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for the kids








I’ve already said that we spent hours and hours in the trees, and not for utilitarian reasons, like many boys, who climb up just to look for fruit or birds’ nests, but for the pleasure of overcoming difficult protuberances and forks, and getting as high as possible, and finding beautiful places to stop and look at the world below, to make jokes and shout at those who passed under us.

—Italo Calvino,

The Baron in the Trees









AUTHOR’S NOTE

In February 2025, I became the ninth National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature, appointed by the Library of Congress and Every Child a Reader, a job you can tell is very important because it takes a very long time to say.1 But what does it actually mean? Ambassador? I do not, unfortunately, have diplomatic immunity. I don’t live in an embassy. I do get my own office in the Library of Congress—it’s an absolutely beautiful room I can use whenever I want, conveniently located 2,808 miles from my home in Oakland, California. The ambassadorship is both a recognition of my work—I got a medal on a very patriotic ribbon—and a charge to go forth and champion children’s books. Many previous ambassadors have focused on speaking to kids about the importance of reading and writing. And while I’ll certainly do plenty of that, I’m also excited to talk to adults about the power of children’s books—and the brilliance of the kids who read them. If I am an ambassador, it’s from the realm of children’s books to the larger world of literature.

Children’s books are a widely read, deeply loved, highly profitable literature that receives almost no serious critical attention—at least not from adults. Children’s books are often misunderstood, dismissed, and ignored. (Not coincidentally, children themselves are often misunderstood, dismissed, and ignored.) But many adults, on some instinctive level, grasp the artistic possibilities of children’s literature: Maybe you drive to work thinking about the ending of the picture book you read aloud to your kid last night; or maybe you’ve been thinking about Goodnight Moon while you lie awake in bed for the last forty years. I spend a lot of time speaking to adults, and I’ve found that many of them are eager to discuss the books they read with their kids, or the books they loved when they were children—they just don’t know where to start.

Kids’ books merit grown-up conversation. This book contains essays, written for the general reader, about the potential of children’s literature, the role of the children’s writer, and the boundless genius of children.


Footnote

1 In the UK, the equivalent position is called the Children’s Laureate.







1

A GRAND UNIFYING THEORY OF CHILDREN’S LITERATURE

If you’re a children’s book author (I’m a children’s book author), people will often ask you if you plan on ever writing a real book. What they mean is, Are you ever going to write a book for adults? People1 are usually very pleasant when they ask you this question. Certainly you don’t get the sense that they’re intending to dismiss your life’s work, not to mention a centuries-old literary tradition that has enriched the lives of hundreds of millions of children.2 This question is just another one of the small indignities that come with a generally wonderful and fulfilling job.3 After twenty years of writing children’s books, I’ve become so practiced at answering that sometimes I’m even able to appear not remotely annoyed when I recite some version of the same thing: Children’s books are real books; kids are ideal readers, especially of literary fiction; and finally, no, I do not plan on ever writing a book for adults.

Anyway, this is a book for adults.

More specifically, this is a book for adults about books for children.

It’s only right that adults think deeply about children’s literature. After all, we control the production, reception, and consumption of the books kids read. Take it from me: Children are terrible customers. They have no real income. What savings they manage to scrape together usually fit in a piggy bank, and they can’t really pop down to the bookshop—children traversing town alone is generally discouraged. Many of my readers cannot, technically, read. (Children’s books are often read to children, not by them.)

Enter the adults. Children’s books are written by adults. They are edited and designed and published by adults. Adults write reviews of children’s books, and those reviews are read by adults. Adults decide which children’s books get shelved in bookstores and libraries.4 At school, adults select children’s books for story time or assign them to children to read. At home, adults sometimes hide their children’s favorite books because, for the love of god, they just cannot take reading them one more time. A children’s book passes through many adults’ hands before it ever reaches a kid’s, if the kid is even allowed to touch it, because that book was really expensive, and what if the kid got pudding on it or something?

It’s a real problem: Children’s publishing operates without any meaningful participation from children. Luckily, I have a solution, a bold proposal that will form the central argument of the next ninety pages:

We must encourage children to hold jobs and allow them to drive cars.

Wait, no! That’s a terrible idea.

No, it seems that when it comes to children’s books, kids and adults are forever intertwined. And so if we want to ensure that our children have good things to read, it behooves us to think deeply about their literature.

Since we’re going to be spending some time together thinking about children’s books, we should probably nail down what, exactly, a children’s book is. I’ve spent half my life writing children’s books, and I’ve been reading them since I was, well, a child. I’ve written more than sixty books for kids. I am the National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature. I spend a lot of time in schools reading out loud to children, and a fair bit of time talking to adults about what kids read. And for years I’ve been developing a definition of kids’ books. Actually, maybe it would be more accurate to call it my Grand Unifying Theory of Children’s Literature. I’m excited to announce that I recently finished working on this theory, late last night, actually. I haven’t shared it with anyone yet, and I am very excited to debut it now, just for you. Are you ready? Here it is:

Wait. I’m going to put it on the next page so it feels like a big reveal, like when they whip the sheet off a Ferrari at the car show.

A children’s book is a book 
written for children.







[This page intentionally left blank to allow you to absorb my definition.]







You might be thinking, “Mac Barnett, respectfully, that definition is a huge letdown.” Maybe you are even thinking, “Mac Barnett—or should I call you Mr. Ambassador?—that definition is obvious, to the point of being facile, and I was hoping for more from this book, which just made such a big deal about being rigorous, like, two pages ago.” “It’s a tautology, Mr. Ambassador!” you might be thinking, if you are the type of person who uses words like “tautology” even when thinking to yourself.

But for as long as there have been children’s books, adults have insisted that children’s books should be something different from—and something less than—what they are. Children’s books should teach a lesson. They should feature characters who are role models, and preferably those characters are talking animals, preferably bunnies. Children’s books should contain only simple words that children already know. They should rhyme. They should tell about magic and fairies. They should depict only real-world objects that children see every day. Children’s books should have pictures. The pictures should have bright colors—until children get older, and then their children’s books should have no pictures whatsoever. Children’s books should not be comic books. Children’s books should be about hope. They should teach kindness. They should teach Latin. They should teach table manners. They should have a robot main character. They should have a happy ending.

All this stuff drives me nuts.

Our definition




























The Totalitarian Theory of Children’s Literature


















Footnotes
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