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INTRODUCTION

Books allow us to open all kinds of doors. Some doors lead to people, giving us the chance to encounter personalities and characters we’d otherwise never know. Other doors guide us to places and times beyond our own, broadening our sense of what’s possible. Perhaps most important, all of these doors lead us to one place: ourselves. Using diverse yet universal examples, books provide us with fundamental truths about ourselves, illuminating parts of ourselves that we haven’t developed fully, don’t know well, or don’t trust yet.

For a long time in my personal and professional life, I’ve believed in the power of stories to help kids understand themselves and the world around them, so it was a natural progression that led to incorporating them into my work with children. When I was a post-doctoral fellow at the Contra Costa County Child, Adolescent, and Family Mental Health Service, I shared stories with several young clients. My supervisors liked those stories so much that when my fellowship ended, they asked for a written list of books that they might want to use with clients. That list was a little less than a page long. Since then, I’ve updated and expanded it, first when I happened to run across a picture book that struck me as useful, and then with a growing sense of intention and purpose. I began to share the list with colleagues and with parents in my practice, many of whom told me they found it very helpful. This experience led me to write this book so that this resource would be available to you, wherever you are and whatever your connection to children.

If there is an underlying theme to the picture books listed here, it’s that each of these stories opens doors that lead into a secure sense of a strong self in reliable relationships, a capacity to use imagination to work through difficult situations, and a self that can cope positively and creatively with the challenges children face as they develop. These doors take on many forms—from the cute to the serious, from the beautiful to the tragic—but each book contained in this list brings kids to a deeper understanding of themselves, helping them to deal with the demands that they face as they grow up, from the everyday to the traumatic.

HOW STORIES HELP

Even under ordinary circumstances, a child’s world is filled with changes. As kids grow, their capacities change, and with this development come changes in their expectations of themselves and in adults’ expectations for them, such as when kids begin to go to sleep on their own, learn to use the potty, and go to school for the first time. Development also brings changes in kids’ family situations, forcing them to integrate experiences like a new brother or sister or a move to a new house. As children gain the ability to understand situations between people in more complex ways, new questions arise that require more detailed answers about their family, friends, school, and society.

All of these changes require youngsters to expand, adjust, and refine their ways of thinking about different aspects of their lives. Stories can help kids do this by showing new ways of thinking about things. Developmental changes also bring feelings that need to be processed. Children may feel not only proud, happy, and competent, but also sad, angry, worried, lonely, ashamed, or confused. Stories can help them understand and resolve their feelings.

But the healing properties of books aren’t limited to the everyday transitions of child development. These stories are also vital tools for helping kids understand some of life’s most difficult experiences, such as parents’ divorce, the serious illness of the child or someone close to them, the death of a person or pet they love, or exposure to natural disaster. Books can effectively aid in the process of healing from these stresses. Regardless of the how big the trauma may be, children will take comfort and learn from characters’ stories that encourage them to confront their complex emotions. Furthermore, normal processing of trauma includes mental reliving of the experience, with an increasing sense of resolution over the course of many relivings. Stories can provide opportunities for reliving painful or frightening experiences within the safe limits of their covers.

Stories allow children to acknowledge distressed feelings and the events that lead to them. Although initially some experiences may seem too painful to talk about, a story about a similar event shows the child that it’s possible to discuss the event openly, and over time, it may help the child to talk about the event. Stories may also help kids realize that they’re not alone—others have similar experiences and feelings, and there’s a name for what they’re going through. In this way, stories can function as an extra source of empathy for kids, helping them to feel understood and so allowing them to understand their own lives better through the context of this story. Ultimately, a story in which the problem is resolved may inspire hopefulness in children that their problem, too, can be resolved.

At the same time, stories can give youngsters enough distance on a stressful experience to allow them to get some perspective on it. After all, in stories, the stressful event happens to someone else. It doesn’t even always happen to a child. Many stories for small children have animals as their main characters. For example, in Owl Babies, owls learn that Mother always comes back. In A Baby Sister for Frances, a badger adjusts to having a new baby in the household. In The Kissing Hand, a raccoon has to leave his mother to begin school. The sense of “safe distance” may be helpful in allowing kids to approach their own difficult feelings and relive their own experiences in ways that lead to a sense of mastery.

Perhaps the most amazingly universal thing about these stories is that many of them can be useful even when the child hasn’t experienced the challenges that the character faces. Most of these tales offer general examples of positive coping, which are helpful regardless of the specific situations of children who are reading them, and a child who eventually has the experience described in the story will have the benefit of a familiar story within which to process the experience.

DISCUSSING BOOKS WITH CHILDREN

Sometimes just hearing a story is a healing experience all by itself. At these times, you and your child may be joined in an understanding of the story that goes beyond words. But often, sharing a story with your child will involve talking about the story together. For books to reach kids most effectively and comfort them about their challenging or painful experiences, it’s important to present books in a way that opens, rather than discourages, communication. Sometimes you may find it helpful to talk about the character’s experiences rather than your child’s, at least at first. For example, reading Alexander, Who’s Not (Do You Hear Me, I Mean It) Going To Move, you might say something along the lines of, “Alexander is really angry about moving, isn’t he?” In many situations, this might be enough to let kids know that their feelings are heard and acknowledged. For other children, or at other times, a story might open more direct discussion about the youngster’s feelings. In the face of a child’s distress, adults may find themselves wanting to say, “Don’t cry.” But it’s important to let kids know that it’s okay to cry, or even, sometimes, that the adult, too, feels like crying. A story in which a character’s feelings about the event are acknowledged straightforwardly is a way to acknowledge and accept the child’s feelings.

Books are most effective in promoting acknowledgment of feelings, processing of experience, empathy, hope, and self-understanding when these experiences are available to children in their most important relationships. If children take from a story the message that it’s okay to feel and talk about strong emotions, that message will be much more believable and reliable in a world where they have the experience of sharing those feelings in an accepting relationship.

Books are not ways to avoid talking with your child about experiences or feelings. Please don’t send the message that “I’ll let you figure out how to solve your problem with this book,” or, even worse, “I’ve given you a book because it’s too hard, scary, etc. for me to talk with you about what’s happening, or about your feelings.” Books can only be helpful if they’re used to facilitate, not short-circuit, children’s processing of their experiences and emotions.

PRACTICAL TIPS FOR PARENTS WHO READ STORIES

As you probably know, there’s more to reading to your child than just choosing how to make funny voices. Here are a few tips to insure that your reading sessions with your child are as enjoyable and productive as possible.

• Don’t force books on a child. Don’t insist that a child read a particular book, or read it at a particular time, even if you think that’s when the child most needs it. It may work better to include the book with other reading that’s less emotionally loaded. The youngster’s own readiness will determine when it’s appropriate to read these books. If a child wants to stop reading a story that’s related to a stressful experience, it’s usually most helpful to stop. You can offer the book later. This process can require patience from adults who are eager to help. It’s important not to expect miracles overnight. Go at your child’s pace and enjoy the time you’re sharing together.

• Keep your expectations realistic. Reading, by itself, can’t solve all problems. Stories are just one tool for coping with life transitions. Again, they’re most likely to be successful when they encourage communication between children and the adults who are important to them.

• Choose stories you enjoy. It’s a good idea to choose books that you like and whose message you approve of. Kids are perceptive enough to sense your true feelings, and if you read your child a book that you don’t like, this won’t help the child. You’d also miss an opportunity to convey the message that reading is enjoyable.

• Choose stories that match your child’s stage of development. Developmental readiness should be taken into account when choosing books, in terms of intellectual, emotional, and social maturity. I’ve suggested age ranges for each picture book I summarize, but because every child is unique and develops at his or her own rate, use these age ranges only as a general guide. On the average, kids in the listed age range are most likely to benefit from the given book. But because your child may be more or less emotionally mature, or more or less verbally skilled, at any particular age, only you know and will be able to judge whether a book is too simple or boring, or too complex or difficult, for your child. If a book is too simple, the child may say so, or may criticize the author for not bringing up more complex issues. If a book is too difficult, the child may become distracted or be unable to tell you what the book is about at all. Using these signals, choose stories according to how your child reacts.

• Choose stories that reflect your child’s perspective on the situation. Another consideration when choosing books is the child’s specific concerns. What about the situation is important to this child at this time? For example, when there’s a new baby in the house, some children may have more intellectual curiosity about how babies develop, whereas others may be more focused on worries about whether their parents will still love them. Some kids are more literal-minded than others about these kinds of issues. One six-year-old, who was familiar with several books about losing pets, said there ought to be more books about losing a grandparent, because that happens to a lot of children. On the other hand, another child proposed sharing The Tenth Good Thing About Barney with his grandma when his grandpa had died. A three-year-old girl who had been adopted from China by a European-American mother responded to I Love You Like Crazy Cakes by telling her own story as she turned the pages and looked at the pictures: “Mommy flew on a plane to come get me, there I am at the orphanage,” and so on. At the same time, for many children, it may be more important to match the feelings than the details of the situation. One seven-year-old who was traumatized by witnessing a murder had difficulty tolerating A Terrible Thing Happened once, but wanted to hear What Was I Scared Of? over and over again. She was ready to process her feelings of fear, but not the specific trauma. If you’re not sure whether to match feelings or specific events, I suggest that you err in the direction of starting with books that match the child’s feelings as well as possible.

ABOUT THE BOOKS

Although I describe over five hundred books in the following chapters, the list is not exhaustive. Rather than include all the picture books I could find on each of the thirty-four topics that follow, I included only those that, in my opinion, have positive value for promoting children’s development. I passed over many books because they seemed unhelpful and rejected others that relied too heavily on cultural stereotypes or presented a negative view of girls, women, or gender relations. During the book-selection process, I put a lot of emphasis on the role of story; however, I’ve also included some nonfiction picture books that offer empathy and reassurance without the use of plot. I didn’t exclude books that are out of print, because many are available at public libraries or through used booksellers (often online). I haven’t included overtly religious books because your religious leader or spiritual advisor is best qualified to recommend those.

READING IS A SHARED ADVENTURE

Perhaps the most important tip for reading with your children is to join in their journey of discovery. Reading is an amazing experience that will bring you closer to the kids and give you a chance to create memories together. If you aren’t involved with the story, they probably won’t be either, so just take your time, relax, and don’t be afraid to allow yourself to be as caught up in the story as they are.

I hope that you’ll benefit from this book by finding picture books that are genuinely helpful to the children in your life, and in this way, by becoming empowered to expand the ways in which you promote their development and healing. I hope that the children in your life will benefit from your heightened ability to empathize with and accept their experiences and, through you, will find more meaningful understandings of themselves. And finally, I hope that you’ll both benefit from deeper connections to each other and from the richness that each of these stories has to offer.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I’ve broken the chapters down into basic categories of childhood issues to help you find the books that are most helpful for your child’s immediate needs. As a result, you don’t need to read this book from start to finish. It’s probably most helpful to start with the part or chapter that best describes the events or feelings that your child is currently experiencing. Each chapter begins with an introduction that points you toward the ways that the event or feeling is addressed in the picture books summarized in that chapter. When it’s relevant, this introduction ends with comments about other chapters or books that are often related.

Following these introductions is an alphabetical list of picture-book descriptions on the chapter’s topic. The description of each picture book begins with the title, author, illustrator (if not the author), length in pages, publisher, and year of publication. This information is followed by a paragraph describing the story. I recommend that you use these descriptions to choose books to read yourself, so that you can decide which ones you’d like to offer to your child. At the end of each entry is a suggested age range, but because of individual variations in development, these ranges are only a guide; you should take your own child’s specific level of development into account when choosing books.

Finally, each listing includes the main character’s cultural background and what I have labeled cultural context. By cultural context, I mean the cultural background of the characters in the story, as a group. For example, if all the characters in the words or illustrations are European-American, then the cultural context for that story is described as European-American. If more than one culture is represented in the characters or illustrations (for example, a classroom includes children who appear to be European-American, African-American, and Latino), I describe that context as multicultural. However, I use the term multicultural to refer to an individual only when that person clearly has a heritage that represents more than one cultural background. This occurs in Hope (Chapter 22): the main character has one African-American parent and one European-American parent, and so is described as multicultural. If the main character’s cultural background is the same as the overall context, then only the cultural context is listed.

Although characters’ backgrounds are often apparent from their appearance, sometimes they’re less clear, particularly when the illustrations are more abstract, and the illustrators’ intent is not always clear. I’ve sometimes (and probably not consistently) interpreted characters who are shown with medium-light skin tones and dark eyes and hair as European-American (in the absence of other cues), but they often could as easily be seen as Latino, Asian American, or African-American. And some illustrators use colors that have no resemblance to human skin tones (for example, Todd Parr). In stories that have animal (or monster or vegetable) characters, or no characters, I’ve described the cultural context as “N/A” (not applicable) but even animal characters can represent human cultures; for example, in the children’s cartoons Sagwa (in which the cats are Chinese) or Dragon Tales (in which at least one recurring dragon character is Latino).

Ultimately, the purpose of this cultural information is to help you make the best decisions about how to broaden your child’s cultural exposure, so please don’t use this information simply to match the character’s cultural background with that of your child. By providing this, my goal is not to limit your selections but instead to give you as much information about these books as possible. This way, when it comes time to pick the right books for your child, you will know as much as you can about them and have the added benefit of knowing which ones will widen their cultural horizons.



PART 1

EVERYDAY GROWING:

The Basics





[ CHAPTER 1 ]

Security in Relationship



Every child needs to know that at least one adult will care for him or her, no matter what. From earliest infancy, children’s sense of self depends on, and develops out of, their sense of connection to the important people in their lives. One of the major developmental tasks of early life, which continues in other forms throughout kids’ lives, is to create and sustain relationships. It’s crucial for children to know that the important adults in their life will always love them, even if the adult doesn’t always love their behavior. Adults must provide kids with spaces that are both physically and emotionally safe in which they can explore their environments and their feelings. Ideally, as they grow, children learn to care for themselves by keeping a sense of the adult with them even when the adult isn’t physically present (see also Chapter 9).

Abuelita’s Heart by Amy Córdova. 32 pages

Simon & Schuster, 1997.

Children can experience a deep, sustaining connection even with an adult whom they don’t see often. When a girl visits her abuelita (grandmother) in the rural American Southwest, Abuelita teaches her about plants that heal and how the heart reaches out to heal other people. The girl has a magical dream in which she, her parents, and Abuelita shine with a special light that connects all beings to one another. The light reminds her that Abuelita is always with her in her heart, and provides a wonderful example of how security from a special adult stays with you.

Ages: 4–8.  Cultural context: Native-American and Latino

Blueberries for Sal by Robert McCloskey. 55 pages Viking, 1948.

An important quality of a secure parent-child relationship is the sense that each sees and appreciates what’s special about the other. In this classic tale, two mothers, one human and one a bear, take their little ones to pick blueberries. For a little while, Sal and the cub each follow the wrong mother. Upon discovering the mix-up, the two mothers have similar reactions, as each locates her own child by listening for the child’s unique and delightful sounds. At the end of the day, both mothers are reunited with their children, and everyone gets all the berries they need. With blueberry-colored line drawings, Robert McCloskey reminds kids that although many people (or maybe, in fiction, a bear) can take care of you, your own personal mother will always recognize and find you.

Ages: 0–3.  Cultural context: European-American

Even If I Did Something Awful by Barbara Shook Hazen.

Illus. by Nancy Kincade. 28 pages Aladdin, 1992.

This reassuring story shows that parents still love you even when they’re angry with you. When a girl accidentally breaks a vase, she worries that this might make her mother stop loving her. To find out, she asks whether Mommy would still love her if she did “awful” things like getting crayon on the carpet. Of course, the answer is yes, although she’d make her clean up her mess. When the girl finally confesses to breaking the vase, Mommy expresses both anger and love as they pick up the pieces together. Here Barbara Hazen shows children that it’s safe to be their imperfect, human selves—they’ll still be loved, and with a parent’s help, their mistakes won’t be out of control.

Ages: 4–8.  Cultural context: European-American

Good Job, Little Bear by Martin Waddell.

Illus. by Barbara Firth. 32 pages Candlewick, 1999.

To discover and delight in their abilities, children need an adult who will keep them safe. Little Bear experiences this safety while leading Big Bear in an exploration of rocks, trees, and streams. Little Bear shows off his skills proudly to an appreciative Big Bear who watches when Little Bear needs watching and catches when Little Bear needs catching. When Big Bear asks Little Bear afterward whether falling scared him, Little Bear answers that he knew Big Bear would be there, which Big Bear confirms. The pencil-and-watercolor illustrations clearly convey tender protectiveness through Big Bear’s body language and excitement, forlornness, relief, and security through Little Bear’s. This book reassures children that parents will share their pride in kids’ skills and independence, while staying close to help whenever that’s needed.

Ages: 2–5 Cultural context: N/A

Gotcha, Louie! by H. M. Ehrlich. Illus. by Emily Bolam.

32 pages Houghton Mifflin/Lorraine, 2002.

Children can use games such as peek-a-boo to learn about the security of their relationships. A ritual for Louie and his mother is “Gotcha!”, in which he runs away and Mommy catches him. When Louie gets tired of grown-up talk at dinner one night, he decides that it’s time to play this game, but his mother, who is busy with the grown-ups, doesn’t notice he’s gone. Upon realizing this, she and the other adults look for him. Eventually, Mommy solves the problem by inviting Louie to catch her, and of course, Louie (who is hiding close by) comes running. This hide-and-seek tale shows kids that even when a caring adult seems preoccupied with other people or things, their secure contact with her or him is still present.

Ages: 1–4  Cultural context: European-American

Grandmother’s Song by Barbara Soros. Illus. by Jackie Morris. 32 pages Barefoot Books, 1998.

A loving relationship has the transformative power to help even a fearful child to grow up trusting, trustworthy, brave, strong, and confident. In Grandmother’s Song, a grandmother holds her granddaughter close and in profoundly empathic moments, imparts these attributes as they have come through generations of grandmothers. As an adult, the granddaughter cares tenderly for her grandmother as she ages. After her grandmother’s death, the granddaughter grieves, but soon feels her grandmother’s strong, soothing presence. When the girl becomes a grandmother herself, she embodies her grandmother’s qualities as she cares for her own grandchildren. An afterword for adults elaborates on the power of grandmothers’ touch, particularly within Mexican culture. The luminous, earth-toned watercolors mirror the language’s strength and tenderness, creating an overall sense of how to use the support of a deeply caring adult to nurture one’s own development.

Ages: 4–8  Cultural context: Mexican

I Love You, Stinky Face by Lisa McCourt. Illus. by Cyd Moore.

32 pages BridgeWater, 1997.

It’s important for children to know that their parents will survive what they imagine to be their own awfulness. In I Love You, Stinky Face, the main character’s Mama would love her child even if the child turned into a big, scary ape, an alligator with big, sharp teeth, or even a skunk that smelled so bad that its name was Stinky Face. In each case, Mama would take care of the child in ways that best met the child’s needs—for example, she would bake a banana birthday cake for the ape-child. The illustrations are gently humorous, full of color, energy, and sweetness without being cloying. They combine with the text to reassure children that parents will tolerate their strong, destructive feelings, and love them regardless.

Ages: 2–4  Cultural context: European-American

I’ll Always Be Your Friend by Sam McBratney.

Illus. by Kim Lewis. 32 pages HarperCollins, 2001.

Children need enough room in their relationships with parents to experience and resolve emotions safely, even anger at their parents. In this story, a little fox has fun playing with Mother Fox all day, and when it’s time to stop for the night, he doesn’t want to. He expresses his anger and frustration by telling her that he isn’t her friend anymore. Mother Fox accepts his anger calmly, and he soon decides to be her friend again. She replies that she’ll always be his friend. Even if children view their anger as being so out of control that it could destroy the parental relationship, from reading this story, they will know that it’s safe to have these feelings because their parents will always be there for them.

Ages: 3–8  Cultural context: N/A

Let’s Play Rough! by Lynne Jonell. Illus. by Ted Rand.

32 pages Putnam, 2000.

An important function of safe relationships is to help children to learn that they can control scary experiences and angry feelings. In Let’s Play Rough!, a boy asks his daddy to “play rough” with him, pretending he’s a bear. When Daddy pretends to be a bigger, wilder bear, this feels overwhelming to the boy, who asks his father to stop the rough play. Daddy stops, reassures the boy that he’s Daddy, not a bear, and hugs him, making it clear that the boy is in control of the make-believe, and Daddy is aware of the boy’s needs. It’s clear that the boy feels safe knowing this, because once reassured, he’s ready to play rough again. The illustrations provide the boy’s perspective on their human and bear selves so that kids can see the situation as the boy does. Kids can use this story to learn how to use a safe relationship with a parent to regulate their experiences of fear and anger.

Ages: 2–5  Cultural context: European-American

Mommy’s Hands by Kathryn Lasky and Jane Kamine.

Illus. by Darcia LaBrosse. 24 pages Hyperion, 2002.

Everyday interactions demonstrate love between all mothers and their children in Mommy’s Hands. In this tale, the little ones (one Asian American, one European-American, one African-American) tell about the wonderful things Mommy’s hands do: holding the child’s hand, preparing food, braiding hair, helping the child write, and taking off Band-Aids. Each Mommy takes care of her child, teaches him or her, joins with the child in playing and creating, and lovingly tucks the child into bed. Children will find a warm sense of security and comfort in this delightful story.

Ages: 0–5  Cultural context: Multicultural

“More, More, More” Said the Baby by Vera B. Williams.

32 pages Greenwillow, 1990.

Children’s sense of security in relationships develops through everyday interactions. This book contains three stories in which a caregiver (daddy, grandma, or mama) shows love for a child (one boy, one girl, and one who can be understood as a boy or a girl). In each story, the adult playfully catches the running, scooting, or even sleeping toddler, reminding kids that the adult will always create a safe world for the child. Illustrated with beautiful gouache paintings, this remarkable book has a timeless quality that will appeal to all ages, particularly younger children. The warmly affectionate interactions in these stories convey a strong sense of security to kids.

Ages: 0–3  Cultural context: Multicultural

Okomi Climbs a Tree by Helen Dorman and Clive Dorman.

Illus. by Tony Hutchings. 24 pages Dawn, 2003.

Okomi, a young chimpanzee, is able to discover some of his capabilities because his Mama Du gives him room for exploration but still helps him when he really needs help. Okomi bravely struggles to climb a slippery, wet tree to reach some tasty-looking leaves, and after he falls down, Mama Du keeps an eye on him, giving him room to make his own decision about what to do next. When he decides to try again, his mother watches his successful second attempt, supporting him from afar. Once he realizes that he’s unable to get down by himself, Mama Du climbs up and holds him in the tree until he can climb down on his own. Reading this story will help children understand that it’s safe—and rewarding—to push the limits of their competence and try new things, because a parent will always provide the necessary help.

Ages: 2–5  Cultural context: N/A

The Runaway Bunny by Margaret Wise Brown.

Illus. by Clement Hurd. 32 pages HarperCollins, 1972.

In this classic story of a bunny child’s requests for reassurance of his mother’s continuing presence, the mother not only responds with comforting words, but also shows that she means it by joining him in imagination. When the little bunny announces that he is going to run away from his mother, imagining himself as a fish in a stream, a rock on a high mountain, a flower in a garden, and other things (including a human boy), she follows him by imagining that she’s a fisherman, a mountain climber, a gardener, and so on. The charming illustrations show the little bunny as his real and imaginary selves simultaneously—for example, as a bunny-shaped rock on the mountain. In the end, he decides to stay and be the mother bunny’s little bunny. Using imagination, he has maintained the reassuring presence of an adult who understands him and keeps him safe.

Ages: 0–5  Cultural context: N/A

There’s Nothing to D-o-o-o by Judith Mathews.

Illus. by Kurt Cyrus. 32 pages Browndeer/Harcourt, 1999.

Children can expand their possibilities when they’re secure in a relationship with an adult, as a calf named Laloo does when she becomes bored with life on the farm. She explores a field and a forest, finally going to sleep in a ravine. Her mother, Mamoo, finds her, and Laloo decides that although she’s had a good adventure, she’s missed Mamoo and wants to go home. The author’s word choices give this story a hilarious, endearing, mooing sound. Children will understand that it’s safe to enjoy exploration because a parent will always find them.

Ages: 1–5  Cultural context: N/A

The Way Mothers Are by Miriam Schlein. Illus. by Joe Lasker.

32 pages Whitman, 2000.

Although children may behave in disruptive ways, they need to know that this won’t sever their connections with their parents. In this story, a toddler-like kitten can’t imagine that his mother could love him when he resists getting dressed, screams, or grabs things from his sister. Mother cat acknowledges that she doesn’t like those behaviors, but she still loves the kitten. The puzzled kitten guesses that maybe she loves him because he’s smart, paints well, sometimes shares with his sister, or is generally well-behaved. Mother cat explains that she does appreciate those behaviors, but she loves him all the time, just because he’s hers. When kids experience their misbehavior as out of control, but know that their behavior doesn’t overwhelm parents, they have a safe place to learn self-control.

Ages: 2–5  Cultural context: N/A

What Sadie Sang by Eve Rice. 28 pages Greenwillow, 1976.

Being understood by a parent goes a long way toward making the world a safe place, something that the character of Sadie shows in this sweet story. Sadie, who is one or two years old, is big enough to walk, but rides in the stroller because she wants to. Sadie’s Mama knows she’s singing, even when the other people they meet on their walk think she’s crying. When children know that parents understand them and appreciate their creations, their sense of security is enhanced.

Ages: 0–3  Cultural context: European-American



[ CHAPTER 2 ]

A Resilient Sense of Self



When children like, trust, and believe in themselves, they’re more resilient to both everyday stresses and big changes in their lives. This gives them the strength they need to persist in solving difficult problems and to fulfill their potentials. You can use the stories summarized in this chapter to support your efforts to promote your child’s resilience. Some of these stories are great for helping all kids develop a healthy sense of self. Others are especially useful for children who feel discouraged about themselves, whether this comes from an internal sense of criticism, a sense of being “different,” peer or adult criticism, or an excessively evaluative attitude by others. From these stories, children can learn to regain a positive sense of self by finding inner resources, such as creativity, and using these resources to learn to believe in themselves. They can identify with a character who discovers that it feels best to be who he or she is.

See also Regina’s Big Mistake (Chapter 3) for a story of a child who feels good about herself when she redefines “mistakes” as creativity. Geez Louise! (Chapter 21) has a positive message about moving from preoccupation with your limitations to developing your strengths.

A Bad Case of Stripes by David Shannon. 32 pages Blue Sky, 1998.

When we try to be someone we’re not, we become unrecognizable to everyone, including ourselves. Camilla learns this as she goes through a series of bizarre transformations—even becoming striped—in her attempts to please not only other kids, but even the medical experts who are called in to treat her strange disease. It’s only by being true to herself—eating lima beans even though other kids might laugh at her because they don’t like them—that she resumes her normal shape and color. The illustrations have a surreal quality that may be scary for some kids, but they effectively express the creepiness of Camilla’s disconnection from herself when she tries to be what others want her to be. The message comes across loud and clear that you’ll be much happier being who you are than trying to be what you’re not.

Ages: 5–8  Cultural context: Multicultural

Main character’s cultural background: European-American

Belinda the Ballerina by Amy Young. 32 pages Viking, 2002.

When criticism focuses on kids’ seemingly negative qualities, it becomes hard for them to trust their own capabilities. Belinda the Ballerina is the story of a hardworking, competent ballerina whose large feet prevent her from auditioning successfully and cause her to stop dancing, taking up waitressing instead. The restaurant owner and customers like her for the very qualities that made her a good dancer—quickness, lightness on her feet, and ability to work hard. When a band plays at the restaurant, Belinda can’t resist dancing, and she becomes very popular. Word eventually reaches a ballet director, who is profoundly impressed and offers her a job as a dancer. No one notices the size of her feet. The importance of believing in yourself comes across in a positive, upbeat way.

Ages: 3–8  Cultural context: Multicultural

Main character’s cultural background: European-American

The Carrot Seed by Ruth Krauss. Illus. by Crockett Johnson.

32 pages HarperCollins, 1945.

Children may sometimes need to trust their own strengths even when others don’t. In this classic, simply worded story, a preschool-age boy plants a carrot seed, and everyone tells him it won’t grow. In fact, for a long time, it doesn’t grow, but the boy tends it lovingly. Eventually it produces a carrot as big as the boy. The boy’s self-reliance gives kids a positive message about believing in themselves in spite of what anyone tells them to the contrary.

Ages: 2–5  Cultural context: European-American

Chrysanthemum by Kevin Henkes. 32 pages Greenwillow, 1991.

It can be hard for kids to maintain a positive sense of self when others are critical, and this is precisely the problem Chrysanthemum encounters. Chrysanthemum grows up happy, secure, and loving her name—until she starts school. Her classmates tease her cruelly about her name. Although her parents support her lovingly, Chrysanthemum wishes she could change her name. Then everyone’s favorite teacher says that not only is her own first name Delphinium, but also, she may name her own daughter Chrysanthemum. Chrysanthemum reclaims her self-confidence, and her classmates consider taking new names that are more like hers. Repetition is used effectively to evoke Chrysanthemum’s emotional states, and the author is very skilled at showing how mean kids can be. Chrysanthemum discovers that the other kids’ criticism is arbitrary and ephemeral, and that more positive points of view are possible and will make her feel better about herself.

Ages: 3–8  Cultural context: N/A

Dog Eared by Amanda Harvey. 32 pages Doubleday, 2002.

There’s often more than one opinion about a child’s attributes, and their decision about which opinion to believe affects how they feel about themselves. When another dog tells Otis that his ears are big, suddenly, they look too big to Otis. He worries—and has nightmares—about this, and thinks he has to change his ears somehow. The misguided ways that he manipulates them (for example, tying them in a bow) mirror his struggles to feel better. When Otis’s human, Lucy, snuggles with his ear and tells him how wonderful his ears are, all is right again. Otis realizes that he doesn’t believe the dog at the park; he believes Lucy, who loves him. The illustrations effectively convey Otis’s distortions and Lucy’s affection for Otis, helping to show kids that there’s more than one way to understand their unique qualities. They’ll understand the benefits of seeing themselves from the perspective of a loving friend, rather than that of an uncaring stranger.

Ages: 4–7  Cultural context: European-American

Main character’s cultural background: N/A

Emily’s Art by Peter Catalanotto. 32 pages Atheneum, 2001.

Excessive evaluation can undermine children’s sense of their uniqueness, but books like Emily’s Art can support kids’ sense of self. Emily paints creative, meaningful images, but when there’s an art contest at school, she worries about whether her painting will be the “best.” The judge misinterprets Emily’s painting of her dog as a rabbit (she’s painted him with big ears because he hears well) and awards the prize to another picture because she hates dogs. Emily decides that she’ll never paint again. Luckily, this doesn’t last long, and as the story ends, Emily feels confident about making choices that reflect her own taste. This emotionally truthful story shows children how matters of taste arbitrarily get turned into evaluation as “best.” It celebrates their capacity to trust their own preferences.

Ages: 4–8  Cultural context: Multicultural

Main character’s cultural background: European-American

Happy Birthday to You by Dr. Seuss. 55 pages Random House, 1959.

A birthday is a wonderful occasion to celebrate a child’s joy in being who she or he is, an idea reflected in the birthday customs of the imaginary land of Katroo. Accompanied by the Birthday Bird, the birthday child enjoys unlimited snacks, wondrous flowers, a delicious lunch followed by a swim, a new pet, and finally, a party in a special palace, with live music, fish who spell out “Happy Birthday,” and a spectacular cake. Finally, the Birthday Bird flies the child home to bed. One special birthday ritual is that the child shouts to the world that he or she likes him—or herself, and there are several wonderful statements about being glad to be one’s own self. A joyful celebration of the uniqueness and value of each individual, this book is perfect as a birthday present.

Ages: 3–9  Cultural context: European-American

Happy to Be Nappy by bell hooks. Illus. by Chris Raschka.

32 pages Jump at the Sun/Hyperion, 1999.

This joyful book celebrates the soft texture and diverse styles of African-American girls’ hair, and the fun of combing, brushing, styling, and playing with it. Hair is seen as contributing to girls’ freedom of movement and happiness, regardless of its style. The illustrations, which seem to dance on the page, reflect this sense of motion. This positive approach will help African-American girls to feel good about their hair.

Ages: 3–8  Cultural context: African-American

I Like Me by Nancy L. Carlson. 32 pages Viking, 1988.

There are several aspects to having a positive sense of self, and the little pig in I Like Me shows children many of these. She is her own best friend, enjoying her competence and persisting in the face of inevitable mistakes. The little pig takes good care of herself by eating well and bathing, and expresses a positive body image. She shows kids that self-esteem includes not only enjoyment of one’s own company, but also self-care and perseverance.

Ages: 2–7  Cultural context: N/A

It’s Okay to Be Different by Todd Parr. 32 pages Little, Brown, 2001.

Many experiences can support resilience. With a statement of acceptance about one attribute on each page, this book takes a positive, reassuring approach to aspects of self that range from human diversity (in size, color, and place of origin), to feelings and sense of self (feelings of anger, embarrassment, wishfulness, or pride; talking about your feelings; doing nice things for yourself), to making mistakes (finishing last in a race, losing things), to self-protection (saying no), to playfulness (eating macaroni and cheese in the bathtub, helping squirrels gather nuts). It ends with a statement of the specialness of each individual. The straightforward, charming text and simple, vibrant, engaging illustrations encourage children’s self-acceptance.

Ages: 2–7  Cultural context: Multicultural

Just Because I Am: A Child’s Book of Affirmation by Lauren Murphy Payne. Illus. by Claudia Rohling. 32 pages Free Spirit, 1994.

There are many ways to feel good about yourself, and beginning with the statement that we’re special and important “just because I am,” this book elaborates on these. In the first person, it expresses acceptance and care for one’s body, one’s emotions, and the process of learning. The text celebrates the child’s decision-making capability, including the right to say yes to hugs and touches that feel right, and the right to say no if they feel uncomfortable. It also acknowledges that people have needs, and it’s okay for kids to ask for what they need. The boldly colored pen-and-marker illustrations combine a sense of simplicity with elaborate patterns and page borders. This book powerfully presents a positive, accepting view of what it is to be human.

Ages: 3–8  Cultural context: Multicultural

The Mixed-Up Chameleon by Eric Carle. 32 pages HarperCollins, 1984.

When we don’t accept ourselves, nothing about us seems right. In The Mixed-Up Chameleon, a chameleon wishes it had attributes of other animals. With each wish, it gets an animal’s body part; for example, a flamingo’s feet and wings, a fox’s tail, a giraffe’s neck, an elephant’s head and trunk, and a human being’s hat and umbrella. These changes leave the chameleon feeling fragmented and unhappy, and ultimately, it wishes to be itself again. This book is illustrated with Carle’s unique, strikingly beautiful collages made from hand-painted and -printed tissue paper. Cleverly designed around a rainbow of colors, it uses die-cut pages that help the reader keep track of the many animals the chameleon has wished to become. The end product is a dazzling book that will help children understand that self-acceptance brings a sense of wholeness and satisfaction.

Ages: 3–7  Cultural context: N/A

Some Dogs Do by Jez Alborough. 40 pages Candlewick, 2003.

Sometimes it’s hard to believe in ourselves when others don’t, and Sid, a dog, experiences this after he flies one day. When he gets to school and excitedly tells his teacher and classmates, no one believes him. He tries to fly again, to prove it, and just flops on the ground. His teacher and classmates scold him for lying. At home, dejected, he explains to his dad that he’s unhappy because dogs don’t fly. His dad lets him in on a secret: he flies. So Sid flies with his dad and is happy again. This rhyming story encourages kids to believe in their unique talents, even when no one else does.

Ages: 3–7  Cultural context: N/A

Tacky the Penguin by Helen Lester. Illus. by Lynn Munsinger.

32 pages Houghton Mifflin, 1988.

A sense of being “different” can be distressing to children, as it is to Tacky. While the other penguins are polite and debonair, Tacky is boisterous, uncoordinated, “an odd bird.” But when hunters threaten the penguins, Tacky outsmarts them with his un-penguinlike behavior, saving himself and his friends. In the end, the other penguins conclude that although Tacky is odd, they’re glad to have him around. This funny story will help children see their “different” qualities in a positive light.

Ages: 3–7  Cultural context: N/A

Thank You, Mr. Falker by Patricia Polacco. 40 pages Philomel, 1998.

Learning disabilities can make children feel bad about themselves. In this autobiographical story, Trisha grows up in a literate family and loves books, but can’t learn to read. When she asks her grandma whether she’s “different,” her grandma says that uniqueness is miraculous. But kids tease Trisha about being dumb, and she hates school until she meets her fifth grade teacher, Mr. Falker. He protects Trisha from teasing and bullying and praises her intelligence and courage, eventually helping her to read. This moving story helps children understand that a learning disability doesn’t invalidate all their other positive attributes. It offers hope that with kindness and appropriate teaching, a learning disability
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