni
                Phone-a-thon, which is a blast because I get to talk to students from the past about
                Cornell. The most interesting are the people who attended Cornell before the OCAAT
                (One Course at a Time) was instituted. OCAAT is what attracted me to Cornell. You
                take one class at a time for three and a half weeks and then you have fours days off
                (Block Break). After each block break, you start all over again with a new class.
                Since most of the classes are capped at twenty-five students, I enjoy a classroom
                setting that is personal and intimate. Cornell is a great fit for me because it
                works really well for how I learn.

            While our book club is no longer active, we have started having an
                annual holiday party during our Christmas break from college. It is a fun time,
                where we all get together and talk about what everyone has been doing and current
                issues in our lives. This year we even pulled out some of the old tapes from the
                first book tour. It was a great time for all the girls and moms to relax and catch
                up.

            Here is what some of the voices throughout the book are now doing:
                Brittney Fraser is a sophomore at Stanford and loving it. Rachel Charity, one of my
                best friends who joined after we wrote the book, is a freshman at Clemson and is
                really enjoying the South. Jamexis Christian is a junior at Boston College and just
                finished spending a semester in London. Jen Green is a sophomore at Hofstra and is
                majoring in Marketing. Rebecca Chastang just moved back to D.C. from New Jersey and
                is in her junior year at Brown. Shannon Sanders is a junior, at Spelman along with
                Nikki Jourdain-Earl who is also a junior and they are both doing great. Maya Yette
                is a freshman at Wake Forest with a focus on Communications. Ashley Speights is a
                sophomore at the University of Virginia and recently pledged Delta Gamma. Mariel
                Fernandez is a sophomore at the University of Chicago. Brittany Lattisaw is
                currently at Haverford. Holly Thomas is a freshman at McDaniel, majoring in
                History.

            While so much has changed, one of my favorite books is still The Ear, the Eye, and the Arm by Nancy Farmer, which was
                the first book the original Mother-Daughter Book Club read.

            What mother doesn’t have a
                secret agenda as we go about plotting good times for our children? The family
                vacations, the slumber parties, the new diary. Sometimes we yearn to give them what
                we didn’t have at their age. Sometimes we hope to fan an ember of memory into
                a glow to warm the rest of their lives. No matter what we had in mind, the reality
                always holds some surprises.

            When I first thought of organizing the Mother-Daughter Book Club,
                I’ll admit I had an agenda. It wasn’t creating memories that motivated
                me, although I hoped that would be a benefit. And it wasn’t as if I had some
                soulful longing for literary discussion, though I’ve always enjoyed the
                company of women and girls. No, my motivation was planted very firmly in the here
                and now.

            My daughter Morgan had just turned nine years old, and we enjoyed the
                full range of emotions and dialogue you might expect of two creative, determined
                females with a generation between them. It seemed we were constantly butting heads
                over everyday things.

            More and more, I realized that I needed—and wanted— to
                find a way to spend some special time with Morgan that would help us understand each
                other better and give us a close relationship as she grew up.

            
                “I spend time with each of my children, one-on-one,
                    but I like the Mother-Daughter Book Club because it is not just you and the
                    child, but a group of peers and parents all having something in common. And all
                    of us are interested in wanting to build more of a relationship between mother
                    and daughter.”

                Alice

            

            WHAT IS IT ABOUT GIRLS . . .

            Like a lot of other mothers, I was beginning to ask myself:
                “How do you know what girls are actually thinking about? How do you plant the
                seeds of the values you want to take hold in their lives if they won’t listen
                to you when you talk to them one-on-one?”

            Another mother of a preteen daughter put it this way: “We can be
                standing on the same square foot of earth, looking up at the same sky, and we still
                manage to see things differently. We get along fine, but I suspect that when it
                comes to knowing what she’s really thinking about things, the truth is often
                I don’t have a clue.”

            All of us—mothers and daughters alike—do see things
                differently. Not only that, we actually see different
                    things. It’s like what happens at the checkout line at the
                supermarket when you’re waiting there, confronted with tabloids and magazines
                with headlines that shout about every conceivable angle on life: how to get a man,
                how to please a man, how to diet, how to dress for success from the boardroom to the
                bedroom, how to have great sex, how to flatten your stomach, thin your thighs, quit
                smoking—the headlines go on and on and on. I’m gazing at those covers
                and not giving them a second thought. I know fact from fiction when it comes to
                suggestions about my body, my relationships, and my life. But when Morgan, or the
                girl behind us, reads those covers, what happens to all those lifestyle messages,
                those images of flawless supermodels and carousing celebrities? Our girls
                don’t need books to be readers. They’re reading the world everywhere
                they go, from the checkout line to the television screen. All day our daughters are
                gathering images and ideas about the world, about themselves, and about their
                futures.

            ON READING AND DISCUSSION

            It’s really good to get children actively reading. Their
                minds are working all the time, so ask them a question and encourage them to go a
                bit further.

            It’s especially meaningful for a girl, because I think in school
                girls still tend to be a little reticent and hesitate to speak up. In this safe
                setting, talking about literature with friends and with her mother, the child can
                learn how to express her ideas and feelings openly. The experience of being listened
                to is terribly important. If a mother can do that for her daughter, then she is
                helping her develop the basis for confidence in her own power to think and to look
                at things.

            Sometimes children are locked into their own realities. They can become
                trapped in their own perceptions. One of the great positive and liberating things
                about discussing a rich story is seeing all the different ways of looking at it that
                people in the group bring. It can be highly motivating, a kind of revelation for the
                child.

            
                “Every now and then, in the structured, yet informal,
                    atmosphere of our book club, we reveal to one another some bit of personal,
                    family, or world history that we never shared before. Those, to me, are among
                    the most precious moments of the Mother-Daughter Book Club
                    experience.”

                SHERRY

            

            
                “Our generation shares its experiences and views, and
                    our daughters have a very different generational perspective. In some
                    discussions, this generational divide is apparent, and in others, personal
                    attitudes that have nothing to do with age generation drive the
                    conversation.”

                KRIS

            

            Start with their ideas and show that you really value what they have to
                say, and then gently go beyond the initial response. Ask, “Can you explain
                that further, show us where you got that idea?” a very gentle but consistent
                drawing out.

            Generally, children really do blossom when they’re listened
                to.

            —ALICE LETVIN, FORMER PRESIDENT,

                The Great Books Foundation

        

        As caring mothers, we want to know what they’re making of
            it. Sometimes we do know. Sometimes we just wish we did, maybe with the hope that if we
            knew what they were thinking we could cheer on the conclusions we like and change the
            ones we don’t. Direct questions don’t get you anywhere, either.

        
            “You always have these great goals of doing something
                special with your child, and then the laundry comes up. Having the structure of the
                book club seems like a nice way to spend some time with your daughter and her
                friends and see what they’re thinking about.”

            Leslye

        

        What does a girl think about the glimpses of life she sees or hears each day
            in advertising, on television, and in popular music? What does she make of it all?

        “Nothing,” shrugs Morgan, then eleven.

        I don’t believe that. But I do believe that’s precisely what
            most girls would say if you asked them. They don’t
            know what they’re making of it. As their mothers, we’re finding out the
            hard way—from our own experiences or those of families around us—that the
            culture imposes harshly on our girls’ views of themselves, of us, and of their
            prospects for the future.

        In Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent
                Girls, author Mary Pipher, a clinical psychologist, tells us something most
            of us already know in our hearts:

        “In order to keep their true selves and grow into healthy adults,
            girls need love from family and friends, meaningful work, respect, challenges, and
            physical and psychological safety. They need identities based on talents or interests
            rather than appearance, popularity or sexuality. They need good habits for coping with
            stress, self-nurturing skills and a sense of purpose and perspective. They need quiet
            places and times. They need to feel that they are part of something larger than their
            own lives and that they are emotionally connected to the whole.”

        
            “In the group, I can be the mom, or the professional, or
                the ‘aunt,’ if you will, to the other girls—and they get to see
                various sides of me—we see different sides of each other, and that is
                good.”

            Alexis

        

        Other formal studies deliver similar conclusions. Des pite some differences
            in cultural attitudes among girls of different races or ethnic groups, one common theme
            comes through loud and clear: Life circumstances and the messages girls absorb from
            their world shape their attitudes about themselves and other girls.

        So, if our life circumstances include the scream of high-tech
            audio-video-electronic cultural influences, how can the calm, purposeful pursuit of
            books and conversation begin to make a significant difference?

        WHAT IS IT ABOUT BOOKS . . .

        Books have always been a refuge, a place where we put aside the routine of
            the day and step into someone else’s story, where we can laugh, cry, gasp, or
            wonder at the goings-on without being responsible for any of it. The story’s
            success doesn’t depend on our wisdom or patience; the main character isn’t
            waiting for us to drive her to dance class or pick up poster board for a homework
            assignment.

        Books are a great equalizer. You may not have the money to travel the world,
            but with a library card as your passport your horizons for exploration and
            self-discovery are unlimited.

        MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS CREATING A
 CIRCLE OF CARING, SHARING

        I would like to think that the Mother-Daughter Book Club would be a
            time for mothers to share stories of their own childhood. I look at my own nieces and
            nephews and I tell them stories, and they look through our family album and they laugh.
            There is a time perhaps for some sharing to go on.

        In Addy there’s a part about double Dutch
            jumping rope, you know, and when I’m talking to groups of moms and girls, the
            jumping rope is something these mothers remember from when they were girls. But a lot of
            the kids are shocked to learn that their mothers jumped rope—that they learned
            double Dutch. They kind of look at you as being grown, and a woman, and they never see
            you were a child, a child with weird hair and weird clothes. And you can say,
            “I’ve gone through what you’re going through.”

        There’s that age when they start to believe that their lives are
            drastically different from any other life on the planet and they need to understand that
            their moms went through the same things.

        It’s natural to start pulling away at that age—you’re
            forming who you are—and sometimes there needs to be some distance to let you be
            the woman you’re going to become, but if you’ve formed that bond, you can
            come back to it. That bond will still be there after all that. My mom is one of my best
            friends. I can talk with her about anything—men, work, anything.

        There’s this popular culture thing going on where it’s,
            “I hate my mother.” Our girls don’t have to get that popular
            notion.

        I was talking to a little girl, and we were talking about extended family.
            She described extended family as “not someone you were born to, but someone who
            loves you like they were.” I really think that’s been a continuing part of
            many communities, a sense that other people look out for you, care about you. And
            it’s beneficial for everybody, having people who have entered the family that
            way. That’s what’s been lost in society today. We need to find ways to
            bring it back.

        —CONNIE PORTER, AUTHOR,

            The American Girl Collection, Addy series

        You can visit cultures from around the globe and learn about anything that interests you.

        Reading can be emotionally freeing as well, as one woman shared with me:
            “I was a very sick child, alone a lot, and books became my friend,” she
            said. “If you come to a sad place in a book, you can cry and the book
            doesn’t tell you to stop. You can laugh, reading a book, when you might not be
            able to laugh with other people. If you’re shy or sick or just alone, you can
            experience emotions you couldn’t experience any other way.”

        If you’ve ever read a book and chatted about it with someone or
            enjoyed a lively group discussion, then you know that books can be bridges as well. Book
            talk fills the gentle open spaces of time and distance between friends. It can span
            generations, and criss-cross the textured geography of differing cultures. It makes a
            neat, quick plank for conversation with someone new. You don’t have to know
            someone to talk books with them, but when you talk books with someone, you’re
            getting to know them.

        
            BOOKS TO GROW ON

            Books of undeserved obscurity, I call them:

            The Mouse and His Child
 Russell
                Hoban

            The Gammage Cup
 Carol
                Kendall

            Drop Dead
 Julia Cunningham

            Jingo Django
 Sid Fleischman

            Elidor
 Stan Garner

            Goody Hall
 Natalie Babbitt

            —CYNTHIA VOIGT, AUTHOR,

                Homecoming

        

        When we share the experience of reading with our children, books create a
            garden, a special sunlit corner where our relationship can grow alongside but apart from
            the crowded landscape of everyday life.

        That’s what the Mother-Daughter Book Club is all about. Staking out
            that special garden space, tending it lightly together, inviting a handful of others to
            join in, and sharing the harvest of pleasure and discovery. And the growing season never
            ends!

        WHAT IS IT ABOUT LIFE . . .

        Our daughters need this growing space. They are partners with us in
            family life, but as they grow, so does their excitement at the very prospect of growing
            up and the independence that comes with it. As they search for their own authentic life
            view, the voice that comes from their own heart, they’re listening to the voices
            all around them: those of family, friends, and teachers, as well as magazine covers,
            fashion and lifestyle trends, news headlines, and the din of popular culture.

        At school—no matter how good the program—they make their way
            in that tangled wood, on a good day exercising their minds and developing their talents
            as the culture permits. The forest is thick with the undergrowth of social, emotional,
            and developmental issues, and it grows thicker as each year progresses.

        Academics? In studies conducted by the American Association of University
            Women, researchers have described the typical school culture as one that teaches our
            daughters to silence themselves, discounting their learning styles, curbing their
            questions, and focusing instead upon striving to please.

        In short, the confident girl who spoke up with a math answer in September
            may only occasionally be raising her hand by November and will feign ignorance by
            December to avoid being branded a “brain.”

        Even so, the desire for recognition is there and the competition is fierce.
            Especially as they become increasingly sensitive to boys’ reactions, girls may
            become reluctant to take the intellectual risks—with the potential for
            failure—that are necessary to build confidence and competence. And the pressure
            is on whether the girls attend school with boys or with girls only. In their preteen
            years, girls can become cliquish in the worst ways, imposing social suffering on other
            girls who differ in any way from the in-group’s power brokers that day.

        
            BOOKS TO GROW ON

            My first memory is Go, Dog, Go, the
                part about the hat. I remember being fascinated by James and
                    the Giant Peach.

            James and the Giant Peach
 Roald
                Dahl

            The Borrowers
 Mary Norton

            Charlotte’s Web
 E. B.
                White

            Go, Dog, Go
 Philip D.
                Eastman

            Little Women
 Louisa May
                Alcott

            —JAMIE LEE CURTIS,

            ACTRESS, AUTHOR,

                Tell Me Again About the Night I Was Born

        

        At the end of a long school day, many girls step out the door and into a
            rush of after-school classes where they pursue their special interests. We juggle car
            pool duty or on our own get them where they need to go: dance, soccer, music, swimming,
            drama, art, gymnastics. If we see them at all, it’s to pump them up with a snack,
            pop them into a car, and, between traffic lights, practice our gentle art of motherly
            interrogation to learn something, anything, about their
            day:

        “What did you learn today?” I would ask Morgan on the way home
            from school. Her reply: “I don’t know. Stuff.”

        Direct questions just never get you anywhere.

        Evenings are prime time for conversation. But there’s housework,
            homework, and other preparations for tomorrow’s return to the hubbub of work and
            school. Fortunately for me, Morgan was a night owl, and we shared our reading and chat
            time at an hour when most of her friends were already asleep. After a typical day, most
            mothers and daughters we know consider the night a success if they can squeeze in time
            for a hug and a kiss on the way to sleep.

        So, how could another organized
            activity—and a group one, at that—be so satisfying and rewarding? I think
            it’s because a mother-daughter book club doesn’t require, it invites. Instead of obligations, it
            offers enrichment. It takes what we bring to it—a love of reading, lively
            conversation, and friendship—and amplifies those pleasures. The club format
            provides just enough structure so we can relax. And into the comfortable familiarity of
            our circle, it introduces with each book a raft of new characters, with their own ideas
            and experiences, to broaden our view.

        
            “When they’re on their own and it’s girls
                only, there are different dynamics than in a mixed group with boys. There’s a
                lot more honesty, connecting and sharing.”

            Whitney Ransome,
 National
                    Coalition
 of Girls’ Schools

        

        WHAT IS IT ABOUT A MOTHER-DAUGHTER BOOK CLUB . . .

        It doesn’t matter if you haven’t taken time to read a
            novel in years. Or if your daughter seems to read only when it’s assigned at
            school. Whether or not you or your daughter is a devoted reader, the Mother-Daughter
            Book Club works because it isn’t just about books. And it isn’t just about
            reading or mastering analytical skills. It’s about mothers and daughters, girls
            and women, and how reading and talking together can enrich our relationships with one
            another and strengthen our daughters’ courage to be themselves.

        The benefits are real, and we see them in action not only at our meetings,
            but in the girls’ lives at home, at school, and all around.

        THE CLUB ENCOURAGES READING

        The girls read because they want to. The club motivates the girls to
            read. Some love reading anyway. But others read because they want to be prepared for the
            discussion and any activities planned around the book.

        “They’re not all girls who like to read and have great
            analytical skills, but they all are excited about coming to socialize,” says
            Linda Chastang. “For the girl who doesn’t like to read so much, if she
            wants to come to that meeting, she’s going to read that book.”

        The before-and-after snapshots of our girls as readers provide some
            convincing evidence:

        “Prior to the Mother-Daughter Book Club, Tiffany’s only
            craving for books was Goosebumps,” says Winnie
            Donaldson. “I was glad she was reading anything. But over the past year, the club
            has encouraged her to want to read other books. She’s become a more serious
            reader. It truly is important to her that she reads the book club book so she’ll
            be prepared to participate in discussion at the meetings.”

        The girls’ approach to reading changes and improves, too,
            we’ve noticed.

        “She’s become a very active reader,” says Grace
            Speights, about her daughter, Ashley. “She’ll stop and say something like.
            ‘That’s stupid,’ or ‘Why did that character do that?’
            and she’ll ask about similes or metaphors she doesn’t understand. She
            really asks questions. And I can tell she enjoys it because she’ll ask,
            ‘Are we going to read tonight?’ and she’ll be standing there with
            the book in hand.”

        
            “Maya and her friends were beginning to have more
                frequent ‘whispered conversations.’ Reading the same books has helped
                us to have more in common as she approaches the age when children begin to distance
                themselves from their parents.”

            Joyce

        

        CRITICAL T HINKING SKILLS GET A WOR KOUT

        Through discussions of the plots, characters, and authors’
            writing styles, the girls are learning how to take an idea and pull it apart to see what
            makes it tick, build on it, question it, find evidence to support their opinion of it,
            and use that experience to reflect in greater depth on their own lives or the lives of
            others.

        “These kids are really reading these books and connecting
            things,” says Leslye Fraser. “They’ll say things like,
            ‘I’d give it an 8.5,’ and they’ll analyze the good and the
            bad, and they’ll say the author should have done this or that. It’s been
            nice watching them be in charge, assuming the leadership role with no problem, no fear.
            And they encourage each other.”

        
            BOOKS TO GROW ON

            This is a list of books from my childhood, which was a long time
                ago, since I am now ninety. Today’s children, it seems to me, are missing so
                much not reading more folk and fairy tales.

            English Fairy Tales and More English Fairy Tales
 Joseph Jacobs

            Grimms’ Fairy Tales

                Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm

            Blue Fairy Book and Red Fairy Book
 Andrew Lang

            Heidi
 Johanna Spyri

            The Secret Garden
 Frances
                Hodgson Burnett

            Little Women
 Louisa May
                Alcott

            Jane Eyre
 Charlotte
                Brontë

            Dandelion Cottage
 Carroll
                Watson Rankin

            Downright Dencey
 Caroline Dale
                Sneder

            —BEVERLY CLEARY, AUTHOR,

                Ramona the Pest

        

        It seems like we each see a success story unfolding in our daughter’s
            life.

        Alice Thomas recalls how impressed she was the first time she heard her
            daughter, Holly, hold forth on the book of the day: “I knew she was getting the
            story okay, but when we got to the meeting and I heard her talking about all these
            details in the story, and tying them together to make a statement about the character, I
            was just amazed—I had no idea she was thinking that deeply about it—and I
            was proud.”

        These girls, who can’t remember to close the door on their way out,
            nonetheless remember intricate details of plots and characters that pass through our
            discussion circle:

        “I’m always pleasantly surprised at how girls compare
            characters from book to book, or reflect on different writing styles,” says Joyce
            Yette. “Maybe I should get used to the fact that they’re bright and
            curious, but I wouldn’t have imagined these kinds of discussions.”

        A FRIENDLY FORUM FOR DISCUSSING
 IMPORTANT ISSUES

        By talking about the impersonal—plots, characters, and
            author’s choices—we’ve heard the girls’ candid thoughts on
            important issues like death and illness, friendship and marriage, family relationships
            and school and social issues.

        “What’s been nice is gaining some insight into how they
            think,” Leslye says. “We sometimes take for granted that our

        children share our life experience—for instance, some of the unhappy
            things we could all remember from our childhoods— but their comments make it
            clear that those experiences aren’t necessarily part of their lives. That has
            been a pleasant surprise.”

        “Some of the issues in the books have been a little delicate, but we
            talk about them anyway,” says Alexis Christian. “If we don’t talk
            about it, who else will? Who do we want the girls to talk about sensitive issues with,
            if not us?”

        A CHANCE TO SEE F RIENDS, MAKE FRIENDS
 OUTSIDE SCHOOL

        The smaller group size and the emotional comfort level of a
            mother-daughter book club makes it a safe, supportive place for a girl to venture
            outside the lines she draws for herself each day at school. The combination of laughter,
            play, and talk creates a natural habitat for learning within a circle of caring
            mothers.

        “It gives the girls an opportunity to discuss books without being
            under pressure like they are at school, wondering if this is the answer the teacher is
            looking for,” says Kathie Thompson. “In our book club there are no right
            or wrong answers. You can say what you feel.”

        Even the girls who are a bit shy, who typically might be reluctant to say
            what they feel, are finding a voice in our circle.

        “This close, supportive setting has provided an excellent opportunity
            for Maya, who has always been so shy and quiet, to express herself,” says her
            mom, Joyce. “With each meeting, her voice has become a little louder, her eye
            contact has become a little more direct, and her confidence has grown a little
            stronger.”

        Morgan likes the speak-up-and-be-heard atmosphere, too. Says she:
            “It’s much easier than school because you’re not writing;
            you’re just talking. A lot of the kids in the club like to talk a lot, so
            it’s nice because that’s what we’re supposed to do!”

        STRENGTHENS THE
 MOTHER-DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIP

        Relationships are built on understanding, and this is an easy,
            gentle way to gain understanding. There are very few regular opportunities in our lives
            to relax and enjoy one another’s company and express our feelings or ideas about
            what goes on in the world without lecturing.

        “One thing I like is that we’re able to look at things from a
            different perspective and try to start helping them think from a different
            perspective,” says Cheryl Brown. “Often the way we phrase our questions is
            deliberately done so we generate some new thoughts. You don’t want to provide
            answers for the girls, but kind of help them see it differently. A mother can rephrase
            things, pull ideas out and focus on them, and ask some thought-provoking
            questions.”

        Whatever our differences in perspective, the time we share talking at
            meetings and at home brings us closer to our daughters in ways that feel right.

        “The relationship between mothers and daughters in those teen years
            can get a little strained,” Alexis says, “but at this stage, it’s a
            wonderful opportunity for me to actually sit down with Jamexis, even a chance to touch
            her—stroke her hair, make sure she’s okay—it’s some real
            time we can share and be best friends because women can become best friends, and
            hopefully she’ll understand she can tell me anything because I plan to tell her
            everything.”

        Takoma Park Mother-Daughter Book Club

        The Takoma Park Mother-Daughter Book Group is a club of seven girls
            and seven mothers, formed when our daughters were six and seven years old. Our girls are
            now seven and eight and in second and third grade.

        We started by reading The Wheel on the School by
            Meindert DeJong and knew at that first meeting that something very special had happened
            and that this would, indeed, be a journey we would continue on with these girls. They
            amazed us with their thoughts, their ideas, their enjoyment of the book, their maturity,
            their memories (!), and their enthusiasm. Since that first book we have met on an almost
            monthly basis and have enjoyed a variety of books, some more popular than others, but
            all loved in their own way. After reading James and the Giant
                Peach this summer, we went to a children’s performance of the book at
            Imagination Stage. We had a great discussion afterward about how the characters were
            brought to life, what the girls would have done differently had they been staging it, what they missed from the book, and so on.

        We hope we can keep our book group going as long as possible. It is a joy to
            all of us—mothers and daughters.

        Thanks again for the inspiration! My mother bought me your book when my
            daughter, Eleanor, was born and I was so thrilled when she got to the age where we could
            think about forming a group.

        —Becky Linafelt, Founder, Takoma
                Park

            Mother-Daughter Book Club,

            Takoma Park, Maryland

        We all share that desire for emotional closeness with our children,
            and the challenge of creating ways for it to grow.

        “It’s difficult, because in the normal flow of the
            parent-child relationship at this age the parent is viewed as the authoritarian who will
            be angry or upset if you say something wrong,” Grace says. “It’s
            hard for them to cross the line—they’re thinking, ‘This is my mom,
            but she’s also my friend,’ and until you have some kind of relationship
            where you can show that side in a natural way, it’s a hard thing to do. This
            gives us a chance to do that. I want Ashley to view me as a mom who is open and willing
            to talk about anything that she wants to talk about, no matter what the
            subject.”

        
            “The funniest thing that happened at a meeting was when
                we discussed the folk tales in Her Stories by Virginia
                Hamilton, and our moms asked us to describe the man that we would like to marry.
                Although we had all been very talkative at every meeting, this question from the
                moms just caused us to giggle.”

            Ashley S.

        

        A WHOLESOME FEELING OF BELONGING

        Along with the fun, the group provides affirmation—a feeling
            of recognition and acceptance—that our adolescent girls need. A story I heard one
            evening at a Girl Scout board meeting left me and a room full of others in tears, and it
            tells me we’re right to be concerned and we’re on the right track with our
            book discussion club. The speaker told us of a letter she had received from a college
            girl—a former Girl Scout. The young woman had written that she was sitting at her
            desk at 3 a.m., her roommate in the throes of an emotional crisis, feelings of despair
            thick in the dormitory room. She wrote about the emotional tempests of college life, but
            added that she was keeping an even keel, and concluded that it was her experience as a
            Girl Scout that had given her a strong, sure belief in herself. There really are very
            few places where girls get that message of affirmation in a continuing way. Our
            Mother-Daughter Book Club does that for our daughters.

        The Mother-Daughter Book Club provides a kind of balance to the
            life our girls experience at school and the view they see of mothers at home or at work.
            They even experience each other differently than they do in
            other settings.

        “We don’t all go to the same school and see each other every
            day, so when we get together, it’s like a party, and you play and play until
            it’s time to go home,” says Holly Thomas, ten. “The book discussion
            is fun, so it’s like part of the party.”

        “It’s really nice if you like reading and if you want to make more friends and if you
            want to get to know people better,” says Maya Yette, ten. “It’s fun
            to get to play at other
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