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For the first issue of Book Notes this academic year, we decided to select some 2009 titles that 

deal with a subject familiar to every child and adolescent:  school.  Some of the books treat the 

subject humorously while others offer practical advice that students can put to use in their 

academic lives.   

Easy Reader 

Although pop-up books don’t survive many circulations as part of a library 

collection, they can still be used effectively by a teacher or media specialist for story time 

sharing with a small group of children.  School Bugs by David A. Carter (Simon & 

Schuster) introduces various familiar subjects as interpreted by his goggle-eyed bug 

characters.  The reading box opens to reveal the Spelling Bees, providing an opportunity 

for children to locate a bee for each letter of the alphabet.  The math box contains a sliding grid 

that uncovers bugs from 1 to 10.  In the lunch box is a multi-layered sandwich that includes 

Pickle Bugs and a Tomato Bug to complement the main ingredient:  Worm Bugs.  When school 

ends, the final pages open up a complicated playground apparatus where bugs can climb and 

slide.  This colorful introduction to the school year will intrigue preschool and elementary 

students. –KP   

 

All children love to discover and share what makes them special. Kindergartener 

Cassidy-Li is no different, and since it’s her turn to be Star of the Week, she’ll show 

everyone how special she is (HarperCollins). While putting together a collage poster to 

show her class, Cassidy-Li includes the loveable pictures of her family, friends, hobbies, 

and mentions the fact that she was adopted. Her Chinese heritage is nurtured by her 

family, but she nervously wonders if her class will be as accepting. She creatively finds 

a way to incorporate the feelings of her unknown birth parents. When this clearly written 

story is shared with children, it can open the discussion to understanding and appreciating family 

structures. Author Darlene Friedman gives readers insight to everyday life through the eyes of an 

adopted child. –GT    

  



Kevin O’Malley explores an object familiar to most school children in a series of 

four Backpack Stories (Albert Whitman).  In the first account, History Man presents the 

development of backpacks from prehistoric times, when a caveman named Roscoe wrapped 

his possessions in fur, to the present day when an extremely lazy kid depends on his mother 

to tote his mounds of school gear.  Other tales feature Brendan’s exploding backpack that 

earns him honors in the science fair and ordinary Ashley’s transformation into Jet, Super 

Backpack Girl. The cartoon illustrations make it possible to understand the central idea of 

the plots even without knowing all the words in the text.  They also add to the humor visually as 

in the final story when the expanding backpack slowly consumes the contents of the living room 

while the backpack’s owner stares at the television, oblivious to the menace. –KP   

Just because fish live in schools doesn’t mean that they should come along on class 

outings, as Charlie learns in Fish School by Nancy Poydar (Holiday House).  When Ms. 

Finn announces that the class will be visiting the aquarium, Charlie decides that he has to 

bring along his pet goldfish, Wishy.  Other children grow suspicious as Charlie whispers to 

his backpack, but Ms. Finn concentrates on sharing information about the underwater 

creatures in the tanks.  Listeners will pick up this information about the exhibits, and Poydar 

provides a handy guide to all the fish depicted in the book.  Unfortunately, when it’s time to 

leave, Charlie realizes he has lost his backpack, and he needs to reveal the secret guest that 

has accompanied them on the trip.  Class members scatter to search for the backpack containing 

Wishy in his Ziploc bag.   The book concludes with facts about goldfish, including a warning 

that transporting them can be tricky and that Wishy is lucky to have survived the adventure.  The 

gouache illustrations include lots of fish motifs, even when the class isn’t in the aquarium.  For 

example, Charlie’s bedroom has books, stuffed animals, a mobile, wall chart, and other fish-

related items.  Children who share his enthusiasm will especially enjoy the book. –KP  

Many recent nonfiction books provide information about projects and practices that 

classes and individuals can undertake to reduce the use of energy.  Eileen Spinelli 

incorporates those ideas into a picture book story, Miss Fox’s Class Goes Green (Albert 

Whitman).  After Miss Fox shows up at school on her bicycle, her class works to develop 

ways that they can also go green.  Among the ideas they put into practice are taking 

shorter showers, recycling glass and paper, using cloth bags for purchases at stores, and 

turning off lights when they leave the room.  Their enthusiasm and encouragement for 

one another prove so infectious that by the end of the book, the entire school is adopting a more 

green approach.  Anne Kennedy populates the class with a variety of animals, including Mouse, 

Frog, Bear, Bunny, and Frog.  The amusing illustrations reinforce the suggestions made in the 

text. –KP  

Every night Tony’s mom reminds him to do his homework, and almost every night he 

ignores her.  However, one evening, after he falls asleep over his comic book, the writing 

implements on his desk decide to come up with a story to finish his Homework (Walker).  Arthur 

Yorinks lets the argumentative ballpoint, eraser, pencil, and fountain pen create a tale of outer 



space, built around the exploration of Planet Splotch.  The annoying purple splotches 

are the result of the fountain pen’s ink blots, which the pencil has to incorporate into 

the story.  When Tony wakes up and sees the messy page, he throws it into the 

garbage then proceeds to write his own account of Life on Planet Splotch.  More 

interesting and funny than the written story are the illustrations by Richard Egielski.  Somehow 

he manages to endow all the inanimate objects on Tony’s desk with personality.  The tape 

dispenser, stapler, mug, ruler, and book observe the bickering of pens, eraser, and pencil as they 

put their collective imaginations to work.  The cartoons of Planet Splotch are also amusing. 

Children who are tired of homework will enjoy this lighthearted break from serious subjects, 

although probably none of them will be familiar with a fountain pen! –KP  

Young Adult Fiction 

You may be eisoptrophobic (afraid of seeing yourself in the mirror) or 

didaskaleinophobic (afraid of going to school) but one thing is surely clear: everyone is 

afraid of something. When the phobias of Madeleine, Theo, Lulu and Garrison become 

debilitating, their parents send them to the mysterious School of Fear (Little, Brown). But 

the school is nothing like the brochures. There are no other students, there’s a library of 

smells, and the headmistress persists in acting as though the kids are all beauty pageant 

contestants. Gitty Daneshvari has created a fine middle grade novel. From tidbits about 

different phobias to memorable characters to the way her heroes face their fears (not at the 

urging of a parent or teacher, but for themselves), she has written a story that is fun to read while 

exploring themes of courage and friendship. –HE  

The heroine of Jarrett Krosoczka’s graphic novels for elementary students is a person that 

most of them probably take for granted as she stands behind the serving counter each noon:  the 

Lunch Lady.  In her first challenge, Lunch Lady and the Cyborg Substitute (Random 

House), she investigates the odd behavior of a substitute teacher who is taking the place of 

popular Mr. O’Connell, who seemed certain to win the voting for Teacher of the Year.  

Claiming that Mr. O’Connell has left piles of worksheets and tests for them to complete, 

the substitute turns the class against the math teacher.  Instead, they consider voting for Mr. 

Edison.  With the aid of unique gadgets such as the Spatucopter and Fish Stick Nunchucks 

invented by her assistant, Betty, the Lunch Lady investigates the situation and stops Mr. Edison’s 

scheme to replace all the popular teachers with the cyborgs he controls.  The combination of 

action and creativity will convince readers to look at their lunch ladies in a different light. –KP  

Imagine your life as a thirteen year old traveling the globe with your undercover 

CIA agent father. Cody Saron has just this life in Alibi Junior High by Greg Logsted 

(Simon & Schuster). Instead of P.E. class he learns escape maneuvers and martial arts. 

He’s been educated in many languages and knows how to figure out who’s suspicious 

in a crowd. When the danger gets too close, Cody is sent to live with his aunt in 

suburban Connecticut. Trying to survive his first experience in school poses more of a 



challenge than he ever thought. His instinctive reactions to danger won’t help him stay incognito 

when he’s being dragged to the assistant principal’s office every minute. Nor will correcting his 

Social Studies teacher with history facts, or his Spanish teacher’s pronunciation help him blend 

in with average students. Cody is sure danger still surrounds him, and sleepless nights surveying 

the property outside his aunt’s house for anything suspicious prove to be a worthwhile 

undertaking. Logsted presents a wonderful story of adjustment and finding your place as a 

teenager, all the while continually surprising and keeping readers gripped to each page until the 

book’s conclusion. –GT 

Non-Fiction 

Greg Mortenson’s story is really all about the children. He hadn’t even fully recovered 

from his failed attempt to climb K2 when Pakistani children inspired him to build a school 

in their remote village. And schoolchildren in Wisconsin were among the first to donate 

money to make that dream a reality. So it should come as no surprise to learn that there is 

now a Young Reader’s Edition of Mortenson’s bestselling book Three Cups of Tea (Dial). 

The new book starts in the same place as the original but covers slightly less time. More 

challenging terms are printed in bold with a glossary at the end, where there is also a 

Question and Answer section not with Mortenson, but with his (then) 10-year-old daughter, 

Amira. There are also two sections with photographs in color. But perhaps more 

importantly, the focus of the book is shifted from international relations to the lives of children. 

This nonfiction book reads like an adventure story and may well inspire young readers to start 

service projects of their own. –HE  

 The Gifted Kids’ Survival Guide by Judy Galbraith (Free Spirit) is a must read for 

those students struggling to fit in and adjust to being gifted and/or talented (GT’s). 

Galbraith has put this survival guide together in a way that incorporates many of the 

thoughts and feelings of experienced gifted students. Some might think that being gifted is 

a road easily traveled, but reading about the pressures, social problems, and other issues 

demonstrates otherwise. She covers all angles of succeeding when you’re gifted: dealing 

with the labels, approaching teachers, making friends, figuring out what to do if things aren’t 

challenging enough, dealing with the high expectations, and loads more. Throughout the book 

there are survey results showing how GT’s responded to particular questions or situations. These 

results are very helpful in demonstrating that you’re not alone. Additional resources are provided 

throughout the book and offered at the end, enhancing this already useful book. Not only will it 

be helpful for students but also for parents and teachers, who can learn a great deal about how to 

understand, support, and encourage these students. –GT 

 A research report can be a terribly overwhelming endeavor for any student. 

Picking the topic, choosing the right information, and deciding how to get started on 

what could be the biggest paper a student has ever written are all struggles Nancy 

Loewen tackles in her latest book.  Just the Facts: Writing Your Own Research Report 



(Capstone) does a great job of taking a student through the entire research report step by step. It 

starts by showing a girl brainstorming her favorite topics on a piece of paper then circling the 

one she feels most interested in. Each page is then broken down to a particular stage paired with 

delightful acrylic illustrations following the topic (platypus). Loewen models each of her stages 

with clearly thought-out examples, increasing understanding of a research report. Students can 

also refer to the examples during their own process. Concluding with additional tips and 

supplements, this book is a great resource for any media center or home easing a student’s 

research process. Seven additional titles by Loewen make up the Writer’s Toolbox Series. –GT  

 

Laura Salas was inspired by her own daughter’s school experience when she 

wrote Stampede (Houghton Mifflin). Clever metaphors create this collection of amusing 

school day incidents. Daily school activities are turned into animal like habits. Each 

poem’s humor is enhanced by the illustrations of Steven Salerno. Thinking about picture 

day, an insecure girl looks at herself in the bathroom mirror seeing a “hideous 

caterpillar” aching to turn into a butterfly. A boy drawn with bearlike features lies on his 

desk with his tummy grumbling: “I’m a starving bear in springtime-a bear who’s slept too long. 

My brain feels slow and foggy. My appetite is strong.” Brushes and gouche were used on hot 

pressed water color paper and then digitally enhanced to present these full-page illustrations, 

making each poem’s meaning clear to the reader. –GT  
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