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Jeff Smith and his wife, Vijaya Iyer, operate Cartoon Books and its website, www.boneville.com, where readers will learn more about their variety of projects, including the award-winning Bone.

By Jeff Smith and Vijaya Iyer

Comics and graphic novels are just a part of reading in a different medium, like reading a picture book or a text story or anything like that. A comic book is still just a book.

Comic books provide a wonderful form of reading that is perfect for kids — though, of course, comics aren’t just for kids. They’re a different kind of reading, separate from prose — but not less than prose. And they work for kids really well, because it requires an extra amount of imagination to take in the pictures: It’s a great way for kids to read. You turn the pages; you read left to right, top to bottom — just like any other picture book or prose book.

We both grew up on comics. Vijaya cut her teeth on Peanuts, basically learning how to read with those compilations of comic strips. She wasn’t a big comic-book reader, but comics definitely composed part of her learning how to read — with the help of the pictures.

Like Vijaya, Jeff learned to read through Peanuts — by looking at what Snoopy was doing on the top of his doghouse or what kind of lines were making up Charlie Brown’s mouth to show that his stomach hurt. And about the time he was 9, he got into the Pogo newspaper strip by Walt Kelly, which he still reads today and which works on many levels. The strip works on the funny-animal, slapstick level, which he enjoyed as a kid with Kelly’s drawings, but it also works on an adult level — with topics covering everything from politics to the newspaper and workaday life. (Jeff didn’t see the Pogo comic books until much, much later.)

Albert the alligator once said in the Pogo comic-book stories that he “read pictures good.” You really do have to read a picture; even a panel in a comic book that doesn’t have any word balloons in it still has to be read by the reader. The kid still has to see that picture, process the action or the emotion of the facial expressions, and overlay a passage of time on top of that. As the reader’s eye goes over a course of a series of panels, each panel has information, whether worded or not: the passage of time, the movement of expression. It’s a powerful, but a distinct, form of reading.

We don’t think that process changes as the reader grows older. Jeff is still basically a 9-year-old in a 52-year-old body, and he’s reading comics in exactly the same way as he was reading them decades ago. He can still go back and read Peanuts and he might have more life experience to bring to the party — but Peanuts creator Charles Schulz knew what he was doing. He knew how to write a comic, and the reading experience is identical for child and adult alike.

Yet the experience of understanding is growing, as the reader brings different experiences and methodology to the process. You read things on a different level and differently, as you age. Of course, that’s true for prose books, too. When you read The Lord of the Rings or The Odyssey when you’re a teenager, and then you read them again when you’re in college or in middle age, you will also bring different life experiences and baggage and get different outcomes. There’s no difference that way between prose and comics — no difference from the way you process books as a child and then as an adult.

A Parent’s Guide to the Best Kids’ Comics makes an excellent way to begin to explore children’s comics, thanks to the descriptions, the selections, and the parental cautions. And, once you’ve begun to explore the field, the next step is to let your children go to the library and explore whatever areas they gravitate to. It’s very helpful to have guidelines, but really it’s ultimately up to the child to pick what interests him or her.

Finally, we need to note that, when we were kids, the ones who read comics were the smart ones. They were the eggheads.

Ironically, one of the questions we’re most asked about involves the fact that comics seem to work for reluctant readers. We’re fine with that. We’re glad and we suppose we understand it, because there’s fun, the characters have humor, and there’s a lot of appeal to the form and the drawings. But we both resist the idea that comics are some kind of a gateway, a “dumbed-down book” for reluctant readers.

Comics are such a good way to read that even reluctant readers like them!

January 4, 2012

Columbus, Ohio
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INTRODUCTION

KIDS LOVE READING COMICS. We know this because they’ve told us — by checking out graphic novels from our libraries, by asking us what they should read next, and by telling us that they loved the books we suggested to them.

We’ve spent much of our careers working to convince our colleagues that kids love comics. Scott pitched the potential of graphic novels to traditional publishers and encouraged comic-book publishers to create material specifically for younger readers. Snow became an advocate for graphic novels in libraries, encouraging librarians to include in their collections graphic novels for all ages.

Our crusade may seem silly, considering that comic books were a staple of kids’ recreational reading for a good portion of the 20th century. But somewhere along the line, in the comics industry’s struggle to have the medium taken seriously as a way to tell mature, sophisticated stories for adults, comics forgot about kids.

Luckily, creators, librarians, educators, and publishers have worked for several years to increase the number and quality of comics and graphic novels specifically for kids. Now, comics are again viewed as tools to encourage a lifelong love of reading — and kids demand them in droves.

Why do kids love comics so much? There’s something fundamentally appealing about the combination of text and pictures to tell a story. Comics cross all boundaries — of culture, age, gender, and literacy level — and appeal to both reluctant and voracious readers, to readers new to the English language and to those new to reading in general.

Our goal for this guide is to help you find the graphic novels your kids will love and to keep them reading.

To do that, we selected books that emphasize the wide range of comics written for children. We aimed to select current books, though we did include a few important classics. We attempted to choose titles that are readily available and still in print. Popularity with kids was a factor, but we also tried to highlight hidden gems or future hits. We selected the widest range of genres, content, and reading levels, along with books that will appeal to both boys and girls. We chose books with characters from diverse backgrounds and by creators from all around the world, including North America, Belgium, France, Japan, Germany, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Korea.

You’ll note that our list does not include those magazine-like comic books that you may have read growing up. Such comics still exist — but many, if not most, are aimed at older readers. We encourage you to visit your local comic-book shops to see what is being released in periodical form. Don’t hesitate to ask store staffers what titles they find to be most appropriate for children.

Since comic books can be difficult for the average reader to find, we focused our attention on graphic novels: book-length stories in both hardcover and paperback form. The word “graphic” simply means “with pictures” and does not refer to graphic or mature content — which is to say, “upsettingly vivid story elements.” “Graphic novel” has come to mean any bound book that uses images in sequence, often with text, to tell a story. Graphic novels are easy to find in libraries and bookstores.

You may hear your children talking about manga, the Japanese word for comics. Manga are another type of graphic novel, translated and published in North America but usually read right-to-left, as is the Japanese language, rather than left-to-right, as found in written English. While this printing format can sometimes confuse adult readers, children tend to adapt to reading such volumes with little difficulty.

Snow Wildsmith

Scott Robins





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

A Parent’s Guide to the Best Kids’ Comics is designed to provide parents with enough information about each title or series to make informed choices about graphic novels for their children. Each entry provides the following information:

PUBLICATION INFORMATION:

For every title or series, you’ll find the names of the creators, some of the volume titles (in the case of a series), the publisher, and the year published. In the appendix that begins on Page 208, you’ll find a full listing (including all the volumes in the series), including the ISBN (or International Standard Book Number). The ISBN can be used by a library or bookstore to help you find the exact volume you need.

GRADE LEVEL:

[image: ]

The entries are divided into rough grade levels: PreK-1, 2-3, 4-5, and 6-8. These grade levels are general guides and should not discourage readers from reading “up” or reading “down,” depending on their own personal reading levels, comfort levels, and/or interests. Sometimes, readers want something fun and easy to read; sometimes they want something more challenging.

GENRES:

Each book or series has been classified according to genre, sometimes multiple genres. These will give you a general idea of what the book is about and can help you choose titles that might appeal to your children, based on their interests. Genres included are:

Adventure: thrilling tales of excitement

Early learning: books that focus on basic educational concepts

Fantasy: tales of magic and other worlds

Historical fiction: books that provide a great way to experience the past

Horror & paranormal: comics that feature ghosts and monsters, both scary and silly

Humor: stories that leave kids laughing

Memoir: tales from a creator’s life

Mystery: plots that involve detectives, clues, and something to solve

Non-fiction: true tales of science, history, and more

Romance: stories that celebrate young love

School & family: stories that focus on life at school and in families

Science fiction: tales in which space is only the beginning

Sports & games: exciting stories where characters play to win

Super-hero: adventures of familiar heroes as well as new favorites

Wordless: graphic novels told without words, using only pictures in sequence to tell a story

[image: ]

SUMMARY AND REVIEW:

A brief synopsis summarizes the title or series, and a review details each entry’s strengths and appeal.

AWARDS & EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:

Many of the titles we selected have won awards or been featured on recommended reading lists. Educational tie-ins will allow you — or your child’s teacher — to link books to a school curriculum and identify some of the general themes or topics explored in each book. If there are educational materials available online, online links are provided.

HEADS UP:

This section provides alerts to challenging content and will help you decide whether a specific title is appropriate for a specific child. All the books we feature are for children and do not go beyond what’s appropriate for each grade level, but these alerts will provide as much information as possible to help make informed choices.

WHAT’S NEXT:

Recommendations for books with similar themes, stories, creators, or structure provide an easy suggestion for your child’s next great reading choice.

This is truly a new age of comics for kids. There are many great titles today in addition to those that we’ve covered here. We urge you to go out to browse. Explore the world of graphic novels for your kids in libraries, bookstores, comic-book shops, and comic-book conventions. Your kids will thank you for it!





GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

SCHOOL & FAMILY

[image: ]

Benny and Penny series

Story and art by Geoffrey Hayes

Toon Books, 2008-2011

Color, 32 pages each

Benny wants to play pirate, but not with Penny, his silly sister. However, when she disappears, it’s up to Benny to find her. Then, the two make friends with a new neighbor and have to save their toys from being destroyed by their cousin.

Even though Benny and his sister Penny look like mice, their issues will be familiar to young readers. While they have fun, the two learn important lessons about playing together, behaving, being nice to others, and using their imagination and readers will enjoy themselves as well. Hayes’ soft pencil work gives a gentle feeling to his stories, but he carefully avoids babyishness or cutesiness. The simple text works with the images to help early readers navigate through the stories on their own.

IN THIS SERIES:

Benny and Penny in Just Pretend

Benny and Penny in The Big No-No!

Benny and Penny in The Toy Breaker

AWARDS:

2010 Association for Library Service to Children Theodore Seuss Geisel Award Winner (The Big No-No!); 2010 Association for Library Service to Children Notable Children’s Book (The Big No-No!)

EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:

Sibling relationships; Imagination; Conflict resolution; Lesson plans available at http://toon-books.com/lp_bpjp.php (Just Pretend), http://toon-books.com/lp_bpno.php (The Big No-No!), and http://toon-books.com/lp_bpt.php (The Toy Breaker); Read online in English, French, Spanish, Russian, and Chinese: http://toon-books.com/rdr_two.php#bpjp (Just Pretend) and http://toon-books.com/rdr_two.php#bpno (The Big No-No!)

HEADS UP:

Contains a few minor instances of name-calling.
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© 2009 &2010 Junior, LLC

“WHAT’S NEXT …”

A COUPLE OF BOYS HAVE THE BEST WEEK EVER

Story and art by Marla Frazee

Harcourt, 2008

Color, 40 pages

Frazee’s Caldecott Honor picture book uses graphic-novel elements to tell the story of two friends who have a great time visiting grandparents at the beach. Her art is also drawn in pencil, giving it a similar feel to Hayes’ work, and her story has the same gentle humor.

GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

SCIENCE FICTION
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Captain Raptor series

Story by Kevin O’Malley

Art by Patrick O’Brien

Walker, 2005; 2007

Color, 32 pages each

Captain Raptor and the fearless crew of the USD Megatooth are the pride of the planet Jurassica. Together with his loyal crew — including Navigator Three Toe, Professor Angleopterous, and Master Sergeant Brickthorous — the Captain investigates mysterious events on faraway moons and keeps space safe from pirates.

A simple story of dinosaurs crewing a spaceship comes to life through O’Brien’s hyper-realistic art. The dinosaurs look as if they could have stepped from the pages of an encyclopedia — except for when they wear glasses, use robotic arms, or carry rayguns. The gripping text is reminiscent of old-style comics and forces readers to turn pages to discover the dramatic conclusion to each adventure. Boys who love dinosaurs will eat this series up, and science-fiction-loving parents will enjoy each re-read just as much.

IN THIS SERIES:

Captain Raptor and the Moon Mystery

Captain Raptor and the Space Pirates

AWARDS:

2007 School Library Journal Best Books of the Year List (Captain Raptor and the Space Pirates); 2007 Golden Duck Award for Picture Book (Captain Raptor and the Space Pirates)

EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:

Dinosaurs

HEADS UP:

Contains very minor instances of cartoon violence.
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From Captain Raptor and the Moon Mystery and Captain Raptor and the Space Pirates. Copyright © 2005 & 2007 Kevin O’Malley and Patrick O’Brien. Reprinted by permission of Walker & Co. All rights reserved

“WHAT’S NEXT …”

ONCE UPON A COOL MOTORCYCLE DUDE

Story by Kevin O’Malley; art by Kevin O’Malley, Carol Heyer, and Scott Goto

Walker Books for Young Readers, 2005

Color, 32 pages

ONCE UPON A ROYAL SUPER BABY

Story by Kevin O’Malley; art by Kevin O’Malley, Carol Heyer, and Scott Goto

Walker Books for Young Readers, 2010

Color, 32 pages

Captain Raptor fans who want another genre mash-up should try these two graphic-novel-inspired picture books, in which a boy and a girl each tells his or her own version of the story with hilarious results.

GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

HUMOR
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Desperate Dog series

Story and art by Eileen Christelow

Clarion Books, 2005; 2010

Color, 32 pages each

Emma’s got a big problem. Her owner, George, only says one thing to her: “Bad dog!” When Emma turns to doggie advice columnist Queenie for help, her advice only gets Emma in more trouble. Now, Emma must figure out how to get George to appreciate her and, later, how to handle a new human in George’s life, all on her own. Well … with a little help from the cat.

With pets or not, kids will identify with Emma’s feeling of never being able to do the right thing. Her attempts to fix her problems are always funny and consistent with how dogs really act. Kids will laugh at how the animals can talk to each other and how humans never understand them. The brightly colored, cartoonish illustrations move from a mix of picture-book style and graphic-novel art in book one to full comic-book art in book two, showing how comics have become more accepted in children’s literature over the past five years.

IN THIS SERIES:

Letters from a Desperate Dog

The Desperate Dog Writes Again

EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:

Letter writing; Pets; Teaching guide available at http://www.christelow.com/classroom/desperatedog.html

HEADS UP:

Contains two instances of name-calling.
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Copyright © 2011 Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Children’s Books. All rights reserved.

“WHAT’S NEXT …”

DOGGIE DREAMS

Story and art by Mike Herrod

Blue Apple Books, 2011

Color, 40 pages

This early reader from

GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

FANTASY • HUMOR • MYSTERY


Detective Blue

Story by Steve Metzger

Art by Tedd Arnold

Scholastic/Orchard Books, 2011

Color, 32 pages



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

THE THREE PIGS

Story and art by David Wiesner

Clarion Books, 2001

Color, 40 pages


HECTOR PROTECTOR AND AS I WENT OVER THE WATER: TWO NURSERY RHYMES WITH PICTURES

Story and art by Maurice Sendak

HarperCollins, 2011

Color, 64 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

HUMOR


Elephant & Piggie series

Story and art by Mo Willems

Hyperion Books, 2007-2011

Color, 64 pages each



IN THIS SERIES:


AWARDS:


EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

HIPPO AND RABBIT SERIES

Story and art by Jeff Mack

THREE SHORT TALES

BRAVE LIKE ME

Scholastic/Cartwheel Books, 2011

Color, 32 pages each


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

HUMOR • WORDLESS


Hocus Pocus

Story by Sylvie Desrosiers

Art by Remy Simard

Kids Can Press, 2011

Color, 32 pages



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

OCTOPUS SOUP

Story and art by Mercer Mayer

Marshall Cavendish, 2011

Color, 32 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

FANTASY • HUMOR


Johnny Boo series

Story and art by James Kochalka

Top Shelf, 2008-2012

Color, 40 pages each



IN THIS SERIES:






EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

OTTO’S ORANGE DAY

Story by Jay Lynch
Art by Frank Cammuso

Toon Books, 2008

Color, 40 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

SUPER-HERO


Kapow! Ker-splash! series

Story and art by George O’Connor

Simon & Schuster/Aladdin, 2007; 2010

Color, 48 pages and 40 pages



IN THIS SERIES:



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

BATMAN: THE STORY OF THE DARK KNIGHT

SUPERMAN: THE STORY OF THE MAN OF STEEL

WONDER WOMAN: THE STORY OF THE AMAZON PRINCESS

Story and art by Ralph Cosentino

Viking Juvenile, 2008-2011

Color, 40 pages each


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

EARLY LEARNING • HUMOR


Little Mouse Gets Ready

Story and art by Jeff Smith

Toon Books, 2009

Color, 32 pages



AWARDS:


EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

BILLY TARTLE IN SAY CHEESE!

Story and art by Michael Townsend

Knopf, 2007

Color, 40 pages


CAT THE CAT SERIES

Story and art by Mo Willems

CAT THE CAT WHO IS THAT?

WHAT’S YOUR SOUND HOUND THE HOUND?

LET’S SAY HI TO FRIENDS THAT FLY

TIME TO SLEEP SHEEP THE SHEEP

Balzer and Bray, 2010

Color, 32 pages each


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

ADVENTURE • HUMOR


Luke on the Loose

Story and art by Harry Bliss

Toon Books, 2009

Color, 32 pages



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

THE PUDDLEMAN

Story and art by Raymond Briggs

Red Fox, 2004

Color, 32 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

SCHOOL & FAMILY


Mr. Badger and Mrs. Fox series

Story by Brigitte Luciani

Art by Eve Tharlet

Translation by Carol Klio Burrell

Lerner/Graphic Universe, 2010-2011

Color, 32 pages each



IN THIS SERIES:




EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

PATRICK IN A TEDDY BEAR’S PICNIC AND OTHER STORIES

Story and art by Geoffrey Hayes

Toon Books, 2011

Color, 32 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

WORDLESS


Owly series

Story and art by Andy Runton

Top Shelf, 2004-2008

Black and white, 120-160 pages



IN THIS SERIES:

A full list of titles appears on page 212.

AWARDS:


EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

CHICKEN AND CAT

Story and art by Sara Varon

Scholastic, 2006

Color, 40 pages

CHICKEN AND CAT CLEAN UP

Story and art by Sara Varon

Scholastic, 2009

Color, 48 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

HUMOR


Rick & Rack and the Great Outdoors

Story and art by Ethan Long

Blue Apple Books, 2010

Color, 40 pages



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

BENJAMIN BEAR IN FUZZY THINKING

Story and art by Philippe Coudray

Toon Books, 2011

Color, 32 pages


LUCKY LEAF

Story and art by Kevin O’Malley

Walker, 2005

Color, 32 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

EARLY LEARNING


Silly Lilly series

Story and art by Agnes Rosenstiehl

Toon Books, 2008, 2010

Color, 32 pages each



IN THIS SERIES:



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

YO GABBA GABBA! SERIES

GOOD NIGHT, GABBALAND

Story by J. Torres

Art by Matthew Loux

Oni Press, 2010

Color, 16 pages

GABBA BALL

Story and art by Chris Eliopoulos

Oni Press, 2010

Color, 16 pages


MY NAME IS ELIZABETH

Story by Annika Dunklee

Art by Matt Forsythe

Kids Can Press, 2011

Color, 32 pages


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

FANTASY • WORDLESS


The Snowman

Story and art by Raymond Briggs

Random House/Dragonfly Books, 1986

Color, 32 pages



AWARDS:


EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

THE ADVENTURES OF POLO SERIES

Story and art by Regis Faller

THE ADVENTURES OF POLO

POLO: THE RUNAWAY BOOK

Roaring Brook Press, 2006-2007

Color, 80 pages each


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

ADVENTURE • HUMOR


Zoe and Robot: Let’s Pretend!

Story and art by Ryan Sias

Blue Apple Books, 2011

Color, 40 pages



EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:




“WHAT’S NEXT …”

CAT SECRETS

Story and art by Jeff Czekaj

Balzer + Bray, 2011

Color, 32 pages


TRACTION MAN SERIES

Story and art by Mini Grey

TRACTION MAN IS HERE!

TRACTION MAN MEETS TURBO DOG

Knopf, 2005, 2008

Color, 32 pages each


GRADE LEVEL: PRE-K-1

FANTASY

In the Night Kitchen

Story and art by Maurice Sendak

HarperCollins, 1970

Color, 40 pages



AWARDS:


EDUCATIONAL TIE-INS:


HEADS UP:


“WHAT’S NEXT …”

TUESDAY

Story and art by David Wiesner

Clarion Books, 1991

Color, 32 pages
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