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


—Italo Calvino,


The Baron in the Trees


















AUTHOR’S NOTE


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


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


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




Footnote


1 In the UK, the equivalent position is called the Children’s Laureate.
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A GRAND UNIFYING THEORY OF CHILDREN’S LITERATURE


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


Anyway, this is a book for adults.


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


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


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


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


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


Wait, no! That’s a terrible idea.


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


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


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


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














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














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


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


All this stuff drives me nuts.


Our definition of children’s books must be expansive, encompassing works as varied in subject, style, and viewpoint—and even quality—as we find in books for adults. Really, children’s books must be as varied as the lives of the children who read them. When children cannot find their experiences and emotions—even (and especially) their fear, jealousy, sadness, and anger—reflected in the stories they read, two things can happen, both bad. Kids may abandon reading and seek out art and media that better reflects their lives. Or, instead of deciding that there is something wrong with books, children may decide that there must be something wrong with themselves, and become ashamed of the very human feeling, which adults have excluded from their literature. As an author, I find the first possibility dismaying. But the second outcome should be unbearable to us all.


Didacticism, always the enemy of good storytelling, is rampant in children’s books, thanks to our long-standing insistence on stories that teach kids lessons. But children’s literature can be a refuge from the relentless paternalism of adults. The children’s book author is under no obligation to instruct or encourage or explain. Our only duty is to tell good stories. And the best stories for kids—like the best stories for adults—tell the truth about what it means to be a human in the world. But it means something very different to be a child in this world than it does to be an adult. The best children’s writers tell the truth in a way that is recognizable and authentic to children.


When we celebrate children’s literature, we must avoid the trap of utilitarianism. Claims that books will improve kids’ behavior, enhance their emotional development, or raise their test scores may be true, but they inevitably end up limiting the ambit of children’s literature. Art need not be useful. A childen’s book is not a tool. Champions of kids’ books should also be wary of sunny appeals to futurity: “We are making lifelong readers! Shaping future leaders! Molding model citizens!” Yes, okay, sure, the children are the future; in twenty years, more people who are currently kids will be alive than people who are currently adults. But the children’s writer—and anyone who gives books to children—would do better to think about children in the present. Kids are human beings right now, with rich interior lives. They deserve entertaining stories and meaningful art.


Now: While I am arguing that great art is possible in children’s books, I am definitely not suggesting that children’s books are an inherently great art form. I don’t even believe that making great art for kids must always be our goal! A healthy children’s literature will contain great works of art, but there should also be plenty of trash, because trash is a necessary byproduct of art making, and also because trash can be fun to read, and children have as much a right to enjoy trash as adults do.


This book is not another skirmish in the long-running border wars between genre fiction and literary fiction, because children’s books aren’t a genre. It’s more useful to think about children’s books as a collection of forms. For fiction,5 there are board books, which are very short and have thick, nontoxic pages that are perfect for babies to chew on; picture books, short illustrated works in which the text and images share storytelling duties;6 early readers, designed to be the first books a child reads independently, and so have shorter words, clean typography, and illustrations that tend to reinforce rather than extend the text; comics, which tell stories in sequential panels that blend words and pictures; and novels, formally indistinct from adult novels,7 except that children’s novels are more likely to contain illustrations.


Throughout these forms, you will find works of all genres. There is children’s fantasy, children’s sci-fi, children’s realistic fiction.8 Children’s books are not defined by a shared set of conventions or plots or themes or aims or preoccupations. They’re defined only by their audience: children.


This is why our low cultural regard for children’s literature is so alarming. When literary purists dismiss genre fiction, they’re failing to see the potential of a certain mode of storytelling. But snobbery is a literary misdemeanor. When we dismiss children’s books, what we’re really doing is failing to recognize the potential of children. It’s a literary crime of a much greater magnitude. If you don’t think children’s books are real books, on some level you don’t think children are real people.


Why wouldn’t we expect excellence in children’s literature, when we demand it from literature for adults?9 We don’t, upon meeting a pediatrician, ask if they ever plan on becoming a real doctor. We don’t call pediatrics “cute medicine.” Our expectations—and our esteem—are generally higher for the professionals who serve children. We require pediatricians to master all the general medical knowledge of an internist, and also to have specific expertise in developmental milestones, childhood diseases, and pediatric pharmacology. Ideally, they’re also really good at talking to kids.
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