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Most students look forward to recess. 
On the other hand, as a fourth-grader, 
I [Patricia] couldn’t wait until it was 

over. Each afternoon I would come inside sweaty 
from playing, lay my head down on the desk-
top, and become mesmerized by a story. It was 
my favorite part of the day. For 20 minutes, Miss 
Artherton would transport my classmates and 
me to another place and time through the pages 
of a book. Listening to Summer of the Monkeys 
(Rawls, 1976), we found ourselves in the bot-
toms of the Cherokee Nation as Jay Berry and 
his grandpa schemed to catch that “jasper of a 
monkey” (p. 33), Jimbo. Other times we strolled 
through Holland in The Wheel on the School 
(DeJong, 1954), trying to fi nd a wheel to place 
on the roof of our school so that storks would 
come there to nest and bring us good luck. Each 
day my classmates and I waited anxiously for 
Miss Artherton to read to us from the novel she 
kept on her desk and were saddened when she 
closed it and put it away.

Research demonstrates the educational value 
of reading aloud in the classroom. Among other 
things, reading books to children provides them 
with a fl uent model for oral reading, helps them 
develop print concepts, increases their vocabu-
lary, and motivates them to read independently. 
However, as we began to collect books for this 
column, these particular values of reading aloud 
were not foremost on our minds. Instead, we 
wanted to select books that would acquaint stu-
dents with exceptional writing, allow them to 
hear the beauty, cadence, and precision of lan-
guage, and explore the world through the lives 
and experiences of the characters. We hope that 
sharing some of these titles with your students 

will cause them to sit back someday and remem-
ber the times when they couldn’t wait to come in 
from recess and get lost in the pages of a book. 

BOOKS FOR YOUNGER READERS

Five for a Little One
Written and illustrated by 
Chris Raschka

Atheneum, 2006, 48 pp., 
ISBN 0-689-84599-5 

Not one to present con-
cepts in a conventional 
way, Raschka offers his take on the fi ve senses in 
this new book. Through lyrical, rhyming text, read-
ers explore the senses with a young bunny. Most of 
the book is devoted to celebrating the gift of each 
sense. Lead-in pages for each sense feature a color-
coordinated number and the name of the sense to 
be presented. The book comes together with sev-
eral wordless pages near the end of the book in 
which the bunny’s parents provide more mate-
rial for exploration of the senses. There is energy 
and rhythm throughout the text, and the tone of the 
book is that of a conversation between parents and 
child. Raschka manipulates size and color of print 
for emphasis and clarity. The bunny is done in black 
and white, while lively splashes of color in the form 
of potato prints are used to bring the senses alive. 
This works particularly well as bunny gets to “taste 
and try” berries in a pie and “fi ngers feathers.” The 
artist’s signature thick lines stand out against the 
abundant white space, inviting the reader to focus 
on the simplicity of bunny’s enjoyment of each 
sense. The book reminds readers of any age to pay 
attention to and enjoy all fi ve senses. 
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Handsprings
Written and illustrated by 
Douglas Florian

Greenwillow, 2006, 48 
pp., ISBN 0-06-009280-7

Surely, many teach-
ers and children have 
been eagerly awaiting 
this book. Handsprings 
will join Winter Eyes 
(1999), Summersaults 
(2002), and Autumnblings (2003) on classroom 
and library shelves in order to complete Florian’s 
set of seasonal poetry books. This offering cele-
brates the joy of spring through the joy of poetry. 
His enthusiasm for spring will convince you that 
he really likes this season the best, and his stylis-
tic colored-pencil and watercolor illustrations add 
to the whimsical spirit of the collection. There’s 
a boy wearing leaves as glasses and another with 
a fl ower for a nose; there’s a girl with fl owers for 
hair, and a baseball player with a bat twice his 
size. The use of white space, clear font, and bor-
dered boxes for drawings make each page inviting 
and accessible. The collection of 29 poems fea-
tures a great deal of rhyme and repetition. Most 
of the poems are lyrical, but several are concrete 
as well. As charming and exuberant as this collec-
tion is, a few of the poems seem too repetitive or 
lose their rhythm at points. Teachers should pair 
this book with quality nonfi ction in order to teach 
about spring as part of the curriculum. 

Lilly’s Big Day
Written and illustrated by 
Kevin Henkes

Greenwillow, 2006, 40 
pp., ISBN 0-060-74236-4

Here comes the bride! 
In this book, Lilly 
returns anticipating that 
she will be a fl ower girl 
in her teacher’s wed-
ding. (She has always wanted to be a fl ower girl, 
even more than a surgeon, a diva, or a hairdresser.) 
At home, Lilly practices being a fl ower girl, and at 
school she provides Mr. Slinger, her teacher, with 
endless clues regarding her wish. The extreme ten-
sion between Lilly and Mr. Slinger is broken when 
he tells Lilly she can be the fl ower girl assistant 

since his niece, Ginger, has already been chosen 
to be the fl ower girl. Watercolor paints outlined 
with black ink vividly display Lilly’s emotions 
as she copes with the disappointment of being a 
fl ower girl’s assistant rather than the fl ower girl. 
(Lilly decides, “Weddings wouldn’t even exist 
without fl ower girl assistants!”) You need to wait 
until the end to see how Lilly, red boots and all, 
saves the greatest day of Mr. Slinger’s life. Her 
practice pays off! 

My Mei Mei 
Written and illustrated by 
Ed Young

Philomel, 2006, 40 pp., 
ISBN 0-399-24339-9

Young’s personal expe-
rience adopting his 
daughters Antonia and 
Ananda inspired this 
gentle, realistic story 
about international adoption. Adopted when she 
was “half,” Antonia plays Jieh-Jieh (big sister) to 
her dolls Mommy and Baba and fi nally asks for 
a real Mei Mei (little sister). When she is three, 
the family goes to China to get her Mei Mei, yet 
the reality is not what Antonia anticipated. Mei 
Mei does not walk, talk, or play, and worst of all, 
she takes all the attention from Antonia. As time 
passes, however, their relationship develops, and 
they share special moments and activities. In an 
act of unity at the end of the book, the sisters go 
to their mother to ask for another Mei Mei. The 
sisters’ relationship of rivalry and love rings true, 
and an afterward by Young tells the story of the 
book’s inception, adding to its authenticity. The 
sparse text is in Antonia’s child-like voice, and the 
illustrations layer close-up views of the characters 
on fl oral and patterned backgrounds reminiscent 
of fabric or wallpaper, which adds to the familial 
warmth and tenderness of the book.

Sea Horse: The Shyest Fish in the Sea
Written by Chris Butterworth

Illustrated by John Lawrence

Candlewick, 2006, 32 pp., ISBN 0-763-62989-8

What fi sh has a head like a horse, a tail like a 
monkey, and a back like a dragon? Why, it’s a sea 
horse! Butterworth and Lawrence do a wonderful 
job of describing the life cycle of the Barbour’s 
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breed of sea horses. Written to be interactive and 
engaging, the text provides facts and poses ques-
tions throughout to involve readers: “He holds 
still and changes color (now you see him . . .) 
until he’s almost invisible (now you don’t!).” 
“Who’s that peering from the coral? Shhhh, 
she’s a sea horse.” Set deep in the ocean, Law-
rence’s gorgeous detailed illustrations utilize 
various mediums, including vinyl engrav-
ings, watercolor washes, and printed wood tex-
tures to grab the reader’s attention from the 
beginning. Although the book does not clearly 
explain why a sea horse is one of the shyest 
fi sh in the sea, readers will fi nd out how good 
it is at avoiding trouble, discover how it eats 
and moves, and learn about the male’s role as a 
devoted father. 

The World’s Greatest 
Elephant
Written by Ralph Helfer

Illustrated by Ted Lewin

Philomel, 2006, 48 pp., 
ISBN 0-399-24190-6

Born on the same day 
and literally raised 
together in The Wun-
dercircus, Bram, 
a young boy, and 
Modoc, a performing elephant, are insepara-
ble until the circus is sold and the animals are 
shipped across the Atlantic to New York. With 
help, Bram stows away. Highly detailed text and 
illustration show the ship sink and the instru-
mental role Modoc plays in the survival of 
many of the crew. Thus begins a series of hard-
ships and happiness. When Modoc is severely 
burned in a fi re, he is separated from Bram for 
what seems the last time. In the book’s fi nal 
illustration, however, they are reunited after 10 
years, with Bram swept up in Modoc’s trunk 
in an unmistakably tender embrace. The text is 
straightforward in tone and powerful in its sim-
plicity of detail, and the illustrations refl ect 
Lewin’s signature style. Adding to the impact of 
the illustrations is the fact that the focal point is 
clearly delineated and detailed while the back-
grounds are muted and more nondescript: per-
fect for viewing by a listening group of children. 
The most poignant part, though, is the fact that 
this is based on a true story.

BOOKS FOR MIDDLE GRADE READERS

Happy Kid 
Written by Gail Gauthier

G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 2006, 
230 pp., ISBN 0-399-24266-X

Kyle Rideau fears his 
seventh-grade year will 
be as bad as his sixth, 
which culminated in “the 
incident.” Before school 
starts, however, his mother 
gives him a book titled Happy Kid! A Young Per-
son’s Guide to Satisfying Relationships and a 
Happy and Meaning-Filled Life. Kyle notices 
that the book opens to particularly relevant pas-
sages and then reopens to the same passage until 
that “advice” is taken, yet he begins to suspect the 
book may be warning rather than advising him. 
In an authentic voice, Kyle expresses the angst of 
meeting new people, entering the cafeteria alone, 
getting the girl of his dreams to notice him, and 
fi tting in with the A-kids. And to aggravate the sit-
uation, he is convinced that he is in accelerated 
classes by mistake. As Kyle reads the book, forms 
a relationship with Mr. (Moo) Kowsz, and learns 
tae kwon do, he begins to see some positives in 
his life. The believable characters represent differ-
ent types of students but not stereotypes, and there 
is much for middle school listeners to relate to, 
including the fact that The State Student Assess-
ment Surveys (SASSies) play a major role in the 
story, as do issues of ethics and morality. 

The Homework Machine 
Written by Dan Gutman

Simon & Schuster, 2006, 160 
pp., ISBN 0-689-87678-5

What would your life be 
like if you didn’t have 
to do your own home-
work? The Homework 
Machine tells how the 
lives of the “D Squad,”—
four totally different fi fth 
graders: “a geek, a class clown, a teacher’s pet, 
and a slacker”—become entangled due to their 
connections with the homework machine. While 
using the machine sounds like a perfect solution 
to many of their problems, this “forbidden fruit,” 
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invented by one of the group’s members, ulti-
mately causes them to suffer some consequences. 
Their teachers become suspicious, and even the 
police and FBI are after them. Through journal-
style writing, Dan Gutman allows readers to see 
what is going on with the homework machine as 
well as experience the inner thoughts, emotions, 
and perspectives of a variety of characters, includ-
ing the four students, a novice teacher (Miss Ras-
mussen), the parents, and a police offi cer, among 
others. In the end, however, the unchanging truth 
about doing homework remains; honesty is the 
best policy. 

The Penderwicks
Written by Jeanne Birdsall

Alfred A. Knopf, 2005, 
262 pp., ISBN 0-375-83143-6

When their usual sum-
mer rental cottage is 
unavailable, the Pend-
erwick sisters and 
their father set off 
to explore new terri-
tory. After wandering 
somewhat aimlessly 
(Hound ate the map!), they fi nally make their 
way to a cottage at Arundel estate where a num-
ber of unexpected surprises await them. Among 
other things, 4-year-old Batty gets lost and has a 
close encounter with a very large bull, 10-year-
old Jane fi nishes writing her latest Sabrina Starr 
adventure novel, 11-year-old Skye perfects her 
soccer game, and 12-year-old Rosalind fi nds 
Cagney, Arundel’s gardener, and the fi rst boy of 
her dreams. Most important, the girls meet Jef-
frey Tifton, the son of Arundel’s owner, and 
become fast friends. When Mrs. Tifton decides 
Jeffery should attend Pencey Military Academy 
instead of pursuing his dreams of being a musi-
cian, the girls join forces to help convince her 
otherwise. Although the story is decidedly con-
temporary, it’s sprinkled with old-fashioned 
charm. Listeners will quickly become involved 
with the plot and eager to accompany the charac-
ters as they experience an unforgettable summer. 

Roxie and the Hooligans 
Written by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor

Illustrated by Alexandra Boiger

Atheneum, 2006, 128 pp., ISBN 1-416-90243-0

Nine-year-old Roxie Warbler is an unlikely hero-
ine adventurer with “round, pink, sugar-bowl-
handle ears.” Unlike her famous uncle who is a 
brave explorer, Roxie is scared of many things: 
thunder, lightning, tornadoes, and most of all, 
Helvetia’s Hooligans, a gang of bullies from Pub-
lic School Number 37. One day, an attempt to run 
away from the Hooligans leads Roxie (along with 
the Hooligans) on a hilarious adventure to a des-
ert island where two hard-hearted criminals hide. 
Throughout the story, readers wonder whether the 
tactics and skills (always starting with the phrase 
“Do not panic”) that Roxie learned by heart from 
her uncle’s book, Lord Thistlebottom’s Book of 
Pitfalls and How to Survive Them, will be use-
ful to her and the Hooligans as they attempt to 
survive hunger, thirst, and avoid two criminals. 
Enjoy the excitement as the Hooligans make the 
shift from being enemies to “Roxie’s Warblers.” 
This would be a good read-aloud for children who 
are anxious to experience adventure.

Thanks a Million 
Written by Nikki Grimes

Illustrated by Cozbi A. Cabrera

Greenwillow, 2006, 32 pp., ISBN 0-688-17292-X

We all have numerous things to be thankful for, 
and expressing gratitude can be accomplished in 
a number of ways. In this collection of poetry, 
Grimes uses a variety of forms, including a rebus, 
a haiku, a poem for two voices, and a riddle to 
explore the topic of thankfulness. The poems 
are written in a child’s voice and remind us that 
sometimes even the simplest things in life—a car-
ing friend, a warm place to sleep, a kind teacher, 
and time spent with a loving adult—should never 
be taken for granted. Cabrera’s beautiful acrylic 
paintings accompany the poems and depict a 
diverse group of children who all share the same 
need to say “thank you.”  

This Is the Dream
Written by Diane Z. Shore 
and Jessica Alexander

Illustrated by James Ransome

HarperCollins, 2006, 40 
pp., ISBN 0-06-055519-X

James Ransome has 
outdone himself yet 
again. His striking oil 
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paintings add depth and intensity to this new book 
about the Civil Rights movement. Through lyri-
cal verse, the authors describe major events of 
the movement. The sing-songy tone will have 
readers responding chorally, especially since the 
rhythm is based on the familiar nursery rhyme 
“The House That Jack Built.” However, the jux-
taposition of that comfortable tune and the seri-
ous content may be disconcerting to some. The 
illustrations are the real treasure here. In an illus-
trator’s note, Ransome explains that he was infl u-
enced by artists Romare Bearden and Robert 
Rauschenberg. Accordingly, Ransome combines 
painting with collage to provide powerful two-
page spreads. He uses black-and-white and color 
photographs throughout the book, but most effec-
tively in borders and end pages. This overview 
of the Civil Rights movement may be somewhat 
simplifi ed, but it does not provide easy answers, 
and the creators remind readers that the struggle 
is not over. Repetition of the phrase “freedom and 
justice for all” will hopefully stick with readers. 

BOOKS FOR MATURE READERS

Ask Me No Questions
Written by Marina Budhos

Atheneum, 2006, 176 pp., 
ISBN 1-416-90351-8

Unlike recently awarded 
immigration-related sto-
ries such as A Step from 
Heaven (2002) and Kira 
Kira (2005), Ask Me No 
Questions approaches 
immigration matters at 
the social and political levels, reaching beyond 
how policies affect an individual or a single fam-
ily. Through the voice of 14-year-old Nadira, the 
reader learns that Nadira and her family are illegal 
aliens from Bangladesh. One day, her father gets 
arrested due to an expired visa and Nadira and 
her sisters are forced to take care of the situation 
without telling anyone other than their uncle’s 
family. The family’s plight greatly impacts Nadi-
ra’s seemingly perfect older sister, Aisha, who 
dreams of becoming a doctor. As Aisha’s life falls 
apart, it is up to Nadira, who is average, chubby, 
and feels insignifi cant, to pull her family back 
together. In trial scenes reminiscent of “Law and 
Order” episodes, Nadira bravely stands up and 

uses her own voice in the court where her father is 
being investigated in an effort to bring him home 
to his family. Ask Me No Questions shows how 
the 9/11 terrorist attack has impacted Muslims, 
Islamic communities, and illegal aliens in the 
United States through one family’s heartbreaking 
but courageous story.

The Book Thief
Written by Markus Zusak

Knopf, 2006, 550 pp., 
ISBN 0-375-83100-2 

Books and reading 
make all the differ-
ence in this unique 
Holocaust story. Liesel 
Meminger steals her 
fi rst book at the age 
of nine. She’s not sure 
why she does it or what 
it will bring her, considering she can’t read yet, 
but she holds on to that book as she says good-
bye to her brother, and soon after that, her mother. 
As the Nazis come to power, Liesel comes of age 
in a working-class neighborhood in Germany. 
Her foster family consists of Hans, an endearing 
father fi gure, and Rosa, a bossy but loving matri-
arch. Hans teaches Liesel to read using that sto-
len book, The Gravedigger’s Handbook. Books 
become Liesel’s salvation, and she shares the 
power of reading with her community. Through 
reading, she bonds with her father, makes friends 
with the mayor’s wife, comforts the Jewish man 
hiding in her basement, distracts her neighbors 
during air raids, and even provides for her fam-
ily by reading aloud to a neighbor in exchange for 
coffee rations. Amazingly, the novel is narrated by 
death. Readers may struggle initially to connect 
with their “guide,” but eventually will feel like 
they are in conversation with the narrator. The 
book is lengthy, but the format alternates between 
traditional narrative, interruptions and headlines, 
and the insertion of letters and stories/drawings. 

Inexcusable 
Written by Chris Lynch

Atheneum, 2005, 165 pp., ISBN 0-689-84789-0

Readers who got to know Melinda in Ander-
son’s Speak (1999) may not want to get to know 
Lynch’s protagonist, Keir, but they should. This 
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young adult novel addresses date rape from the 
warped perspective of the rapist. Why would read-
ers want to get to know Keir? His voice is not one 
many of us would argue needs to be heard. Yet, 
Keir is a compelling character, and we have a lot 
to learn from him. Keir narrates Inexcusable, forc-
ing readers to spend time seeing the situation 
through his eyes. He’s an athlete, he’s close to his 
sisters and widower father, and he has a crush on 
a girl named Gigi. As he repeatedly reminds read-
ers, he’s a “good guy.” By providing only Keir’s 
perspective, Lynch pushes readers to question the 
persuasive power of even the most unreliable nar-
rator. Keir is defensive and clearly deluded, but his 
earnest tone and good-natured attitude will draw 
readers to him. Sharing even just excerpts of this 
book orally will invite discussion not only about 
perspective and persuasive writing, but also about 
the moral and social issues involved. What would 
it mean for Keir to really take responsibility for his 
actions? Who else is implicated in this story? 

La Línea 
Written by Ann Jaramillo

Roaring Brook, 2006, 131 
pp., ISBN 1-59643-54-7

In this coming of age 
story, 15-year-old Miguel 
crosses the line from 
Mexico to the United 
States and comes to real-
ize that life is a series of 
lines to be crossed. He 
wonders how it is possible to “belong and be lost 
at the same time”; he tries to justify his famil-
iar appearance with the changes he experiences 
inside. Miguel’s parents have been in the United 
States for “six years, eleven months, and twelve 
days” when Miguel receives a birthday message 
from his father to go see Don Clemente to arrange 
a border crossing. The plan is ruined when his 
13-year-old sister disguises herself and follows 
him. Miguel and Elena survive federales, mug-
gers, the mata gente, train gangs, and fi nally the 
grueling desert crossing because of their determi-
nation and the kindness of others. Short chapters 
lend themselves to being read aloud. Interwo-
ven Spanish as well as cultural and geographi-
cal information authenticate the story. A paired 
reading by the teacher and Spanish speaking 
students would be powerful and would create a 

forum for the students to share and validate their 
language with English-speaking peers. 

Time’s Memory 
Written by Julius Lester

Farrar Straus and Giroux, 
2006, 230 pp., 
ISBN 0-374-37178-4

In this work of histori-
cal fi ction, Lester tells 
the story of Ekundayo, 
a young man created by 
the god Amma, who is 
placed on a slave plan-
tation in Virginia in 
order to bring peace to the nyama—the spirits of 
the dead. Living on the plantation is Nathaniel, 
a young slave whose spirit is fading due to a for-
bidden relationship with his master’s daughter. 
As Nathaniel’s spirit weakens and dies, Ekundayo 
enters his body and experiences slavery fi rsthand. 
Using elements of the Dogon religion of West 
Africa, Lester realistically portrays the horrors of 
slavery at the time immediately preceeding the 
Civil War. Readers may fi nd themselves confused 
by the religious elements at times, but the voices 
of the characters ring true and Ekundayo’s quest 
to bring peace is compelling. 

Undine 
Written by Penni Russon

Greenwillow, 2006, 326 
pp., ISBN 0-06-079389-9

Undine lives with her 
mother and younger 
brother between two 
streets in a “crooked lit-
tle house” in Hobart, 
Australia. Undine is 
indeed poised between: 
childhood and adulthood, her overprotective 
mother and the father she thought was dead, 
friendship and romance with her best friend Trout, 
and the worlds of science and chaos magic. At 
16, she begins to hear a voice calling her home. 
The manifestation of her magic continues when 
she innocently calls clouds together, creating 
a freak thunderstorm. Trout links the mysteri-
ous messages Undine receives to The Tempest, 
which ultimately leads Undine to her father. As 
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a quintessential feminine hero, Undine journeys 
to fi nd her father and eventually fi nds herself. 
Russon conveys the importance of the sea and 
mythic feminine power through her creative use 
of language and visual imagery, and she estab-
lishes a sense of revisionist fairy tale through-
out the novel. In a dramatic and satisfying climax, 
Undine resists her father’s desire to possess her 
magic, controls the exhilaration of her power, and 
chooses to be light instead of dark. 

BOOKS FOR READERS OF ALL AGES

Books Kids Will Sit Still For 3: 
A Read-Aloud Guide 
Written by Judy Freeman

Libraries Unlimited, 2006, 915 pp., 
ISBN 1-59-1580164-8

Judy Freeman’s indispensable and lively book 
seems appropriate to place at the end of a col-
umn on read-alouds. If the books above whet-
ted your appetite, Freeman provides 1,705 more. 

Titles are clearly annotated, and appropriate age 
ranges are given. Freeman also provides sugges-
tions for extending the books, related book titles, 
and content area connections that match nicely to 
curriculum standards. The wonderful front matter 
includes tips on reading aloud and choosing books 
(including a list of reasons why books bomb 
as read-alouds). Although addressed to librari-
ans, teachers won’t want to miss the information 
about book awards, books across the curriculum, 
and performance art with books. The back mat-
ter includes a list of other professional books, and 
author, title, and subject indexes. 
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