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			Introduction


			Do you remember what it was like as a child to get lost in a story? The way the world around you dropped away, except perhaps for the musty smell of a good book or the warm presence of your father on the beanbag chair next to you? Maybe you once hid out in the stacks of the local library, immersed in the first Harry Potter novel, desperately turning the pages to find out the meaning of the Sorcerer’s Stone. Or maybe you can recall being curled up in your mother’s lap, imagining what it would be like to eat all the berries you could on Blueberry Hill. Do you remember your first visit to where the wild things are? Did you think that maybe you could somehow one day go there yourself? 


			Whatever image jumps to mind, it’s probably rich with pleasurable associations: a child—you—experiencing the comfort and fascination of a private world, the joy of total absorption in an activity, the bliss of feeling like time has stopped. 


			Now that you’re an adult watching the next generation of kids grow up, does it sometimes feel like that sensation of lost time has itself been lost? Or like it might be harder for kids today to find those empty pockets of time, to be able to dive headlong into a book? Is reading for pleasure still the carefree pastime it once was, as much a part of the timeline of growing up as climbing a tree or learning to ride a bike? Chances are, if you’re picking up a book like this, you want your child to experience all the natural, timeless, time-stopping joys of reading. You care about your child’s relationship to books and want to be sure the written word becomes an integral part of her formative years. But you wish there were some greater support system around raising a reader. 


			Even as someone committed to fostering your child’s reading, you may still sometimes feel some nagging worries around it. They may in fact all be in your own head, but that doesn’t make them feel any less powerful. The stress often begins when the child is still fiddling with refrigerator alphabet letters and marveling at the letters shown on the screen during an educational cartoon. Well before school even begins, a parent’s concern about “measuring up” might kick in: Why hasn’t my child mastered the alphabet yet? And from there it can spiral: Is my child reading soon enough, fast enough, in an advanced enough way? It can head into some pretty dire territory: Will he get into a good college, get a good job, become economically self-sufficient? Then, of course, there’s that growing fear for the future of humanity: Will the next generation even read books at all or will they spend the hours robotically scrolling down on electronic devices, as helpless and co-opted as players at a casino slot machine? Will our own children be contributing to that apocalyptic vision? (Don’t worry; the answer is no.)


			Amid all this, it can seem hard to conjure up simple, happy images of kids with books, reading in some pure, unpressured way, just for the joy of it. But that is the starting point of this book. Keep those pictures in mind as your beacons, because it turns out that many of the life goals we have for our children flow naturally out of the experience of reading for pleasure when they’re young.


			Children who read are, yes, likely to excel academically, but there’s much more to the picture. The latest research shows that children who read at home are also better at self-regulation and executive function—those life skills that make us happier and well adjusted: controlling impulses, paying attention, setting goals and figuring out how to achieve them. Think of this as “life readiness.” By being part of your child’s reading life—by setting out purposefully to raise a reader—you’re helping her become someone who controls her own destiny.


			School is where children learn that they have to read. Home is where kids learn to read because they want to. It’s where they learn to love to read. It’s always amazing to register the difference when a child freely chooses any activity. Somehow, her mood is lighter. A sense of purpose seems to emanate from a genuine, happy place. There’s a palpable eagerness rather than a foot-dragging reticence. So let’s think about the long-term project of raising a reader not as an obligation but as an opportunity to bring some wonderful things into your child’s and your family’s life. The parent’s part in encouraging a reader is in many ways more interesting, joyful, and open-ended than the school’s part of the project, which is focused on things like phonics, assessments, and benchmarks.


			Our hope is that this book serves as comfort, validation, and inspiration, not only for you as a parent but for your own life as a reader as well. We want to help nurture the love and appreciation of books and literature that you already feel, whether it was instilled in you during childhood or developed later on. We want this book to be useful to you but also to be fun, just as reading is fun. For our part, we had a great time gathering our best tips and ideas and, especially, our favorite book recommendations. As parents of three children each, and as people who work with books every day (yes, we realize how lucky we are), we’ve been steeped in children’s literature for years.


			Whether you pick up this book as an expecting parent, an experienced parent, a grandparent, a teacher, or a concerned caregiver, we like to think you’ll come away from it with ideas, inspiration, encouragement, and, possibly, relief. Our hope is that you’ll find yourself seeking it out again and again, whether for reassurance or a reminder, or to move on to the next section as your child moves to the next stage in her reading life. Our greatest hope is that one day, one of your children will pick it up and leaf through it with recognition and gratitude. Perhaps they’ll want to keep it for themselves to share with their own children. We all love remembering the satisfaction, the joy, the almost giddy exhilaration of seeing the world of letters, and as a consequence the entire world, open up to us.


			A Note from Maria


			A memory: I’m sitting up in my 6-year-old son’s captain’s bed between him and his 8½-year-old sister. “ ‘It’s a Sea-Serpent! It’s a Prock! It’s a Manticore!’ ” I read. They both begin laughing out loud. I forge on as James Henry Trotter and his insect friends frighten New York City from their giant peach, spiked atop the Empire State Building: “ ‘That one’s an Oinck!’ screamed the Head of the Fire Department. ‘I just know it’s an Oinck.’ ” At that point I stop and the three of us say, “I just know it’s an Oinck” over and over, between waves of laughter.


			The copy of Roald Dahl’s James and the Giant Peach that I read to them, and later to their younger brother, came from my own childhood, a gift to 7-year-old me from a family friend. The dust jacket is long gone, but the sight of its faded orange cloth cover can send me straight back to the feeling of being a child myself, reading about poor, lucky James and his terrible, thrilling adventure. The story’s details feel lodged in my very being. I consider it incredibly good fortune that I got to return to it as a parent and share it with my children. You could say it’s love itself that shines out of those memories.


			It’s stressful to be a parent. It’s stressful to be a person. But I’ve found that even in the most difficult moments, on the most challenging days, I can usually reach for a book and feel lifted up, returned to myself. On days when I’ve felt as though I have nothing left to give to my kids, I’ve been able to sit next to them and open a book. We start reading, and the world looks different. 


			Sometimes when my mind starts flailing into some worry about my kids’ current or future struggles, about whether my husband and I have taken this or that right path with them, I remind myself that every book they’ve read or had read to them has left behind some trace, some potential memory, and that those memories build on themselves and lead to other good things. For me the proof is in my experience with James and the Giant Peach. 


			When my children were 11, 8, and 3, our lives changed after we moved from California to New York and I took a job as the children’s books editor at the New York Times. More books started flowing in and out of our home. My children became my test crew, a role they’ve loved and, at times, resented or outright refused. Maybe the most satisfying stories of their reading lives have nothing to do with me: a teacher pulling me aside to let me know that my daughter had been weeping while she read The Book Thief during the class’s silent reading period that day, or the first time my oldest son carried a book—Jeff Smith’s Bone—with him everywhere, reading in the car and in restaurants and in a doctor’s waiting room, or my younger son’s shouts of excitement in second grade when the books he’d chosen from his school’s book fair finally arrived. 


			Likewise, my deeper dive into the world of children’s books has been a daily joy, but it has come with its own challenges. I sort through children’s books for what sometimes feels like endless stretches, putting some onto shelves and pulling others off until my shoulders ache and my eyes cross. How can there possibly be so many? How can I do justice to them all? But then it happens: I open a box to find a stack of Sandra Boynton board books, and I can picture vividly my daughter as a toddler nestled in my lap on a purple beanbag chair as I read, for the hundredth time, “ ‘A cow says moo, a sheep says baa, three singing pigs say . . .’ ” and my daughter shouts, “ ‘La la la!’ ”


			“A minute spent reading to your kids now will repay itself a million-fold later,” the author George Saunders once wrote, “not only because they love you for reading to them, but also because, years later, when they’re miles away, those quiet evenings when you were tucked in with them, everything quiet but the sound of the page-turns, will seem to you, I promise, sacred.” Raising a family of readers is a rewarding, never-ending voyage, and I hope this book will help you and the children in your life construct your own personalized itinerary for it. 


			A Note from Pamela


			I was one of those kids who always had her nose in a book, something that wasn’t always viewed as a capital achievement back when I was growing up. A shy child who failed to excel at music, art, or sports, I felt more at home in stories. Life inside a book often seemed better to me than life out there, which felt full of threat, often without helpful foreshadowing. Little did I realize at the time that those books would help equip me with the knowledge and skills I needed once I mustered the courage to venture outside; they helped me learn to take risks. Reading for me has been a lifelong lifeline.


			It’s not surprising, then, that for me, writing a book about raising read­ers is a labor of love, bringing together four things close to my heart: children, books, education, and parenthood—and for me, those four things are bound together. Even my visions of parenthood were informed by reading. I’m one of those people who always knew she wanted children, the more the merrier. When I think back on this dream, I recognize its roots in the books I loved as a child—the All-of-a-Kind Family books, Little Women, Cheaper by the Dozen.


			Not surprisingly, many of my fantasies around abundant motherhood centered on shared storytelling, the snuggling in at bedtime with Through the Looking-Glass. Cozy gatherings by the fireplace, its flickering light casting a glow on the page. Ghost stories whispered aloud by flashlight. I looked forward to sharing the stories I loved with my children and to discovering new ones through them.


			I always knew my children would read—or at least, I never stopped to entertain the notion that they might not. Though I know children are different from their parents (and mine certainly are), it seemed impossible to me that they wouldn’t take part in these family scenes. Even if on a practical level, it was unimaginable: What would I do, then, with all the children’s books I’d saved from my own childhood (battered copies of A Light in the Attic and the collected Frances Hodgson Burnett)? Or the Dr. Seuss classics I’d purchased on sale in hardcover when I was in my twenties, and still entirely single and years away from parenthood.


			Happily, buying those books and saving my old copies wasn’t for naught. Plenty of parents can show off with good reason about their kids’ strengths and skills. And certainly my children aren’t perfect or good at everything. But I can say that all three of them, now between the ages of 9 and 13, are enthusiastic readers. They are, in fact, far better readers than I am—more adventurous than I was at their age, better rereaders, and more voracious. They tend to look on their poor mother as woefully slow and distracted. “What page are you still on?!” they ask as I slowly and distractedly gaze at my book after a long day.


			I’m okay with that. I am okay with the fact that they turn the pages more quickly than I do and ignore me occasionally when I call them to dinner because they want to finish a chapter. I am more than okay with knowing that whatever life out there holds for them, they will be more ready for it, having indulged in the stories held within books. They will understand story line and plot twists and happy endings. They will know about character development and underlying themes and sad endings as well. Through the novels they’ve read, they will know more about the stories they want to be a part of, what kind of character they might be. They’ll be better prepared to read situations and to understand context and to search for meaning in the face of the seemingly incomprehensible. They will know how to break a story down to its essential elements and draw conclusions. They will be able to read people and situate themselves and others in the world. My hope is that they will seize on books as their own lifelines and share their stories with others.
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			Part One


			Born to Read


			We’ve divided this first part,  about babies and toddlers, into two sections.  The precious time between parent, baby,  and book is the very beginning of a reader’s  life story. The leap to toddlerhood thickens the  plot considerably. So we are devoting several pages  and lots of book suggestions to each stage.
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			Reading to Your Baby


			Maybe you’re in those heady first few months of parenthood, or maybe you’re still waiting for your baby to arrive. In either case: Congratulations! You’re here to think about your child’s reading, but let’s start with your own. . . . It’s likely you’ve recently perused at least one book about pregnancy and childbirth, and another about newborn care, both of which are important. But here is our first recommendation for raising a reader: Before your  child even arrives, and in those jam-packed newborn days, spend some time with at least one book you love that’s not about any of that practical stuff. It can be an old book or a new one, something you first read years ago or a current bestseller. It can be fiction or history or poetry or memoir. It can be funny or sad, a graphic novel or a manifesto about gardening. Just open it and relax into it. Reading is an especially good way to connect to your own inner life, and now is a great time to do exactly that. Who you are and the way you live are about to matter in a whole new way. You’re  creating—or expanding—a family and a family culture. A little human is going  to be paying attention to you, absorbing the signals you send about how to live, what counts most, and what cultures and ideas you think are valuable. 


			Right now, how do you spend your free time? How do you pass the hours—or the spare minutes? We all have a lot pulling at our attention these days. If you’ve let reading slide to the margins of your life, now is the time to  gently bring it back toward the center. Books are a pleasure and they anchor your greater values. So make the space and the time for books you read for yourself. 


			It comes down to this: If you want to raise a reader, be a reader. 


			Here’s What You Need to Know


			Babies Really Do Need Books


			Read to your baby. You’ve probably heard that from multiple sources by now, from your pediatrician to your mother-in-law to the woman behind you in the supermarket checkout line. They’re right, of course, but let’s face it—it can feel a bit ridiculous to read to a baby. Here you are, trilling aloud in a sing-songy voice, describing a story about a duck and goose with full-on feeling, and your baby can’t even see across the room clearly yet, never mind see the words on the page. 


			Reading to a newborn may seem like reading to yourself for all the reaction you get. Newborns are squirmy. They can’t focus their eyes. They fall asleep. The back-and-forth that can make a read-aloud session so satisfying to all involved just isn’t going to happen at first. It’s not until they’re about 3 months old that most babies start to seem more aware of being read to. That’s a fine time to start reading to them, but if you can work some reading into your days earlier, go for it. The sound of your voice is what counts from day one. The words themselves. The cadence of the sentences. The comfort and connection of being held or sitting close. The pleasure of being paid attention to. Their sense of your own pleasure. 


			The Book Doesn’t Always Matter 


			Right away, you can start reading board books and picture books to an infant—the books that will become part of his library. But any book is good. If you’re so inclined, you can also read him a cookbook, a novel, a parenting manual—anything constructed of words. Research shows that the number of words an infant is exposed to has a direct effect on language development and literacy, whether they understand them immediately or not. Many of us know this instinctively; it’s why we find ourselves incessantly babbling away while changing a diaper. But here’s the catch to language exposure: Those words have to be live, in person, and directed at the child. Turning on a video, or even an audiobook, doesn’t count. This is about you reading aloud to them. 


			Whatever you’re reading, make it an enjoyable moment. If you’re inspired, use silly voices. Sing the words. Feel no compunction about using words your infant doesn’t yet understand. If you’re really into your own book, read a paragraph aloud here and there while your baby is in tummy- time mode or nursing. This needn’t—and shouldn’t—be exhausting. Babies pick up on our emotions and tone more than the content itself,  so do it when you’re feeling inspired. Sometimes it’s just the thing to keep your­self awake and feeling a part of the world in those early days with  a newborn.


			Full-Body Reading


			Babies who are read to are learning not only that reading is fun but also that reading can involve all the senses: not just the sound of the parent’s voice but also, eventually, the feel of the pages, the shape and weight of the book, the smell of the glue (don’t go crazy), the visuals of the illustrations. In the first few months of life, babies’ eyes wander as they’re being read to, but by 7 to 10 months, they are usually able to pick up on the visual aspect of a book. Point to those pictures she shows an interest in and tell her more about them. Remember: At this point, you don’t need to be wedded to the particular words that are on the page.


			Even earlier than that, though—perhaps even from 2 months old—she can get involved in the process in a tactile way. Help her touch the pages with her hands. More and more books for infants are textured on some or all of their pages, which is especially good for your baby’s developing experience of touch. Show her what there is to feel and let her feel it. 


			Don’t Expect Obvious Interaction


			When you read to a baby, don’t look for any particular reaction. A day will come when a little more of a back-and-forth rhythm develops between you. Your baby may start making sounds in response to your reading. This is why many books for babies contain nonsense words or animal sounds—they’re easier to mimic. When your child makes a noise that sounds purposeful, respond in words or in your own nonsense sounds. It may make no obvious sense, but it’s communication. Some books, such as those with animal noises or told through dialogue, beg for a call-and- response, even if that response is merely a gurgle. There’s a straight line from this inchoate moment to your first parent-child book club. 


			Book Culture


			Be aware that beyond just reading to your baby, what you’re doing in that first year is introducing her to the culture of reading in the broadest possible sense. Having books in her daily life—strewn about her crib and on her play mat, standing up on a shelf she can see, stacked on a table—tells her that reading is a natural and valuable part of her world. Having special books read at a certain time of day conveys that books are part of the comforting and predictable routines from which days are made. Having someone take the time to read to him, and when appropriate, ask for his attention, sets the stage for the more formalized learning that will be part of his life as he grows. To have someone remember a favorite book and sit down to read it aloud is, quite simply, to feel loved.


			Those Old-Timey Classics


			Most parents tend to start with the books they loved when they were little, and that’s a great place to begin. After all, you already love the books, and it’s deliciously nostalgic to revisit them. (The Story of Ferdinand !) Because so many parents turn to their own childhood favorites first, great children’s books tend to stay in print for a long time, often in inexpensive paperbacks. These backlist books are a staple of children’s publishing and continue to outsell most new children’s books. Of course, not all your favorites may still be in print. Some you may need to hunt down online or in used bookstores. For Pamela, the discovery of Purple House Press, a website that sells classics that had previously gone out of print, was especially exciting. 


			But you may notice some startlingly antiquated text or images in those great classics. The little girls in those charming Golden Books stories from the forties may be invariably blond and pinafored. They all want to be nurses while their brothers aspire to be doctors. Where are all the brown- and black-skinned kids, and why is Christmas the only holiday? Many classic children’s books are now considered sexist, racist, outdated,  and, in certain ways, downright awful. Kids are occasionally referred to as “stupid.” Children treat one another in bullying ways that would nowadays land them swiftly in the principal’s office. Parents tell their children not to talk at the dinner table. Go ahead and make old books better, if you can (some, alas, are irredeemable). Feel free to tweak the text when you’re reading out loud. Edit them as you narrate; especially at this early stage, your child won’t notice, and you can give them the good parts and leave out the bad.


			What to Look For: Baby Books


			Go with Board Books 


			Board books are small, thick cardboard books that fit in a baby’s hand and are aimed at babies, ages 0 to 3. They can be safely chewed on or thrown across the room. Like their bigger cousins, picture books, board books are visual and verbal; pictures tell the story as much as the words do, often more so. Many contain no words at all, which may feel like a “waste” of money, but we assure you, they are not. Board books can—and should—be simple and straightforward enough to hold a baby’s attention. 


			Familiarity


			Our tiniest family members like to see their own world reflected on the page—including other babies’ faces, and seemingly ho-hum household features like a stroller, a bathtub, or a crib. Because these books can feel boring to you, you may think they are boring to their intended reader. They are not. Remember that the world is new to a baby, so to see virtually anything familiar in a book can bring the excitement of recognition. Look for board books that capture aspects of your baby’s everyday life: people, animals, nature, homes, cars, cities. They are also learning that objects they see in the world around them can be represented in the pages of a book. 
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			A Simple Feast for the Eyes


			Board books should have big, bright images and comparatively few words. For very small babies who can’t yet focus well and don’t perceive gradations of color, easy-to-see, simple black-and-white pages with big patterns are a great way to start. As your baby gets older, find board books with bold color combinations and high-impact graphic design. At this early stage, you’re looking for loud and clear over soft and subtle.
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			All Hands on Board 


			Once your child has good hand control, usually from about 4 months on, he can really get involved in the physical aspects of reading. Now is the time to lift the flap. Feel the textures.  Pull the tabs. As soon as they can use their hands to make things happen, babies love to manipulate these features of board books. For babies, this is reading. So make sure you have some lift-the-flap and texturized board books like the great Dorothy Kunhardt standbys Pat the Bunny and The Telephone Book. Priddy Books makes books with soft cloth pages and a Velcro fastener, a wonderful way to make reading a tactile activity as well as to introduce the element of surprise into story time. 
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			Go with Durability


			Certain books are going to demand—and reward—frequent rereading, and for these, choose the board book over the paperback or the bigger hardcover picture book while your child is still a baby, and well into the toddler years. Young hands are going to grab and fondle and occasionally throw a book they love, so you want one that will resist tearing. If you think that a book is going to have to withstand years of abuse—say, Margaret Wise Brown’s bedtime classic Goodnight Moon—get it in the board-book format, even if it’s also available with bigger—rippable!—pages. (Trust us on the fate of this book if the pages are not sturdy.) For low-word-count, high-interaction stories, board books are the gold standard. Knowing how rough babies are on books, several publishers have come up with ingenious variations on the standard cardboard board book. The Indestructibles series, for example, can be taken in the bath or to the pool or beach without a second thought. Plastic “bath books” are built to go underwater, and because so many babies chew on books, they are made without dangerous chemicals you wouldn’t want a small child ingesting along with his words. 


			Be Wary Of


			A Lot of Blah-Blah-Blah or Visual Clutter 


			Too many words, and too many or too finely detailed pictures, will try a baby’s patience. Every word and image in a board book should count. Think about it this way: Your baby is reading the pictures while you read the words; find books that make both of those experiences worthwhile.


			Board-Book Versions of All Your Favorites 


			Many picture books have been turned into board-book counterparts, which are tempting. But not every book that started out as a picture book works in a smaller, shorter format. Tiny, detailed drawings can get lost. There has to be a strong, simple visual component to the story. There may simply be too many words on the page. For many of your favorites, it may be best to wait until your baby morphs into a preschooler and can better experience that beloved book in its bigger, intended format. 


			Gizmos and Battery-Powered Sounds 


			Babies get easily overstimulated, and they will also quickly tire of these bells and whistles. (You will, too.) You’re also needlessly raising the stakes: Reading in and of itself is exciting. Your live, human voice should trump everything else. Skip the books with battery-operated buttons; it will also save you from a potential tantrum when the often-irreplaceable specialized batteries wear out.


			Our Baby Book Picks


			All-Around Best  Board Books
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			Look, Look!


			Peter Linenthal


			In the very first months of your baby’s life, you want a black-and-white, high-contrast board book for her to look at, and this one has fascinating shapes—the sun, a hand—made with lovely paper-cut art, along with a few friendly, happy words. 







			Where Is Baby’s Belly Button?


			Karen Katz


			Babies love exploring their own bodies, and this peekaboo book, one of the great lift-the-flap books, allows them to do so actively. Katz’s illustrations are adorable; seek out her many other interactive board books, too.







			MOO, BAA, LA LA LA! and  But Not the Hippopotamus


			Sandra Boynton


			Boynton is a one-woman institution in the books-for-tots universe, and these two are our favorites of her many books. Her ear for humor that tiny ones can understand is on impeccable display, and the words are delightfully easy to memorize.







			Mrs. Mustard’s Baby Faces


			Jane Wattenberg


			There are a zillion board books about baby faces, but you want one like this adorably designed and racially diverse collection that includes photographs of real babies.  Babies really like to look at other real babies. They like to look at their facial expressions, even when they’re frowning or flooded in tears. Consider it early validation.







			Babies


			Gyo Fujikawa


			This “tall” board book is full of tender but humor-tinged drawings of round-cheeked babies of all races observed in infancy by older siblings until they reach toddlerhood. 







			Color Zoo and Color Farm 


			Lois Ehlert


			The bright colors and bold shapes change into different animals very subtly, page by page, with cutouts for baby fingers to explore. 







			Five Little Monkeys Jumping on the Bed


			Eileen Christelow


			The verse-like rhythms of this silly story read like a song and are often best accompanied by tickles and some live romping around. Do not expect it to lull little ones to sleep.







			Little Blue Truck


			Alice Schertle,  illustrated by Jill McElmurry


			This modern classic manages to get truck sounds—beep, vroom—and farm- animal sounds—moo, oink, and so on—into one story that rolls along in a satisfying way.







			My Car


			Byron Barton


			Loose lines, simple shapes, and primary colors accompany this easy story that unfolds as vehicles zip by. Other great titles in the “collection” are Trains, Planes, Trucks, and My Bike.







			No No Yes Yes


			Leslie Patricelli


			This book has only two words, but they are, of course, words your baby hears a lot, presented in Patricelli’s characteristic bold, funny, visual style.







			Gossie


			Olivier Dunrea


			Gossie is a baby duck, and gosh is he cute. Along with a menagerie of friends, he tromps through stories about friendship, differences, sharing, and other pressing matters of early social life.
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			Llama Llama Red Pajama


			Anna Dewdney


			All of Dewdney’s popular Llama Llama books are extremely satisfying for toddlers, with their warm art, perfect rhythms, and deep understanding of toddler behavior. Start with the first one, with its apropos rhyming of drama, mama, and pajama.







			Kitten’s First Full Moon


			Kevin Henkes


			This nighttime story about a kitten who thinks the moon is a bowl of milk makes toddlers laugh and feel wise and grown-up. Henkes’s style in this and his many other award-winning books is very appealing—somehow gentle and lively at the same time.







			More More More,  Said the Baby


			Vera B. Williams


			This exuberant modern classic features diverse babies and their families having fun throughout the day. Williams uses strategic repetition of words toddlers love, accompanied by warm, colorful art showing them tumbling around.







			I Like It When


			Mary Murphy


			With simple, graphic illustrations of a penguin parent and child sharing the activities of a typical day, this book affirms the pleasure toddlers take in doing stuff together (“I like it when you hold my hand. I like it when you let me help”), culminating in “I love you”s that may turn you to mush. 







			Peekaboo Morning


			Rachel Isadora


			Peekaboo fun is in full effect with this book, a sweet list of all the things your toddler is happy to wake up to see, along with delightful illustrations by the Caldecott Honor–winning artist Isadora of a brown-skinned baby—still a rarity in board books. 







			Pat the Bunny and  The Telephone Book


			Dorothy Kunhardt


			Pat the Bunny is a must-have for getting your toddler involved in reading time, but try The Telephone Book, too. With  its almost mesmerizing quality, there’s a reason it has endured, despite a dated look and frankly bizarre story.







			Cook in a Book: Pancakes!


			Lotta Nieminen


			A genius idea: Your child “makes”  pancakes by following the recipe with moving parts that let him add ingredients, “mix” the batter, and so on. If this one’s a hit, try the Tacos! and Pizza! books in this series, too.







			Press Here 


			Hervé Tullet


			So simple, so brilliant: Your child presses a dot, then another, and,  as the pages turn, makes all kinds of things happen with just a swipe of a finger, sparking laughs—and a sense  of creative power.







			Heads and Tails


			Matthew Van Fleet


			These delightful, supremely interactive board books are heavier and bigger—and thus sturdier—than most. Your baby pulls tabs, feels textures, and moves stuff around in surprising ways as she gets to know a wide range of animals. 







			Classics as  Board Books 


			The Very Hungry Caterpillar


			Eric Carle 


			This is a prime example of when to gravitate to the board-book version of a book, which won’t wear, tear, and altogether deteriorate from the inevitable poking of fingers into playful cutout holes. Colorful, delicious, delightful.







			Maisy’s Bedtime


			Lucy Cousins


			With their bright colors; strong,  unique shapes; friendly, non-gender- stereotyped animal characters; and  just the right amount of action and  surprise, the Maisy books are ideal board books. Nearly every child goes through a Maisy phase; this simple bedtime account makes clear why. 







			The Snowy Day


			Ezra Jack Keats


			A classic for the ages and the first mainstream picture book to center on an African American child, this story will enter your dreamscape with its beautiful vision of a perfect snowfall. 







			Chicka Chicka Boom Boom


			Bill Martin Jr. and John Archambault,  illustrated by Lois Ehlert


			This hypnotic alphabet book is flat-out fun to read, and babies want to hear it. The simple cutout art works well as a board book, and the amount of text on the page is just right. Warning: The rhyming cadences of this book may get stuck in your head well into the child’s adolescence (but they are good cadences, at least).







			Brown Bear, Brown Bear,  What Do You See?


			Bill Martin Jr.,  illustrated by Eric Carle


			This book, and its companions (Polar Bear, Polar Bear, What Do You Hear?, etc.) have remained constants for at least three reasons: the charming beat of the text, the questions that beg for a call-and- response from young children, and the sweet collage art. This is often the first type of book a child “reads,” that is, memorizes the words that go with the pictures.







			The Runaway Bunny


			Margaret Wise Brown,  illustrated by Clement Hurd


			This book polarizes grown-ups, so take a look for yourself and decide if you want to add it to your mix. Some see the mother bunny’s devotion to her offspring as relentless overparenting. Others embrace it as maternal adoration, one that captures that rush of love. Either way: bunnies!







			Chicken Soup with Rice


			Maurice Sendak


			You can read it, you can sing it. This Sendak classic consists of a poem about every month, each ending hilariously in the words chicken soup with rice. There’s the repetition that helps kids develop language, along with the humor that makes them love their favorite books. The other three Nutshell Library books Sendak wrote to go along with this one are pretty great, too; all come as board books or in their original tiny-scaled, clothbound form.







			The Little Engine That Could


			Watty Piper


			This one’s best as a board book: The text runs continuously over the pages, leading to lots of page turning that otherwise could mean tearing. It’s every parent’s wish that their children will read it and likewise never give up.







			Little Blue and Little Yellow


			Leo Lionni


			This timeless story about friendship’s risks and rewards is told through Lionni’s trademark graphic art, with the simplest circle shapes for characters. It also operates on a profound level in its depiction of identity and relationships.







			Bus Stops


			Taro Gomi


			The books of this prolific Japanese author-illustrator scale down extremely well to board books. Bus Stops has appealing repetition, a surprise on every page, and a few adventurous words set in context.
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		Reading with Toddlers


			Gradually, and then suddenly—that’s how Ernest Hemingway described going broke. More recently John Green described falling in love in a similar way: slowly, then all at once. This concept also usefully captures how a baby turns into a toddler. You see it coming, yet before you know it, it’s upon you. Your once tiny, docile babe is now a force to be reckoned with, in possession of a distinct personality, able to communicate all too clearly his own needs, desires, and preferences. And he moves—sometimes very quickly. Your home becomes a riot of activity, your days a bit trickier to plan and control. 


			That’s why it’s good to have the routines and patterns of reading well in place by the time toddlerhood is fully in effect, with all its rollicking and clattering. Because as valuable as reading is to a baby, for a toddler the benefits start to skyrocket. In fact, it’s hard to overestimate the greatness of reading for a toddler’s intellectual, emotional, and social development. For the parents of toddlers, too, it is a godsend: If nothing else, it offers a moment of quiet in what can seem like frantic days.


			Just as babies and young children benefit from hearing many different words, they also need to be exposed to a variety of information—and never more so than when they are toddlers, venturing out into the great big world for the first time. When you read with toddlers, they are really taking it in: vocabulary and language structure, numbers and math concepts, colors, shapes, flora and fauna, manners and rules of behavior, and all kinds of other useful facts about how the world works. Toddlers are constantly gathering knowledge, and there is no more efficient way to deliver it to them than through the pages of books. They go beyond just learning what the words are, to learning how to apply those words to the world around them.


			That knowledge helps them navigate their lives right now—learning how to say “please,” figuring out the difference between a tractor and a dump truck, understanding what makes a family—and it will be essential to their later progress as readers. 


			Toddlerhood is when you can use books to expand your child’s world, so be sure to read them all kinds of books. Don’t be afraid to expose even the smallest toddlers to subjects for which they don’t have any context. All topics—from geology to the history of art to life in different cultures—can be broken down into small parts and made interesting and understandable by a great children’s book. A child doesn’t have to have been to a beach to read about one.


			[image: ]


			Here’s What You Need to Know


			Open Up Their Worlds


			Toddlers’ minds are flexible, expansive, and generous. They don’t care if the main character is a boy or a girl or a hamster. Take advantage of this time to expose them to a balanced cast in their books, and help children of both sexes spend time with themes that might seem exclusively or stereotypically “boy oriented” (say, trucks, machinery, sports) or “girl oriented” (say, friendship, cooking, fairies). Seek out books that show girls being active and assertive and boys being sensitive and nurturing. Books that feature a protagonist whose gender is not clear are great, too (animals! robots! ), for implanting the idea that gender roles and identities don’t have to be set in stone, and that beyond “masculine” or “feminine” is simply “human.”


			Reflect the Real World 


			What holds true for gender also holds true for race, culture, class, and geographic borders. It’s getting easier to find books with racially and ethnically diverse characters in them, at long last. Make a point of reading these to your child. If your child is a member of a racial or ethnic minority, it’s especially important to seek out books that feature children who look similar to yours. All children need to see themselves reflected in stories. But no matter what your child’s background happens to be, find books that casually show people with different skin tones and ethnicities building a rocket ship or exploring an underwater cavern or simply going to the grocery store with Grandpa. Bring them stories that present the variety of cultural traditions and family structures and life experiences that coexist in our communities. As you read with them, you’re helping prepare them for life in a diverse world—and you’re helping to build their capacity for empathy. (See our lists in Part Five of books that are especially strong on building empathy and kindness, pages 171 to 176.) Books are a great way to “try on” other people’s experiences, and toddlers are at a developmental point where they need to start understanding how other people feel—and treating them accordingly. 


			Literacy experts talk about the need for a child to be exposed to books that are both “mirrors and windows,” in the words of the scholar Dr. Rudin Sims Bishop. Some should be mirrors in which a child can see herself. Others,  windows into the experiences of people who are different. By giving your toddler both kinds of books, you’re helping with the task of learning how to value and respect himself while also valuing and respecting others.
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			Develop Rituals Around Reading


			As toddlerhood settles in and preschool is upon you, there are still, of course, the emotional benefits of regular reading that began when your child was a baby. Each time you read to him, your toddler is experiencing the connection between books and the familiar, beloved sound of your voice—that physical closeness reading together brings. You’re continuing to build a deeply positive association with books that will last a lifetime. 


			But even if you’re totally on board with the idea, there is still the matter of working reading into your busy days. Bedtime reading is a familiar nightly routine for parents of toddlers, and it’s probably the easiest way to guarantee some reading every day. There may be no sweeter part of parenthood than the ritual of reading books before your child falls asleep. Make sure there’s time for a picture book (or three, or four . . .). Keep the atmosphere around bedtime soothing and not rushed, and choose some of the many books that end, strategically, with a peaceful going-to-bed scene (though friskier books about sleep-avoiding children are fun, too). It’s a great way to get your little ball of energy to unwind before bed, and it’s a good habit to nurture now so that nightly reading time is completely ingrained in both of you by the elementary school years.
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