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Welcome 

Introduction  
For a decade, educator and children’s literature enthusiast Bob Seney has written a column for 2e: Twice

-Exceptional Newsletter entitled “Bob Seney on Books.” During these years he has contributed so many in-
sightful reviews of books appropriate for gifted and twice-exceptional children, and we thank him  sincerely 
for his efforts! 

Some readers may be unfamiliar with the term twice exceptional (2e for short). It refers to gifted chil-
dren who are exceptional both because of their intellectual giftedness and because of special needs such 
as learning disabilities, attention deficit disorder, or emotional or behavior difficulties — any of which can 
cause problems both academically and in social or family settings. 

Twice-exceptional children generally have little difficulty grasping concepts or generating ideas. What 
trips them up might be organizing their ideas to put them on paper, writing legibly, doing calculations accu-
rately, or following instructions step by step. On 
the outside, these students might seem distract-
ed, uninterested, disruptive, or lazy; and it’s 
easy to think that they could improve just by 
“trying harder.” In many cases, however, they  
can’t. Their learning challenges are often the 
result of the way their brain is “wired.” In these 
individuals, messages traveling from the senses 
to the brain encounter “interference” along the 
way, making it hard for the brain to quickly and 
easily make sense of the signals it receives. As 
a result, twice-exceptional students can be try-
ing very hard but not getting the same results as the other students around them. 

A child with this profile can be a challenge to raise, to teach, or just to understand. Through his selec-
tion of books and his thoughtful reviews, Bob Seney offers parents and teachers guidance in selecting and 
helping children connect with ideas  and characters that they can relate to. The columns selected for this 
booklet address these topics: 

 Exceptionalities 

 Social issues 

 Picture books for all ages. 

 

From Bob Seney  
One of the joys in writing my column, “Bob Seney on Books,” for 2e Newsletter is working with our editors 

and publishers, Linda C. Neumann and J. Mark Bade. They make my writing cleaner and better. I thank them. 
It is at their encouragement that we are publishing this collection of book reviews from over the past several years.  
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Most, but not all, of the reviews are of literature that somehow deals with characters who are twice ex-
ceptional. You will find echoed throughout several of the reviews how important I think it is that our 2e learn-
ers have the opportunity to read about individuals who face the same issues they face. Offering these kinds 
of books to our 2e readers is an informal approach to bibliotherapy, the technique of reading literature that 
positively addresses issues or concerns that exist in the lives of students or classrooms. It serves to defuse 
problematic issues or situations by prompting positive discussions and by leading readers to individually 
have an “aha” moment in their reading when they realize that they are not alone in their frustrations or prob-
lems. Pairing 2e readers with books that reflect their feelings and experiences can help lead these young 
people to positive conclusions as well as positive actions. 

This collection begins with my “philosophy” and a summary of the results of a lifetime of working with 
gifted learners and their reading. I hope that these columns will not only introduce both parents and teachers 
to important and significant literature in a variety of genres, but will provide guidance in helping our twice-
exceptional learners grow into their full potential. 

 
Happy Reading! 
 
— Dr. Bob Seney, Professor Emeritus/Gifted Studies, Mississippi University for Women 
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 Chapter 

1 Reading and the Gifted Reader 

For this booklet, I have been asked to share the 
“philosophical” aspects of my approach to reading 
for gifted readers, including those who are twice 
exceptional. These thoughts and concepts have 
been developed over a lifetime of reading and a 
long career in gifted education. My thoughts and my 
approach have been influenced by many scholars in 
the field, too many to be listed and perhaps some 
too far in the past to be remembered. However, a 
few who have made a major impact on my thinking 
should be mentioned: Louise Rosenblatt, Richard 
Abrahamson, Kenneth Donelson, Judith Halsted, 
Robert Probst, Nancy Atwell, and Teri Lesesne.  

Since the mid-1980’s, I have been presenting a 
session at the annual conference of the National 
Association for Gifted Children and at state gifted 
conferences that I call What’s New in Young Adult 

Literature. In it, I build a rationale for using young 
adult (YA) literature with gifted learners; and I share 
classroom strategies and review a list of the year’s 
current literature.  

I was first introduced to young adult literature 
when I was teaching an eighth-grade language arts 
class for identified gifted learners. As part of our 
curriculum, we read and studied William Sleator’s 
House of Stairs (1975). I was hooked! (This novel is 

now available from 
Puffin Books in a 
1991 reissue.) 
About the same 
time, I “took” a class 
in young adult litera-
ture from Richard 
Abrahamson at the 
University of Hou-
ston. This class was 
being taught in an 
area adjacent to 
where I was taking 
one of my first clas-
ses for my doctoral 

program. By strategi-
cally placing myself, I had a good view of Dick’s lec-
tures and was well within listening range to hear the 
discussions. It was much more interesting than the 
class I was taking — which to be honest, I can’t re-
member! Later, I was able officially to take a class 
from Dr. Abrahamson, an experience that prompted 
a long-time love affair with YA lit and the study of the 
instruction of reading, especially for gifted learners.  
 
Characteristics of Gifted Readers  

As I began to develop my “program” of reading, I 
investigated the gifted characteristics most related 
to reading. Judith Halsted offers a list of verbal char-
acteristics in the first edition of her 1988 book, Guid-
ing Gifted Readers. That book has since been retitled 
Some of My Best Friends Are Books (Great Potential 
Press, 2009) and is now in its third edition. Halsted 
notes the characteristics of gifted children in her 
book and offers strategies for challenging their ver-
bal abilities. The table at the top of page 5 summariz-
es that information. 

Bob Seney presenting at a national  

gifted conference 
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Characteristics of Gifted Readers 

 Have a passion for reading 

 Learn to read earlier, often spontaneously in 
preschool 

 Learn to read independently soon after class-
room instruction begins 

 Have advanced reading abilities and read at a 
faster rate 

 Read materials beyond the norm for their age 

 Have an advanced and large vocabulary 

 Require less drill — if any — to master tech-
niques of the reading process 

 Read longer and a wider variety of literature 

 Have reading interests that differ considerably 
from their age group 

 Are more likely to branch out from realistic 
fiction to fantasy, historical fiction, and biog-
raphy 

 Continue to be voracious readers into  
adulthood 

I reviewed the literature to see what author-  
ities have said about characteristics of gifted read-
ers. From this quick review (Halsted, 2009; Gross, 
1994; Hawkins, 1983; Whitehead, 1984), I have 
compiled the list of characteristics of gifted readers 
shown in the upper right column on this page. More 
recent studies continue to support these character-
istics (Reis, 2011).  
    
Books that Appeal to Gifted Readers 

If these are our readers, then we must guide 
them to appropriate literature that reflects who they 
are. Again, Judith Halsted has been more than help-
ful. Through her research and experience, she has 
provided a list of characteristics of books best suit-
ed to gifted readers. These characteristics appear in 
the lower right column on this page.  

What I have discovered, through my studies and 
experience with gifted readers, is that young adult 
literature provides a rich resource for their reading. 
In studying the characteristics of this genre, I found 
a good match between young adult literature and 
the characteristics of both gifted readers and the 
books most appropriate for them. While several 
scholars have defined the characteristics of this 
literature, perhaps the classic in the field is Litera-
ture for Today’s Young Adults, now in its ninth edi-
tion (Donelson & Nilsen, 2008). This book features 
a widely accepted list of characteristics of young 
adult literature shown in the lower table on the op-
posite page.   

Other lists have been created as well. I am es-
pecially partial to Monseau and Salvner’s 1992 list, 
Elements Displayed by YA Lit Today, which certainly 
reflects Donelson’s list but updates it as well. These 
authors begin by saying: 

Young adult novels have come of age 
because they have demonstrated the 
same skillful craftsmanship employed in 
all good literature and because they 
have translated to the world of the 
young adult the same conflicts and is-
sues with which all humans struggle.  
 (Monseau & Salvner, 1992) 

Books that Appeal to Gifted Readers 

 Use a high level of language and vocabulary 

 Have pronunciation guides, maps, and glossa-
ries (“notes” at the end) 

 Use the full array of literary devices and de-
scriptive words that stimulate strong visual 
images 

 Are written by authors who delight in the use 
of language and the expression of nuance 

 Provide language patterns and vocabularies 
from other times and places 

 Have structures that put the mind to work 

 Have settings that evoke an experience of 
other lifestyles 

 Present unresolved problems that let readers 
draw their own conclusions 

(Halsted, 2009) 

In short, these are the same elements we find in all 
masterfully crafted works of fiction!  
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Gifted Children and Reading 

Characteristics of Gifted Children 
(Halsted, 2009) 

Ways to Challenge the Verbal Abilities of 
Gifted Children 

(Adapted from Halsted, 2009) 

 Possess a large vocabulary and use advanced 
terminology correctly 

 Often read early; may be self-taught; and read 
enthusiastically and widely, often above grade 
level 

 Select their reading materials purposefully 

 Understand language subtleties and use lan-
guage for humor 

 Write words and sentences early and produce 
superior creative writing 

 Display verbal ability in self-expression, choice 
of colorful and descriptive phrasing, and easily 
learn a second language 

 Insure that they use their full vocabulary and de-
velop it further with intellectual peers 

 Provide books at an appropriate intellectual and 
emotional level 

 Introduce books that present a variety of literary 
conventions and styles that use language grace-
fully and creatively 

 Insure that they express ideas verbally and in 
depth by writing or speaking with others who 
challenge their ideas 

Characteristics of Young Adult Literature 

Literature for Today’s Young Adults 
(Adapted from Donelson and Nilsen, 2005) 

Elements Displayed by YA Lit Today 
(Adapted from Monseau & Salvner, 1992) 

 Authors write from the viewpoint of young  
people. 

 Adults often don’t play an important role in the 
development of the plot. 

 The literature is fast-paced. 

 The literature includes a variety of genres and 
subjects. 

 The body of work includes stories about char-
acters from different ethnic and cultural 
groups. 

 The books are basically optimistic, with charac-
ters making worthy accomplishments. 

 Successful young adult novels deal with emo-
tions that are important to young adults. 

  

 Complex characters that seek to resolve conflicts 
of tremendous consequence to themselves and 
the world 

 Vividly drawn minor characters that not only cre-
ate texture but also advance the actions of the 
stories and serve as meaningful foils and allies 
for protagonists 

 Vivid settings — both real and imaginary 

 Plots that hold the reader through deft pacing, 
skillful use of suspense, and the use of flash-
backs and other manipulations of time sequence 

 Experimentation with various points of view from 
which the stories are told 

 Treatment of thematic issues that matter not 
only to teens but to all of us: the quest for justice, 
the savagery of war and hatred, and the strug-
gles for love, acceptance, and understanding 
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Picture Books 

As you will notice again and again in this publi-
cation,  I really push the concept of using picture 
books with all ages of learners, including secondary 
students. (Yes, secondary!) The growing sophistica-
tion of this genre makes it a very rich resource for 
not only encouraging reading, especially for  
reluctant readers, but for critical thinking and enriching 
discussions.  

In my graduate-level course on the history and 
development of children’s literature, I taught that 
the use of illustrations in literature for children 
serves three basic purposes:  

 To provide decoration to break up the text. This 

first purpose is perhaps the most common use 
of illustrations. In chapter books, they are often 
found at the beginning and/or end of the  
chapters.  

 To amplify the text. Illustrations provide visual 

clues for the narrative.  

 To provide information important to plot, theme, 

etc., in a non-textual way. In other words, the 
illustrations are integral to telling the story. This 
is the most sophisticated way of using illustra-
tions and one that has propelled textless books 
into prominence and popularity. 

This third use of illustrations, I readily admit, is 
my very favorite. An excellent example is Chris Van 
Allsberg’s 1986 book The Stranger, a book that I 
highly recommend. In this remarkable illustrated 
tale, the Stranger, who after an accident does not 
remember who he is, finds his identity in a moment 
shown only in illustration, not in text. This single il-
lustration is the climax of the story.  

As picture books have grown in sophistication, 
we are no longer looking at illustrated texts that 
simply support the young reader. Instead, we are 
dealing with texts and illustrations that easily lead to 
in-depth discussions and investigations. I have writ-
ten reviews for the NAGC publication Teaching for 
High Potential to encourage the use of picture 
books in the secondary classroom. One review dealt 
with the books and illustrations of the amazing 

Making a Match  

My basic premise is that when you compare 
the characteristics of gifted readers, especially 
their verbal characteristics; the characteristics of 
books most suited for gifted learners; and the char-
acteristics of young adult literature, you have an 
almost perfect match. This leads me to the conclu-
sion that young adult literature is highly appropri-
ate for gifted learners, a conclusion that will guide 
us in making the match between readers and 
books. This approach has indeed led many gifted 
readers into positive reading experiences. 

When dealing with twice-exceptional learners, 
then, the process is even more acute, especially if 
the problem is reading. Whatever the situation, we 
teach to their strengths to support and build on 
problem areas of learning. At Liberty School in Du-
rango, Colorado, a school for dyslexic, gifted, and 
twice-exceptional learners, the reading program 
relies heavily upon young adult literature and we 
have had some rather excellent results. This genre 
provides the high-level interest and the appropriate 
challenge that these students need. Because some 
special learners, especially older ones, are turned 
off by “baby” books, the selection of books and 
literature for these readers becomes even more 
specialized. 
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young illustrator Jon Klassen, who has produced 
these award winners:  

 I Want My Hat Back (Candlewick Press, 2011), 

winner of a 2012 Caldecott Honor 

 A sequel to his 2011 book, This is Not my Hat 

(Candlewick Press, 2012), a Caldecott Award 
winner in 2013 

 Extra Yarn (Balzer + Bray, Harper Collins, 

2012), written by Mac Barnett and illustrated 
by Klassen, which also won him a 2013 
Caldecott Honor. 

Thus a theme is introduced that is quite remi-
niscent of Charles Williams’ 1930 novel War in 

Heaven (new paperback edition published in 2012 
by CreateSpace Independent Publishers’ Platform). 
Connecting picture books and “serious” literature? 
You bet! 

 
In Conclusion 

I have found that young adult literature is a very 
rich resource, and I conclude with my suggestions 
for making selections from this genre for gifted and 
2e readers. First, know your literature as you help 
make the match. Remember that YA lit ranges in 
level from about 8th grade through high school, and 
the content of some books may be inappropriate for 
younger gifted readers. Second, consider the inter-
ests of the students for whom you are selecting 
books and be guided by the basic criteria of appro-

priateness and challenge. Finally, consider the im-
portance of personal choice in determining what a 
young person will read. (This, in itself, is a topic for 
another time!) 

I think we can readily agree that our goal should 
be to help gifted and 2e readers — and all others — 
become skilled, passionate, habitual, critical, and 
creative readers. To do this, we must guide our stu-
dents into positive reading experiences, taking into 
consideration their interests and abilities, appropri-
ate challenge levels, and appropriate content.  
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 Chapter 

2 Exceptionalities 

The books reviewed in this chapter deal directly with many of the second “e’s” in 2e, 
including autism, dyslexia, dyscalculia, and even cerebral palsy. Of those dealing with au-
tism, we have a legal mystery involving a young man with high-functioning autism; a story 
involving time travel; and a story of how a girl (an artist) deals with personal loss. All of 
these help us “get inside the head” of those on the spectrum. 

There’s an adventure story in which a dyslexic boy discovers talents he didn’t know he 
had. In another story, a dyslexic, highly intelligent girl sees a topsy-turvey, Alice-like world 
and is helped by a compassionate teacher. Books like these can help readers understand 
the challenges posed by those conditions — especially when the challenges are accompa-
nied by strengths and talents.  

Marcelo in the Real World (Autism) 
By Francisco W. Stork  

Arthur A. Levine Books, 2009 

Reviewed: March, 2010 

Every once in a while, I read a novel that sticks 
with me, one that I just can’t seem to get out of my 
head. Our novel in question is one of those for me. 
It’s also a leading contender for a spot on the list of 
my Top Ten Reads of the Year. The book is Marcelo 
in the Real World, by Francisco W. Stork. Wow!  

This book is extremely well written, and it treats 
autism with a sensitivity and intimacy that I have 
found in no other novels in which autism or any oth-
er disability plays a role. Marcelo is 17 years old, 
and he hears music that nobody else hears — a 
strange and different expression of his autism. The 
young man is high functioning with an astounding 
memory and an incredible reasoning ability. His au-
tism is expressed by the way he refers to himself 
and others in the third person; by his reticence in 

social situations; by his literal interpretation of what 
people say; and by his need for strict order and pro-
cedures. As the novel plays out, we find that he is 
also an incredible individual that we come to love.  

Throughout the novel, I found myself rooting for 
Marcelo and becoming angry at those, including his 
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father, who do not understand his disabilities. Mar-
celo‘s father is a successful lawyer who refuses to 
believe that his son hears music or that Marcelo is 
indeed different. Because his father wants Marcelo 
to become part of the “real world,” he decides that 
his son should work in his law firm for the summer 
to experience that “real world.” In the fall, he wants 
Marcelo to attend public high school instead of Pat-
terson, a school for students with disabilities.  

Marcelo, on the other hand, wants to stay at 
Patterson, spending the summer there working with 
the younger students and the Haflinger ponies, a 
part of the school’s treatment and therapy program. 
He’s certain that his father is wrong, that a regular 
school is not right for him. “I do not want to go to 
Oak Ridge next year,” he states. “A regular high 
school is not for Marcelo. I do not fit in.” After some 
argument, his father agrees that Marcelo can return 
to Patterson if he is successful in his summer expe-
rience working at the law firm. If not, he must attend 
the public high school for his senior year. 

At the law firm, Marcelo is to work in the mail 
room under the direction of Jasmine, who at first 
resents having the “boss’s son” fill a spot that she 
wanted someone else to fill. However, it turns out 
that Jasmine is a promising musician and this com-
mon bond provides the basis of a unique relation-
ship. She even shares with Marcelo how his father 
described him — as having “some kind of cognitive 
disorder.” Marcelo is intrigued and they have this 
exchange: 

 “‘Cognitive disorder’ is not an accurate descrip-

tion of what happens inside Marcelo’s head. 
‘Excessive attempt at cognitive order’ is closer to 
what actually takes place.”  

“Yeah? I like excessive order myself. Is that an 
illness?” 

“If it keeps you from functioning in society the 
way people think a normal person should, then our 
society calls that an illness.” 

Marcelo is successful in his job. He also begins 
to see that the “real world” has its peculiarities, its 
intrigues, its cruelties, and its lack of honesty. While 
helping file documents for a case, he discovers a 
photo of a young girl with a disfigured face, which 
sparks his interest and investigation. From there, the 
plot takes on several dimensions as Marcelo learns 
the truth about the girl and finds that he must make 
a decision between what is right and what is wrong. 
The result is likely to reflect negatively upon his fa-
ther and the law firm, and it will probably determine 
whether Marcelo can return to Patterson.  

Marcelo in the Real World is a book that should 
be read by anyone who has an interest in or contact 
with autism, although it‘s probably best suited to 
older readers. The book jacket describes the book 
this way:  

Reminiscent of The Curious Incident of 
the Dog in the Night-Time in the inten-
sity and purity of its voice, this extraor-
dinary novel is a love story, a legal dra-
ma, and a celebration of the music 
each of us hears inside.  

What more could I say? Happy Reading!  

Resources for Autism 
 The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, by Mark Haddon (Doubleday, 2003)  

 Different Minds: Gifted Children With AD/HD, Asperger Syndrome, and other Learning Deficits, by  
Deirdre Lovecky (Jessica Kingsley, 2004) 

 “Gifted Children with Asperger Syndrome,” by Deirdre Lovecky, http://www.2enewsletter.com/
article_aspergers_lovecky.html  

 “High-Functioning Autism (HFA) and Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs),” http://www.hoagiesgifted.org/
aspergers.htm  

 Look Me in the Eye: My Life with Asperger’s, by John Elder Robison (Crown, 2007) 

 Neurodiversity: Discovering the Extraordinary Gifts of Autism, ADHD, Dyslexia, and Other Brain Differ-
ences, by Thomas Armstrong (Da Capo Press, 2010) 
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There Are No Words (Autism) 
By Mary Calhoun Brown  

Lucky Press, 2010 

Reviewed: November, 2010 

Every once in awhile I read a novel that just 
keeps running around in my mind. This year there 
were two such books that really made an impres-
sion. Actually, neither are my very favorite reads of 
the year, but both did make my Candidates for Top 
Ten Reads List. They were The Alchemist (2006 
latest edition, HarperCollins) by Paulo Coelho, a 
mystical and philosophical little novel very much in 
the ilk of The Little Prince and Jonathan Livingston 
Seagull. The other, the subject of this column, is 
There Are No Words, by Mary Calhoun Brown. 

Brown has given us a truly unique story — part 
historical fiction, part fantasy, and part realistic nov-
el — dealing with an autistic girl. The author weaves 
these three elements together in a tight, exciting 
drama based on a real historical situation, a train 
wreck in 1918. Called “the deadliest train wreck in 
U. S. history,” this disaster claimed the lives of over 
100 people. Brown takes this event and creates a 
tale surrounding the life of Jaxon MacKenzie, a 
twelve-year-old girl.  

Jaxon is both autistic and mute, but secretively 
literate. Very much so! In fact, the book that she is 
reading as the plot takes shape is Plutarch’s The 
Lives of Illustrious Men, which she has secreted 
from her grandfather’s extensive library. In this book 
she finds an interesting article and book dedication 
around which the plot develops. (By the way, her 
favorite book is Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, which 
underscores her active, responsive mind and  
capabilities.)  

Jaxon lives with her grandparents, with whom 
she has a close, intimate, and nurturing relation-
ship. Her mother, who has changed since the death 
of her husband and Jaxon’s father, is intent upon 
placing Jaxon in a special boarding school. Both her 
grandparents and Jaxon believe that this school is 
not where she should be.  

In her grandparent’s parlor hangs a painting 

created by Jaxon’s uncle. In it are two children, a boy 
and a girl holding hands, walking away from the 
viewer down a wooded lane. Jaxon finds peace look-
ing at this painting, which she often does for long 
periods of time. This is where fantasy comes into 
play, when one evening the little girl reaches through 
the painting and draws Jaxon into 1919 rural West 
Virginia. The historical setting and situation begin to 
play out, and Jaxon soon realizes that she has been 
drawn back into history for a special purpose. The 
plot moves quickly and excitingly from here. Again, 
the temptation exists to tell too much of the plot, but 
this is one in which readers must make some dis-
coveries themselves.  

Brown is unusually sensitive to autism. Her de-
scriptions of Jaxon’s frustrations, the reactions of 
people to her condition, and the physical sensation 
of being touched by people are — simply put — amaz-
ing. Truly, this is one novel that will help others un-
derstand autism. Indeed, a very important part of 
this novel is the extensive resource list (five pages!) 
found at the end. For teachers, there is also a free 
curriculum guide upon request. Go to 
www.marycalhounbrown.com for more information. 

I was quite impressed with this little novel. Not 
only does it tell so much (and beautifully so) in its 
only 113 pages, the book is also enriched with his-
torical photos of family and events. I may put There 
Are No Words down, but I can’t put it out of my 
mind. Highly recommended.  

Happy Reading!  
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Mockingbird (Autism) 
By Katherine Erskine  

Philomel, 2009 

Reviewed: July, 2011 

I am always on the lookout for novels that ad-
dress twice exceptionality. I also keep my eye on the 
major award winner lists. So you can imagine my 
delight when I find titles that meet both criteria! Out 
of My Mind (2010, Atheneum) by Sharon M. Draper, 
is one such example. [See page 16 of this booklet.] 
It has won at least three awards! And now we have 
Mockingbird by Kathryn Erskine.  

Mockingbird is truly an amazing novel. The ad-
jectives used in the reviews are really quite exuber-
ant and, in my opinion, the book deserves these rich 
accolades. I would consider Mockingbird to be im-
portant and significant, even if it hadn’t won all 
these honors: the prestigious 2010 National Book 
Award for Young People’s Literature, 2011 YALSA 
Best Fiction for Young Adults, and a Goodreaders’ 
2010 Choice Award for Middle School and Children’s 
Literature. Not surprising at all!  

The novel’s main character is Caitlin, a gifted 
artist and a remarkable, bright ten-year-old girl 
whose world is all black and white. For her, every-
thing is either good or bad. Anything else is confus-
ing. Catlin lives in this world with her own special, 
literal logic. She has Asperger Syndrome.  

Devon, Caitlin’s older brother, has always been 
her buffer to the larger world, her guide and her sup-
port. Then, tragically, Devon is shot and killed at the 
middle school. This tragedy affects the whole com-
munity, and each of the novel’s significant charac-
ters is attempting to deal with the death of this re-
markable young man. When Caitlin continually hears 
about closure from all those around her, she turns to 
her “best” friend, her dictionary, and decides that 
closure is what she and her Dad both need. (Caitlin’s 
mother has died before the story begins.) 

The novel, then, is the story of Caitlin’s quest to 
find and to bring closure for others. This becomes an 
amazing trip as she seeks to deal with her loss and 

her father’s deep grief. Important in this quest is her 
compassionate, sympathetic, and understanding 
school counselor, Mrs. Brooks, who helps Caitlin 
learn to deal with the world; to develop social skills 
that are most difficult for her; and to “mind her man-
ners” a bit, which provides humor. In addition, Cait-
lin struggles with the fact that there are few in her 
life “Who Get It” or “Look at The Person.” The novel 
will help you understand both phrases and why they 
are in capital letters.  

In the Author’s Notes, Erskine says “…I hope 
that readers will see that, by getting inside 
someone’s head, really understanding that person, 
so many misunderstandings and problems can be 
avoided — misunderstandings and problems that 
can lead to mounting frustration and, sometimes, 
even violence.” One of the amazing aspects of this 
novel is that we do get inside Caitlin’s head, and this 
does move us to a greater understanding and ac-
ceptance of Asperger’s.  

For me, perhaps, the most remarkable aspect of 
this novel is how Erskine has portrayed the thought 
processes of an individual with Asperger’s. Caitlin’s 
world view is sometimes so much more positive than 
what is really out there. Then, too, we find that her 
extremely literal interpretations unveil the contradic-
tions and hypocrisy in the so-called “real” world. 
“The longer readers spend in [Caitlin’s] world,” says 
Faith Brautigam in School Library Journal, “the more 
understandable her entirely literal and dispassion-
ate interpretations are.” 
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Mockingbird is another one of those novels that 
makes me want to tell too much! But I will not deny 
you the opportunity, the wonder, and the beauty of 
discovery in your own reading. However, I must men-
tion that there are several significant “symbols” that 
enrich this novel. The first, and perhaps most signifi-
cant, is Devon’s unfinished chest that he was build-
ing with his father. It plays an important role in sev-
eral ways — but enough said, Bob. Then there are 
colors. As mentioned earlier, Caitlin’s world is all 
black and white. She even draws and paints only in 
black and white. At the very end of the novel, Mr. 
Wallace (Who Gets It!) gives her a sketch book and 
a box of colored pencils. Caitlin’s acceptance of 
these colors marks a turning point, both in her life 
and in the novel. The third set of significant 
“symbols” are the many literary allusions to Harper 

Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, a Pulitzer Prize-winning 
novel originally published in 1960. Among other 
things, Devon’s nickname for Caitlin was Scout.  

I enjoyed Mockingbird so very much and on so 
many different levels, and I’m in good company. 
Booklist called it “a fine addition to the recent group 
of books with autistic narrators”; Horn Book de-
scribed it as “a strong and complex character 
study”; and School Library Journal claims it to be “a 
valuable book.”  

Mockingbird not only helps us to understand 
Caitlin’s world, but the world of Asperger’s and the 
struggles we all have in the loss of someone we 
love. I have already started my second read of this 
amazing and important little novel.    

Happy Reading!  

How Many Days Until Tomorrow?  
(Dyslexia) 
By Caroline Janover  

Woodbine House, 2000 

Reviewed: May, 2009 

One of the “perks” in writing this column is the 
communication I receive from readers. It is interest-
ing to note that from time to time several folks write 
about the same book. I have mentioned this 
“phenomenon of multiple recommendations” of a 
book in past columns. Today’s selection falls in that 
same category. Two teachers, a parent, and a stu-
dent insisted that I read How Many Days Until To-

morrow? The student reader’s comments were es-
pecially important: “I sometimes feel just like Josh.” 
Obviously, I had to take a look-see. Glad I did. 

Josh and his older brother, Simon, will be 
spending the summer with their grandparents on a 
remote island in Maine. Their parents have planned 
an extended business/vacation trip in Europe. Josh 
is not happy. An aficionado of baseball, and a pretty 
good player himself, twelve-year old Josh must 
spend a summer without the one activity in which 

he excels. Baseball distracts him from his frustra-
tion of dealing with dyslexia and with an older gifted 
brother, who keeps reminding him of his learning 
problems. 

Life on the island is pretty rough at first, but 
Josh discovers the sea animals and the other wild 
life of the island, especially the seals for which their 
island is named. In addition, he is bound and deter-
mined to win the approval of his grandfather, nick-
named “Grumps” by the two boys. A retired profes-
sor of Latin, “Grumps” lives up to his name and he 



13 

 

 seems to favor the scholarly Simon. But then life on 
the island turns out to be adventurous, and Josh 
begins to find skills and talents he didn’t know he 
had. He even begins to master skills that Simon finds 
difficult.  

When we throw in a beached whale, poachers 
illegally killing the seals, and a heroic rescue, we find 
all the necessary ingredients for a fast-moving, ad-
venturous plot with some important thematic issues 
as well. The book and the pace move quickly, and 
the short chapters of seven to eight pages will help 
keep the interest of the reader. I am sure that many 
dyslexic readers will not only find a hero in Josh but 
an excellent model as well.  

While the text is sometimes a bit simplistic, per-
haps better for students to handle, the character 
development, the story line, and what Josh and his 
grandfather discover make How Many Days Until 
Tomorrow? well worth the reading. I certainly recom-
mend it, and it might just be the right book to take 
on that summer trip — especially, if you are lucky 
enough to be going to an island!  

One more important note: Caroline Janover, the 
author, has dyslexia and is a learning disabilities 
teacher and consultant. She is the author of three 
other books that deal with students who have dys-

lexia. Happy Reading!  

Brown Girl Dreaming (Dyslexia) 
By Jacqueline Woodson  

Nancy Paulsen Books, 2014 

Reviewed: May, 2015 

I was unaware that one of my favorite authors, 
Jacqueline Woodson, was dyslexic. Not only does 
she describe her difficulties and successes in school 
in the fantastic Brown Girl Dreaming, but she won-
derfully and beautifully describes growing up in both 
the North and the South in the 1960’s and 1970’s. 
Notice that in only two sentences I’ve already used 
two powerful adverbs and one strong adjective! That 
should clue you in to my reaction to this multiple 
award-winning book. 

Woodson has chosen to tell the story of her 
childhood in verse. Each gripping entry/chapter 
takes the form of a stand-alone poem. She recounts 
heartbreaking tales of racism and prejudice bal-
anced by stories of family, of courage, and of special 
relationships, in particular of the special relationship 
between Woodson and her maternal grandfather, 
Gunnar. This relationship is told primarily in the 
chapter gunnar’s children and also in daddy this 
time. The author’s loving comments give more than 
ample credence to her statement that her grandfa-
ther was and remains a motivating force in her life.  

Space does not allow even brief comments up-
on the many chapters I would like to address, so we 
will make do with reactions on three chapters. In the 
first, reading, Woodson states, “I am not my sister.” 
She then describes how, for her, the words curl 
around each other on the page and don’t make any 
sense until she reads them ”again and again,” until 
the story settles into her memory. She is chided by 
her teachers who want her to “read faster,” to “read 
older.” She writes, “But I don’t want to read faster or 
older or anyway else that might make the story dis-
appear….”  

Take note parents and teachers. Our 2e stu-
dents need to choose their own pace and choose 
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Fish in a Tree (Dyslexia) 
By Lynda M. Hunt  

Nancy Paulsen Books, 2015 

Reviewed: September, 2015 

Sometimes a title just reaches out and grabs 
you. This is certainly true for Fish in a Tree, by Lynda 
M. Hunt I thought I was buying a book that dealt 
with bullying; and it certainly does, and oh, so much, 
much more! Ally Nickerson is in the sixth grade and 
she has a secret; a secret that even her mother 
doesn’t know; a secret that she has carefully hidden 
for years. Ally can’t read.  

their own books to give them the confidence to be-
come more sophisticated readers, those who, 
among other things, discover the sense of story in all 
that they read. Woodson describes in this chapter 
what happens when a story becomes part of her. 
She states that it is “…a story I will remember long 
after I’ve read it for the second, third, tenth, hun-
dredth time.” Surely this is the goal of every reader! 

In the chapter gifted Woodson’s thoughts re-
mind us of the danger of comparing siblings who 
might or might not be identified as gifted. Her older 
sister, Odella, is obviously gifted and a high perform-
er; but Woodson almost sadly writes, “I am not gift-
ed. When I read, the words twist — twirl across the 
page.” Nevertheless, the author is not without her 
dreams. She says: 

I want to catch words one day. I want 
to hold them 
then blow gently 
watch them float 
right out of my hands.  

Brown Girl Dreaming is certainly prime and won-
derful proof that Woodson has realized her dream in 
this book as well as in her others. We find this same 
dream referenced in paper, a chapter short enough 
to share here: 

The first time I write my full name 
Jacqueline Amanda Woodson 
without anybody’s help 
on a clean white page in my composition  
notebook, 
 I know 
if I wanted to 
I could write anything. 
Letters becoming words, words gathering  
meaning, 
 becoming 
thoughts outside my head 
becoming sentences  
written by 
 Jacqueline Amanda Woodson 

Letters becoming words, words gathering 
meaning, becoming thoughts…. We can only rejoice 
that Woodson has achieved this dream and has 
given us Brown Girl Dreaming. For me, this is one of 
those books that is uniquely special, important, and 
awe-inspiring. It is one of those books that every 
teacher should read and then guide his/her stu-
dents to its richness. That way, it can become an 
inspiration for all students, but especially for those 
who may be struggling with reading and writing. I 
simply cannot recommend this book highly enough. 

It is a must read! Happy Reading!  
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Ally is a whiz at math and has a great memory. 
She is a talented artist and an amazing problem 
solver — if the problem is not in written form. She 
has a wonderful sense of humor. Her wit, her intelli-
gence, and her personality have all helped her mask 
her problem so far; but now, in sixth grade, it has 
become even more difficult to keep this secret. Ally’s 
self-esteem plummets and she is convinced that 
help is not possible. “Just try harder” is not the an-
swer, as she points out when she says, “If trying to 
read helped, I’d be a genius.”  

Hunt does a beautiful job of sharing the frustra-
tions and, yes, the anger of 2e learners. She has Ally 
expressing many feelings and thoughts that 2e 
learners have shared with me. Because Ally’s intelli-
gence is obvious to those around her, their expecta-
tions are high and they do not suspect, or even see, 
her deep feelings of frustration.  

Hunt builds the story with the use of several 
symbols connected to Ally’s family life and primarily 
to her grandfather. Before his death, he was Ally’s 
major support and they engaged in one of their fa-
vorite activities, reading Alice in Wonderland to Ally. 
Throughout the book, she explains her frustrations in 
terms of Alice, both of whom are caught in a topsy-
turvy world. Ally, like Alice, believes she lives in a 
world where nothing makes sense. Her sketchbook, 
which she named The Sketchbook of Impossible 
Things, keeps her connected as she draws the “mind 
movies” that help her cope with her difficult world.  

Another means that Hunt uses to tie the plot 
together is giving Ally and her brother an interest in 
coins — an interest inherited from their grandfather, 
who would often ask, “Did you have a silver dollar 
day or a wooden nickel day?” Ally finds that she has 
way too many wooden nickel days. (By the way, sev-
eral references to coins and coin collecting through-
out the book may interest budding, young numist-

matologists.) Hunt shows her skill and craftsmanship 
with her use of these and other techniques to pro-
vide continuity, transition, and interest as she clever-
ly develops the story of Ally’s struggle. 

It takes Mr. Daniels, a long-term substitute 
teacher, to recognize in Ally what even she can’t see. 
After carefully watching her and asking a few quiet 
questions, Mr. Daniels suspects that Ally is dyslexic, 
which formal diagnosis substantiates. After winning 
Ally’s confidence, they set out together to conquer 
both reading and re-building Ally’s self-esteem. As 
Mr. Daniels points out: “Everyone is smart in differ-
ent ways. But if you judge a fish on its ability to climb 
a tree, it will spend its whole life thinking that it’s 
stupid.” Thus the title of the book — Ally thinks of 
herself as a fish in a tree. Finally, with Mr. Daniels’ 
help, she recognizes that “…’maybe I’m having trou-
ble’ is not the same as ‘I can’t.’”  

The novel then rolls along. No! It surges forward 
like an avalanche down the mountain as it builds on 
several sub-themes: relationships, loneliness, family, 
bullying, friendships, and especially courage. Not 
least among these themes is the tribute paid to all 
sensitive, compassionate, informed teachers who go 
the extra mile to meet the needs of all students.  

Fish in a Tree is another of those books that I’ve 
placed on my list of things that all teachers should 
read. It would be great for a class study novel, for 
use in bibliotherapy, and as a super read-aloud.  

Students who share Ally’s situation will readily 
identify with her. Other students will build empathy 
towards classmates with learning challenges as well 
as discover shared feelings, even if they don’t have 
the challenge of dyslexia. I highly recommend this 
wonderful, touching novel of courage, hope, 
and success.  

Happy Reading!  
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Out of My Mind (Cerebral Palsy) 
By Sharon M. Draper  

Atheneum, 2010 

Reviewed: March, 2011 

I have mentioned before that every once in a 
while a novel hits me pretty hard and it seems to 
haunt my thoughts for days, even weeks, after I 
have read it. Two examples are Mary Calhoun 
Brown’s There are No Words (Lucky Press, 2010)
and Sharon Creech’s Unfinished Angel 
(HarperCollins, 2009). Now, there’s this novel Out of 
My Mind by Sharon M. Draper.  

I was hooked with the very first sentences:  
“Words. I’m surrounded by thousands 
of words. Maybe millions. 
Cathedral. Mayonnaise. Pomegranate. 
Mississippi, Neapolitan. Hippopotamus. 
Silk. Terrifying. Iridescent. 
Tickle. Sneeze. Wish. Worry. 
Words have always whirled around me 
like snowflakes — each one delicate 
and different, each one melting un-
touched in my hands.… But only in my 
head. I have never spoken one single 
word. I am almost eleven years old.”  

Wow! Thus begins Melody’s heroic tale. Melody 
is a ten-year-old girl with cerebral palsy, and she is 
also a brilliant fifth grader with a photographic 
memory. However, Melody is unable to talk and her 
unresponsive and uncontrollable body is bound to a 
wheel chair. In the special education classes to 
which she is assigned, Melody has no opportunity to 
show that she is, in fact, the brightest student in the 
fifth grade.  

It takes the teamwork of a sensitive teaching 
intern from the local college and Melody’s very sup-
portive mom to discover a computer that can be 
adapted to meet Melody’s needs. This technology 
not only gives her a voice — it gives her freedom. 
Melody is quickly transitioned into regular classes 
where she meets curiosity, hostility, bullying, and 

social cliques. Determined not to be overcome by 
these “simple” obstacles, Melody proves her intel-
lectual ability by making the top scores on the quali-
fying tests for the school’s competitive quiz team. 
Once Mr. Dimming, the quiz team coach, accepts 
that Melody’s high scores were not just a fluke, Mel-
ody takes her place on the team. With her abilities, 
her team wins the regional competition and quali-
fies for the national competition in Washington D.C. 
Here’s where tragedy steps in, and we find the cli-
max of the story and Melody’s ultimate victory.  

What an amazing novel! It deals with so many 
issues that our challenged children must face daily. 
Through this story, Draper has provided an im-
portant and significant insight into the life of one 
such individual.  

The author also provides some insights into her 
thoughts and motivation in writing the book in an 
author’s note to readers, Draper, whose own daugh-
ter has cerebral palsy, writes: 

“I was fiercely adamant that nobody 
feel sorry for Melody. I wanted her to 
be accepted as a character and as a 
person, not as a representative for 
people with disabilities. Melody is a 
tribute to all the parents of disabled 
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kids who struggle, to all those children 
who are misunderstood, to all those 
caregivers who help every step of the 
way. It’s also written for people who 
look away, who pretend they don’t see, 
or who don’t know what to say when 
they encounter someone who faces 
life with obvious differences. Just 
smile and say hello!” 

That, in itself, is a significant lesson; but the 
lessons that Melody teaches us are even broader 
and more significant. I feel so strongly about Out of 
My Mind that I believe it should be required reading 
for any class that has or may have students with 
disabilities. And I don’t say that very often!  

With regard to why she wrote the novel, Draper 
states, “All great stories emerge from deep truths 
that rest within us.” Truly this novel brings those 
truths to the readers’ conscious level. Can we ever 
ask anything more from a novel? 

My response to Out of My Mind is purely and 
completely at Louise Rosenblatt’s emotive level! [If 
you don’t know her research on the levels of re-

sponse to literature, please send me an e-mail and I 
will “hook you up.”] If not careful, I could get very 
preachy about this amazing novel; but I will constrain 
myself and just urge you to read this truly remarka-
ble book. I promise, you will not be sorry. 

Happy Reading!  

Revisiting Some Authors Worth Remembering (Dyslexia) 
Books by Patricia Polacco and Rick Riordan 

Reviewed: September, 2011 

Thank You, Mr. Falker 

In the past few weeks, I’ve had the opportunity 
to recommend to two different sets of parents an old 
favorite of mine, and perhaps yours as well. Then it 
occurred to me this is certainly a book that I should 
have reviewed and recommended here. Actually, I 
did — way back in 2005. If you know this book, then 
you’ll probably be pleased to be reminded of it 
again; and if you don’t, this book is certainly one 
that you want to locate. The book in question is Pa-
tricia Polacco’s Thank You, Mr. Falker (Philomel, 
2001). First published in 1998, a new edition was 
published in 2001; and a new paperback version 
will be published in 2012. A 1999 paperback ver-
sion is still also available.  

Here is the touching plot line: Trisha is looking 
forward to school. She comes from a family of read-
ers and she is eager to join them. Trisha looks for-
ward to the time when she will take part in the fami-
ly tradition of tasting honey drizzled on a book to 
represent the “sweetness of knowledge,” which is so 

important to her grandfather and family. But when 
she goes to school, she finds that numbers and let-
ters seem to swim and wiggle on the page. At first, 
her remarkable memory hides the fact that she isn’t 
able to read. When discovered, her classmates taunt 
her and call her dumb. After awhile, she begins to 
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believe them and falls behind in her studies. Then in 
the fifth grade, a new teacher, Mr. Falker, sees her 
artistic talent and discovers that she can’t read. 
Working with her after school, he helps her learn to 
read and rebuilds her self-confidence. All of her stud-
ies improve as well as her artistic abilities.  

The story with its delightful illustrations, also by 
Polacco, in itself is noteworthy; but when we discov-
er in the Author’s Notes that this is Polacco’s own 
story, the book takes on gargantuan importance. It 
wonderfully presents how the comments of other 
children can deeply affect one’s self-concept and the 
consideration of one’s own worth and abilities. It 
also demonstrates how one person can make all the 
difference. But perhaps the most important thing 
about this book is that it beautifully illustrates how 
an individual can overcome learning disabilities and 
become very successful — in this case an award-
winning author and illustrator. It puts a positive spin 
on the difficulties that individuals with learning disa-
bilities have and provides a model of success to-
wards which they can strive. 

 

The Percy Jackson Olympian Series 

We also find this positive spin on learning disa-
bilities in the popular Percy Jackson Olympian series 
by Rick Riordan, a series that I have highly recom-
mended in the past. Riordan wrote this series pri-
marily for his two sons, both of whom are dyslexic. 
He uses the classical hero (an offspring of a human 
and a god) as his example. Combining a contempo-
rary setting in the United States with Greek mytholo-
gy, he creates an exciting tale of good against evil 

and the role that heroes must play in the approach-
ing battle between the gods. However, the heroes 
are almost all children who suffer from dyslexia. 
This is the result, Riordan explains, of having brains 
wired for ancient Greek! It takes only a small step 
from there to reinforce the idea that dyslexic individ-
uals are actually “heroes.” (Thus, dyslexic readers of 
both Riordan’s and Polacco’s books can begin to 
build positive self-images.) 

As we are all aware, the emotional impact of 
learning disabilities on our twice-exceptional chil-
dren is perhaps the most important thing that we 
must address in their learning programs. That’s a 
key reason why finding books that deal with success 
in learning is so important for our 2e learners. It’s 
also a reason that I am delighted to remind you of 
the works of these two authors. 

Happy Reading!  

Resources for Dyslexia 
 Barrington Stoke (publisher that specializes in high-interest, easy-to-read books for dyslexic readers), 

www.barringtonstoke.co.uk   

 Dyslexia, Dysgraphia and Dyscalculia, http://www.hoagiesgifted.org/dyslexia.htm 

 The Dyslexic Advantage: Unlocking the Hidden Potential of the Dyslexic Brain, by Brock L. and Fernette 
F. Eide (Hudson Street Press, 2011) 

 Overcoming Dyslexia: A New and Complete Science-Based Program for Reading Problems at Any Level, by 
Sally Shaywitz (Knopf/Random House, 2003)  

 “Stealth Dyslexia,” by Brock L. Eide, M.D., and Fernette F. Eide, M.D., http://www.2enewsletter.com/
article_eides_stealth_dyslexia.html  
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Wonder (A Disfiguring Disease) 
By R.J. Palacio  

Borzoi Book by Knopf, 2012 

Reviewed: July, 2012 

Be prepared to laugh, cry, and root for your fa-
vorite character. Even after my third read, I found 
more and more to appreciate in this amazing nov-
el, Wonder by R. J. Palacio. 

In Wonder, we find ten-year-old August Pullman 
— Augie — as he moves from being home schooled to 
the fifth grade of the private Beecher Preparatory 
School. Doesn’t sound too spectacular, does it? 
However, Augie was born with a rare genetic disease 
resulting in extreme facial abnormalities. He was not 
expected to survive but now, after many surgeries, 
he is a relatively healthy and intellectually gifted ten-
year-old. His almost over-protective parents have 
attempted to shield him from the stares and reac-
tions of people, but Augie is quite aware of his ap-
pearance and how others respond to it. When he 
was younger, he hid under an astronaut’s helmet, 
and this helped him cope with the reactions of 
strangers to his looks. What he wants more than 
anything is just to be a normal boy and to be accept-
ed as such. 

At first, Augie resists the idea of going to school, 
and even his parents are not in agreement if this is 
the right time. But with courage and a great deal of 
humor, Augie agrees that it is time. He’s well aware 
of what may happen; and for the most part he is 
right: staring, teasing, bullying, and, perhaps worst of 
all, separation and non-acceptance. Then, slowly, his 
intelligence, his humor, and the fact that he is just 
plain “awesome” begins to win over first a few chil-
dren and ultimately his whole class. After an incident 
at the school’s annual fifth-grade over-night nature 
retreat, Augie’s acceptance is not only assured, but 
celebrated. 

Well into the novel, Mr. Tushman, head of mid-
dle school at Beecher Preparatory, offers this quota-
tion as he is about to award the school’s Henry Ward 
Beecher Medal, the school’s highest honor: 

“Greatness lies not in being strong, 
but in the right using of strength…. He 
is the greatest whose strength carries 
up the most hearts by the attraction of 
his own.” — Henry Ward Beecher 

These words certainly capture what this novel is 
all about: “The test of one’s character. The strength 
of one’s courage….” But this is another novel that I 
don’t want to tell too much about, and, at this point, 
I must apply constraints so as not to ruin what I 
promise is an absolutely amazing read. 

That said, there’s one thing I must add. A partic-
ularly “wonderful” aspect of Wonder is the teacher 
Mr. Browne and his Monthly Precepts. On the first 
day of English class, he defines precepts this way: 

PRECEPTS = RULES ABOUT REALLY 
IMPORTANT THINGS…. Basically a pre-
cept is anything that helps guide us 
when making decisions about really 
important things. 

Each month Mr. Browne has his class discuss a 
precept and, at the end of the month, write an es-
say. Their first precept, “When given the choice be-
tween being right or being kind, choose kind,” be-
comes one of subthemes of the novel. Another one 
of the delights of this novel is that Mr. Browne’s pre-
cepts for the year are listed at the end of the book, 
plus the students’ summer precepts which they 
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send back to Mr. Browne. This practice is certainly 
one that I would steal if I were back in the class-
room, regardless of the age of my students. 

In this novel Palacio has dealt with a sensitive 
issue with honestly, compassion, humor, and 
straight-forwardness. She has created a wonderful 
cast of characters that interact both positively and 
negatively in building and recognizing that Augie is 
truly a wonder. In terms of craftsmanship, Palacio 
has enriched her novel by telling the story not only 
from Augie’s point-of-view, but from the points-of-
view of several other characters as well. This inter-
play of the various characters’ thoughts enriches 
and completes both the book’s plot and theme. 

In reading other reviews of this book, one  
consistently finds words like: remarkable, touching, 

engaging, rich, memorable, and a shining jewel. 
Repeatedly, there are phrases such as “…a beauti-
fully told story about heartache, love, and the value 
of human life.” (Patricia Reilly Giff, Newbery Medal 
Author) and “…a story that cannot help but encour-
age readers of all ages to do better and to be better, 
in how they treat others in life.” (Trudy Ludwig, an 
anti-bullying advocate). Recently, I found 
that Wonder is not only on a “good reads for sum-
mer” list but it also made a 2012 Top Novels list. I 
can’t recommend this novel too highly. In fact, it is 
on my “Must Read” list that I share with others. It is 
“cool beans!” Read the novel and you’ll get the 
point of reference. 

Happy Reading!  

Clara and Davie (Speech Difficulties) 
By Patricia Polacco  

Scholastic Press, 2014 

Reviewed: March, 2014 

It won’t surprise regular readers of this column 
that we are returning to author Patricia Polacco once 
again. Aside from being one of my favorite authors 
and illustrators, she always seems to be right “on 
spot” when it comes to so many issues, especially 
the subject of disabilities.  

Polacco herself is dyslexic. She told her person-
al story in Thank You, Mr. Falker (Philomel Books, 
2012 reissue), the well-known and very important 
picture book. In it, she tells how one teacher recog-
nized her potential and taught her how to read.  

Polacco bases many of her books on real-life 
events and narrative histories from her childhood. 
Our book for this issue began that way as well. It’s 
Clara and Davie, The True Story of Young Clara Bar-
ton, Founder of the American Red Cross. What 
makes this story even more poignant is to learn that 
Polacco is related to Clara Barton through her moth-
er’s family and that she is telling the true family sto-

ries about the young Clara. 
Clara was the fifth child, born on Christmas Day, 

1821, to a family of two sisters and two brothers. 
She was ten years younger that Davie, her youngest 
brother. Soon after Clara’s birth, her mother died. 
She was basically raised by her oldest sister, Dolly, 
and most especially by her brother, Davie. Davie 
adored his little sister, and it was he who “… taught 
her to climb trees, to chase fireflies, to jump deep 
furrows and throw clods of earth.” (p. 4) It was also 
Davie who taught her to love nature and animals. 
Soon it became common knowledge that Clara had 
a special way with hurt and sick animals. Even the 
neighbors brought their animals to “Clara’s healing 
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hands.” 
But there were problems. Whenever Clara 

talked, she struggled. “Her words just didn’t come 
out right. Horse was “horth.” Snapdragons were 
“thnathdargonth.” (p. 5) Since others teased her 
about her speech, she became very shy. School, 
where she was both teased and bullied, was a disas-
ter. Finally, Polacco tells how Clara runs away from 
home. Davie finds her in the barn with her animals 
and persuades their father that she should be taught 
at home. He agrees and the whole family helps out. 
Then this bright little girl begins to blossom.  

Clara’s healing powers are finally and fully real-
ized when Davie, her beloved brother, falls from the 
barn and is seriously injured. While the doctor does 
not expect Davie to live, Clara begins the long, slow 
process of nursing her brother back to health. Even-
tually, she inspires him to learn to walk again. On the 
first day that he begins to walk, Davie tells her, “You 
do have the gift of healing. It’s in your heart — and 
your hands…. Some day you are going to be a very 

great lady, Clara.” (p. 24)  
Clara and Davie will more than satisfy even the 

most critical of readers. Polacco has told a family 
story with warmth, humor, and wonderful sensitivity. 
The details of the story, the depth of the emotion, 
the theme of loving and caring sing out in this beau-
tiful book, which Polacco also illustrated in her inimi-
table style. The language flows; her illustrations 
move the plot forward; and the fact that it is a short 
biography will meet and please the many gifted read-
ers who favor this genre. (An added feature of this 
book is historical notes at the end that are quite 
good.) 

I always keep my eyes open for books that in-
spire. Especially, those that deal with the issues that 
our wonderful 2e learners share. Clara and Davie 
will not only inspire and please, but the book could 
easily lead to a more in-depth study of Clara Barton 
and the work she accomplished that changed the 
medical profession forever.  

Happy Reading!  

The Absolute Value of Mike (Dyscalculia) 
By Kathryn Erskine  

Philomel Books, 2011 

Reviewed: November, 2014 

Kathryn Erskine is fast becoming one of my fa-
vorite authors. Her 2010 National Book Award Win-
ner, Mockingbird, made my 2011 Top Ten Reads 

List. In The Absolute Value of Mike, we have one 
more example of Erskine’s intricate storytelling and 
craftsmanship. Our protagonist is Mike, a 14-year-
old with dyscalculia. Because his father is teaching 
in Romania, Mike finds that he is being sent to 
spend the summer with older, eccentric relatives he 
has never met. Surprisingly, he ends up becoming 
the organizer of a community effort to help a leading 
member of the community adopt Misha, a Romani-
an orphan.  

Mike himself points out the irony of someone 

with a math disability in charge of events that in-
volve so many numbers. Assuming that this plot is 
as simple as it seem from this description would be 
a mistake. Erskine’s mastery of weaving many lev-
els of themes and sub-themes creates a story that, 
at times, is poignant, heart tugging, sad, and spiced 
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El Deafo (Hearing Loss) 
By Cece Bell  

Abrams, 2014 

Reviewed: November, 2015 

I readily admit that the graphic novel is not one 
of my favorite genres. So nobody is more surprised 
than I am that a graphic novel has made my 2015 

What’s New in Young Adult Literature List. I admit 
that I lag behind in appreciating the growing popu-
larity of this format, that somehow this genre 
doesn’t grab me, like say the comic books of my 
youth. But, along comes El Deafo by Cece Bell, a 
2015 Newberry Honor Book and a 2015 NCTE 
Charlotte Huck Honor Book; and I admit that I was 

with humor. 
Woven throughout the storyline is the relation-

ship between Mike and his father, a mathematical 
genius with problems of his own, especially in terms 
of relationships. The father wants Mike to follow in 
his footsteps and become an engineer — a way, he 
thinks, to have a closer relationship with his son. He 
is pushing Mike to apply to a math magnet school, 
something Mike definitely does not want. In fact, 
Mike realizes that this would set him up for failure 
and thus push him and his father even further 
apart. As Mike observes: “I’m no statistician, but 
what are the odds of a kid with dyscalculia — a math 

leaning disability! — getting into a math magnet 
school?”  

An important part of this complex father/son 
relationship is that Mike so desperately wants the 
approval of his father. This conflict/theme/
relationship alone could make for a meaningful and 
significant novel, but Erskine goes further. She gives 
us multiple stories: the interesting story of Past; of 
Gladys; of Mike’s great uncle and aunt; and, tying it 
all together, the story of how a poor community 
works together to raise the money for Misha’s  
adoption. 

Integral to the structure of the novel is the nam-
ing of each chapter with a mathematical term and 
its definition. The math concept is then worked out 
in the chapter in terms of relationships, self-identity, 
and understanding. For example, we first learn of 
the relationship between Mike and his father in 
Chapter One: PARALLEL LINES — lines in the same 
plane that do not intersect. Mike and his father 
simply do not “intersect”; and thus, Erskine intro-
duces one of the major themes. Significantly, in a 
later chapter, Chapter 29: TESSELLATIONS (which 
are patterns of shapes that fit together without any 
gaps), we see some resolution, not just in Mike’s 
and his father’s relationship, but among other rela-
tionships and concerns developed in the novel as 
well. It is important to note that the last chapter 
(ABSOLUTE VALUE — how far a number is from zero 

— absolute value is always positive) provides a sig-
nificant climax and Mike’s recognition of his identity, 
his relationship with his father, and where he in-
tends to go with his life. Again, I am tempted to say 
more — but cannot. You, the reader, must make this 
wonderful discovery for yourself.  

Happy Reading!  
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blown away. In this case, the format is so appropri-
ate to both the content and the theme of the book. 
Well done, Ms. Bell! 

We first meet Cece, our protagonist, when she is 
four years old; and we learn that she was just “…a 
regular kid. I played with my mom’s stuff. I watched 
TV with my big brother, Ashley, and my big sister, 
Sarah. I rode on the back of my father’s bicycle. I 
found caterpillars with my friend, Emma and I sang. 
But then everything changed.” 

It turns out that this narrative, told in first per-
son, is Bell’s own story. She becomes ill with spinal 
meningitis, and the result is the loss of her hearing. 
Throughout the rest of this novel we see how she 
copes with this loss.  

The sequence of how Cece discovers she can’t 
hear is especially poignant. Still in the hospital, she 
begins to feel better; but, as she remarks, 
“Everything is so quiet!” The nurse asks if she wants 
ice cream, but Cece doesn’t hear her, then wonders 
why the other kids are getting ice cream and she 
isn’t. Also puzzling is why no sound is coming from 
the television. Finally, back at home from the hospi-
tal, Cece becomes separated from her mom one day 
and realizes that she can’t hear her mom calling out 
to her. Here’s a place where the graphic format is so 
appropriate. We see that the narrative “balloons” of 
the other characters are blank. This is a wonderful 
blend of media and message! 

Eventually, Cece is fitted with a hearing aid, one 
that’s rather large and hangs around her neck in a 
pouch that she hides under her shirt. The reception 
is not clear, the sound is often distorted, and, Cece 
comments, “Simple conversations are now so diffi-
cult.” However, Bell conveys the difficulty Cece has 
in hearing and conversing with humor, which is evi-
dent throughout the novel. Again, the graphic format 
is a perfect vehicle for this interaction.  

When it’s time for Cece to go to kindergarten, 
she finds one more thing that makes her different 
from her best friend, Emma. They get on different 
buses and go to different schools. At her new 
school, Cece finds that her classmates also have 
cords coming from their ears. And she happily notes 
that everyone is just like her, an important element 
and theme of the novel. At her school, she learns 
the basics, as she call them, but she also is taught 
how to lip read. Again, the sequence of the “rules” 
of lip reading is both instructive and humorous. For 
example, our lips form in the same way for the 
words “pear” and “bear”; and Bell’s depictions of 
possible confusions are delightful.  

As Cece grows older and moves to regular 
school with new and improved hearing aids, she 
develops her alter ego, El Deafo, to help cope with 
her difference. It is in this way that she gains ac-
ceptance. When Cece’s classmates realize that she 
has “super power” by being able to hear things a 
distance away, they find ways to capitalize on her 
“powers,” all of them humorous.  

It’s so tempting to continue to share and de-
scribe the sequences and vignettes of this delightful 
book, but I must leave that to the reader — both to 
enjoy and to be instructed in how one should relate 
to those challenged by hearing loss. A very im-
portant part of the book is the Author’s End Note. In 
it, Bell tells us that the novel is based on her own 
childhood and she provides important information 
on deafness and the “deaf culture.”  

All in all, this is a very significant novel; plus it 
has opened my eyes to the rich possibilities of 
graphic novels. While this format may still not be my 
favorite, I am certainly much more open to picking 
up graphic novels in the future and to mining their 
depths and their unique contributions to the canon 
of literature.  

Happy Reading!  



24 

 

every page. The book deals with the wonderful, 
wacky Applewhite family — each talented in his or 
her own way — and Jake Semple, a delinquent on 
the rise (or perhaps already there). Jake has been 
kicked out of several middle schools in at least two 
states, and his latest expulsion has landed him at 
“Wit’s End.” That’s not only the name of the 
Applewhite farm, but a pretty good description of 
where Jake is in his life. He is now to be 
homeschooled at the Applewhites’ “Creative Academy.”  

When I learned that the theme for this [January, 
2006] issue was alternatives to public schooling, I 
knew exactly which book to share — Stephanie To-
lan’s Surviving the Applewhites. There are several 
reasons for choosing this 2003 Newbery Honor 
Book. First, Stephanie is one of us — a former teach-
er of the gifted, a counselor of the highly gifted, an 
active member of NAGC, and a well-known speaker 
on giftedness. I hope that many of you know her 
Welcome to the Ark (1996, Morrow Junior Books), a 
particularly significant book for gifted students. The 
second book in the Ark series, Flight of the Raven 
(2001, Morrow Junior Books), is just as riveting; and 
I am impatiently awaiting the third and final book in 
the series. 

In Surviving the Applewhites, Tolan has once 
again proven her versatility and her ability to 
succeed in any genre of young adult literature. 
Applewhites is bound to please, and it provides a 
chuckle (if not a downright belly laugh) on nearly 

Surviving the Applewhites 
By Stephanie Tolan 

HarperCollins Publishers (2002) 

Reviewed: January, 2006 

 Chapter 

3 Social and Emotional Issues 

Our twice-exceptional children deal not only with their learning challenges, of course, 
but often with social and emotional issues. What’s the purpose of life? Who am I? How do 
we (or should we) deal with differences between us? How come there are two sides to this 
relationship thing, friendship but then bullying? And what does it take to build and maintain 
relationships? The books in this chapter all touch on one or more of those issues.  
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Surviving the Applewhites is not only Jake’s sto-
ry, but also E.D.’s. She is the “normal” one in the 
very unusual Applewhite family. Surrounding her are 
the patriarch of the family, Zedediah, his two sons, 
and their wives and children. Zedediah is a well-
known maker of rocking chairs. One son, Archie, is 
equally well known for his modern wood sculptures. 
Archie’s wife, Lucille, is a mystic and a poet. The 
other son is Randolph, father of E.D. and her sib-
lings. Randolph is a celebrated theatre director of 
both on- and off-Broadway productions; and his 
wife, Sybil Jameson, is an author of mystery novels.  

The talent and idiosyncrasies don’t stop with 
the adults. Hal, a 17-year-old, is a multi-talented 
artist, sculptor, and eventually, we find out, set de-
signer. Not simply an introvert, he is a recluse, who 
for a year has not come out of his room, where he is 
working on an unknown project. Cordelia, 15, is the 
beauty of the family in Jake’s eyes, a dancer who is 
creating a ballet for which she is also composing the 
music, making the costumes, and designing the set. 
Next is E. D., who just doesn’t feel like a valued 
member of her remarkable family. Then there’s the 
youngest child, Destiny, a very verbal four-year-old 
boy who already shows signs of talent in the visual 
arts. 

As the story unfolds, we see that both Jake and 
E. D. are searching for their own worth and identity. 
Eventually, they find what they’re seeking through 

their work on Randolph’s unorthodox community 
theatre production of The Sound of the Music. Add-
ed to a multiracial cast is a crazy goat, a parrot who 
curses in three languages, a seemingly misfit young 
man who is drawn to the Applewhites, a dog named 
Winston, and finally Lucille’s guru. The mixture re-
sults in a truly fun reading experience. 

This is a novel that’s just too easy to say too 
much about. However, we can’t leave “Wits End” 
without mentioning the school. The adults each 
have a day in which they are responsible for 
“teaching,” but the real guiding force of the school is 
Zedediah. As Jake comments, “Unlike the rest of the 
family, Zedediah had a habit of actually showing up. 
He’d even demand to see what they’d been doing 
and ask them questions about it. Jake hated Zede-
diah days.”  

The school operates under the motto created by 
Zedediah: “Education is an adventurous quest for 
the meaning of life, involving an ability to think 
things through.” At one time, he asks Jake “What 
gives you joy?” Then he explains that once Jake 
could answer that question, he would know what he 
wanted from an education — and life as well. It is 
both Jake’s and E.D.’s search for joy that Surviving 
the Applewhites is all about. Their search provides 
us with a fun and significant reading experience. 
Perhaps it also gives us a goal for our schools as 

well! Happy reading!  

Inside Out & Back Again 
By Thanhha Lai  

HarperCollins (2011) 

Reviewed: May, 2012 

I am always on the lookout for novels that best 
and dramatically exemplify a complex interaction of 
the elements of literature: plot, character, setting, 
theme, and style. These elements provide the frame-
work on which we base our discussions of literature. 
Having this vocabulary is important since I am con-
vinced that the basis of literary study is discourse. 
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From my studies and classroom experiences, I 
have noticed that the element that demands the 
greatest and deepest level of analytical thinking 
is style. At the same time, style is probably the most 
neglected element in our classroom studies and 
discussions of literature. Style is usually defined as 
the manner in which an author crafts his or her 
message into a story. It deals with point-of-view and 
perhaps, most significantly, the author’s attitude 
and mood: what the author feels about the subject. 
As a result, I am always on the lookout for novels 
that provide a platform for an in-depth discussion of 
style. 

I think I found a perfect example in our novel 
for this column, Inside Out & Back Again by 
Thanhha Lai. This book is notable in that it is this 
year’s National Book Award Winner and a 2012 
Newbery Honor Book. Lai has presented a novel, 
based upon her own experiences, in poetical form. I 
must admit that I am not a dedicated fan of this 
novel-writing mode, even with the extraordinary 
novels of Mel Glenn; but with Lai’s novel, I am hap-
pily being forced to change my stance. 

Inside Out & Back Again is truly an amazing 
novel. Let me share Kathi Appelt’s comment from 
the book jacket: 

Open this book, read it slowly to savor 
the delicious language. Before closing 
it, go back to the beginning, this time 
to let the story of ten-year-old Hà and 
the year she escaped from South Vi-
etnam, 1975, leaving behind the 
world she knew and loved, sink in. 
Don’t close the covers yet. Read it 
again to notice how perfect the thin 
line of the prose itself mirrors the thin 

line that Hà walks during that year. 
This is a book that asks the reader to 
be careful, to pay attention, to sigh at 
the end.” 

Kathi Appelt won a 2009 Newbery Honor Book 

Award with her The Underneath, which has become 
one of my favorite reads. I am convinced she hit the 
proverbial nail on the head with her observation. In 
my second reading, I discovered so much more, not 
only in details but in nuances and poetical forms 
and images that truly enriched the novel for me. 

What is significant about this novel is that Hà 
experiences much of what our 2e children experi-
ence: teasing, bullying, isolation, and a feeling of 
inadequacy, even in the face of knowing one’s own 
strengths. 2e readers will immediately experience 
empathy with Hà. Creating and nurturing empathy in 
our 2e students and children, I think, is most im-
portant. In doing so, we help them take the first step 
in understanding their peers’ reactions — both nega-
tive and positive — to them and their own learning 
disabilities. In the novel, this is what helped Hà 
begin to understand the bullying that she received. 

As you read Hà’s story, as she struggles with the 
loss of the good life that she had in Saigon and 
adapting to the strange new life and customs of a 
small Alabama town in the 1970s, you cannot but 
be moved by her honesty, her humor, and her emo-
tions. Author Thanhha Lai has done us a great ser-
vice in creating and sharing Hà’s story, which is 
based upon her own experiences. The quality of this 
work, its freshness and, yes, its poetical form, cer-
tainly makes it worthy of the awards this novel has 
received. Highly Recommended! 

Happy Reading!  
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Bully 
By Patricia Polacco 

Putnam and Sons, 2012 

Reviewed: November, 2012 

Patricia Polacco is an author who has con-
quered and compensated for her own learning disa-
bilities, and she has proven her giftedness by writ-
ing and illustrating a long list of excellent picture 
books. My favorite is Thank You, Mr. Falker, re-
issued this year by Philomel Books. [See page 17 of 
this booklet.] 

Polacco is not afraid to deal head-on with sensi-
tive issues; and with our focus book for this is-
sue, Bully, she has done it again and done it very 
well. On the back flap of the book jacket, Polacco 
writes: 

To My Readers: I’ve been visiting 
schools for twenty-one years now, and 
in this time I have observed bullying 
increasing and escalating among chil-
dren. A new alarming component is 
their ability to single out other children 
instantly through electronic devices. 

While Polacco addresses several forms of bully-
ing in the book, she builds her story primarily 
around electronic bullying, a type of bullying that’s 
hard for parents, teachers, and administrators to 
both observe and respond to. 

In Polacco‘s story, Lyla Dean, a sixth grader, 
has just moved. From her new house, she has a 
view of the Golden Gate Bridge; but even so, she 
misses her friends and her old school. Lyla meets 
Jamie, another new student, on the first day of 
school. Described as “a short round boy,” Jamie has 
a big, friendly smile; and the two become fast 
friends. 

Lyla, who gets outstanding grades, soon begins 
to make a place for her and Jamie in the school’s 

“social order.” She tries out for the cheerleading 
team and, with her gymnastics training, makes it. 
Her three new teammates, the “most popular girls” 
who sit at their own “celebrity table,” begin to take 
over Lyla’s life. At a sleep-over, she’s introduced to 
“scum dumping.” The leader, Gage, who has recent-
ly lost her parents in a car accident (and thus is 
“above suspicion” for what eventually happens), 
begins to post bullying comments on their class-
mates’ Facebook Walls, including Jamie’s! Lyla does 
not speak up and she admits: “I knew I was letting 
Jamie down.” 

Then it’s Lyla’s turn to be bullied. She is falsely 
accused of stealing a copy of the state tests (Yep! 
Even in fiction, testing raises its ugly head!), and a 
concerted, electronic scheme led by the true culprit 
makes sure Lyla is blamed. Although Lyla is exoner-
ated and the real culprit is made to give a public 
apology, the stigma continues and the book ends 
with a challenge to all students: What would you do? 

Let’s face it, our 2e students are often the brunt 
of teasing and bullying. Polacco herself admits that 
she was a victim of teasing because of her learning 
disabilities. This book can serve as an excellent tool, 
a basis for examining and confronting the issues 
and results of bullying. I am inclined to think that 
every classroom should have a copy of it, and the 
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book should be the center of discussion and/or in-
struction to deal with this growing problem. Parents 
can also bring it into action if their own children are 
experiencing any form of bullying. 

We must confront the issue of bullying face to 
face — grab the “bully” by the horns, so to speak — 
and address this issue through discussion and read-

ing. Not only do we owe it to our students, but I be-
lieve we are morally bound to do so both for the 
sake of the bullied and those who bully. Patricia 
Polacco, with her latest book, has provided a most 
excellent springboard for us to discuss the issue of 
bullying. 

Happy Reading!  

More Resources for Bullying 
 Gifted, Bullied, Resilient: A Brief Guide for Smart Families, by Pamela Price and Sarah Wilson (GHF 

Press, 2015) 

 It's So Much Work to Be Your Friend; Helping the Child with Learning Disabilities Find Social Success, 
By Richard Lavoie (Touchstone, 2005) 

 “Bullying & Children with Disabilities,” https://sites.google.com/a/plaea.org/plaea-learning-supports/
training-available-through-plaea/bullying-children-with-disabilities 

 “The Bullying Problem: What You Need to Know,” by The Understood Team, https://
www.understood.org/en/friends-feelings/common-challenges/bullying/the-bullying-problem-what-you-
need-to-know 

 “Bullying: Kids with LD Are Easy Targets,” by Eve Kessler, http://www.smartkidswithld.org/getting-help/
making-friends/bullying-kids-with-ld-are-easy-targets  

Some Additional Books that Address Bullying 
An electronic search will reveal books on bullying that are quite good and easily located. Here are some of my 
recommendations. 
 

For School Administrators, Teachers and Parents 

The Bully, The Bullied, and The Bystander: From Pre-school to High School — How Parents and Teachers Can 
Help Break the Cycle by Barbara Coloroso (William Morrow Paperbacks, 2012) 
 

Nonfiction for Children 

 The Juice Box Bully: Empowering Kids to Stand Up for Others by Bob Sornson and Maria Dismondy and 

illustrated by Kim Shaw (Ferne Press, 2012) 

 Just Kidding by Trudy Ludwig and illustrated by Adam Gustavson (Tricycle Press, 2006) 

 Dear Bully: Seventy Authors Tell Their Stories, edited by Megan Kelley Hall and Carrie Jones (HarperTeen, 

2011). I admit I have not read this book but have ordered it. The Amazon.com description reads: Today’s 
top authors for teens come together to share their stories about bullying — as silent observers on the 
sidelines of high school, as victims, and as perpetrators — in a collection at turns moving and self-
effacing, but always deeply personal. 

 

Fiction for Children 
My Secret Bully, also by Trudy Ludwig (Tricycle Press, 2005). This novel deals with an unusual twist on bully-

ing called relational aggression.  
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The Day the Crayons Quit 
By Drew Daywait  

Philomel Books, 2013 

Reviewed: January, 2015 

There are several things I love about the bar-
gain book tables at the local book shop, especially 
during the holiday season. First, you can pick up 
some great titles at greatly reduced prices — well, of 
course! Second, you can discover new titles and 
actually hold them in your hands before buying 
them. Finally, you have a wonderful opportunity to 
meet like-minded folk. Recently, on one of my fre-
quent trips to a favorite local book shop, I struck up 
a conversation with another shopper at the bargain 
table. She was a teacher who insisted that I should 
use a real jewel on the table for my next review: The 
Day the Crayons Quit by Drew Daywalt and illustrat-
ed by Oliver Jeffers. (By the way, I had a recommen-
dation for her, too: the really clever picture book The 
Book With No Pictures (Dial 1St Edition Books, 
2014) by B. J. Novak. 

The Day the Crayons Quit begins when Duncan 
decides to color. He opens his crayon box, but all he 
finds is a stack of letters from the crayons. They 
have gone on strike! Each color has written a letter 
to deliver its complaint. The grievances run from 
being over-worked (“I am so short and stubby,” blue 
says, “I can’t even see over the railing in the crayon 
box anymore!”) to being under-worked (“Pink is not 
just a girl’s color, you know!”).  

There are other complaints as well. Black, for 
instance, is tired of being used only to outline other 
things (“How about a black beach ball some time. Is 
that too much to ask?”). Beige is depressed, and 
peach has perhaps the greatest problem of all: Dun-
can has torn off his wrapping (“Now, I’m NAKED and 
too embarrassed to leave the crayon box. I don’t 
even have any underwear! How would you like to go 
to school naked?”). Then there’s the argument be-
tween yellow and orange. They’re no longer talking 
to each other over what is the true color of the sun. 

This argument is being mediated by the green cray-
on, a really pleasant fellow who happens to be happy 
with his work.  

Duncan is in a quandary. When he finally makes 
a decision, the result is wonderful. The final three 
pages hold a great conclusion with kudos going to 
creativity. What a truly fun book this is, with its clever 
text, its super illustrations, and ultimately its im-
portant themes.  

Obviously, there’s much more to this book than 
just a fun and colorful read. (Oops! I did not intend 
that pun!) It deals with issues of relationships; un-
derstanding one’s friends and classmates; and put-
ting one’s self into someone else’s shoes — empa-
thy. All are skills our gifted and 2e students need to 
learn and to develop.  

Many of our students may very well see them-
selves in some of the crayons’ letters. The skills of 
these children are often under-used or over-used 
(Who often does all the work in “cooperative” learn-
ing groups?); and certainly the emotional side of the 
issue will resonate with them.  

Duncan’s box of crayons can teach us many 
lessons if only we read and listen carefully; and that 
brings us to what may be the most fun task of all: 
identifying the real meaning — the theme — of each 
letter. What a fun and challenging classroom activity 
this could be for students of all ages.  

Very highly recommended! Happy Reading!  
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The Unfinished Angel 
By Sharon Creech  

Joanna Cotler Books — HarperCollins, 2009 

Reviewed: January, 2010 

What makes one fall in love with a particular 
author? I used this as the guiding question for a mid-
dle school unit on the study of authors. My purpose 
was to encourage my students to select and study in 
depth a particular author and his/her works. Their 
own analysis of why they “loved” a specific author 
was particularly exciting and interesting. Indeed, it 
created some of the most effective writing in my 
classes. 

An unexpected benefit from this unit was that it 
seemed to motivate my reluctant, gifted readers! 
And, sure enough, when I tried it with a group of real-
ly unmotivated readers, they also seemed to get into 
it. We carved a major chink in their walls of re-
sistance to reading.  

My reaction to author Sharon Creech was 
“Wow!” when she hit the scene big with her 1995 
Newbery Medal Winner, Walk Two Moons. Then 
along came her 2001 Newbery Honor Book, The 
Wanderer, and I was hooked. By the time Ruby Hol-
ler came along, let’s face it, I was hopelessly in love! 
(Ruby Holler won the 2002 Carnegie Award, and it 
remains one of my very favorite reads.) What a de-
lightful and creative author! Each book is unique, but 
that wonderful Creech voice and humor shine 
through. So, obviously, I watch for the next Creech 
installment. So far, I have never been disappointed; 
and with her latest, The Unfinished Angel, I find my 
infatuation enflamed once more.  

The Unfinished Angel is set in Switzerland, as 
are several of Creech’s novels. The angel of the 
book’s title lives in the tower of the stone house, 
Casa Rosa, in a mountain village. An American, Mr. 
Pomodoro, and his most interesting daughter, Zola, 
have purchased Casa Rosa, where he intends to 

open an international boarding school. Signora 
Divino, the next door neighbor, is not very happy 
about this prospect. As the angel observes, “There 
is not the slightest bit of “divino” about them [the 
signora and her grandson].” The angel finds them 
“cranky and bad-tempered, raining soot on everyone 
else’s head.” 

Zola, the angel observes, “is skinny like a twig-
tree, with her hair chip-chopped in a startling 
way….She appears, over all — I don’t know how to 
say — like maybe a fawn who grew up with humans. 
Or a chickadee who was raised by crows. I don’t 
know.” But most important about Zola is that she is 
able to see and talk to the angel, which is a rarity. 

By this point, you may have picked up on the 
interesting language pattern of our angel, the narra-
tor of the story. As she (or is it he?) observes, “Me, I 
am an angel. I am supposed to be having all the 
words in all the languages, but I am not. Many are 
missing. I am also not having a special assignment. 
I think I did not get all the training.” In another ob-
servation, about her purpose, she asks, “Do the 
other angels know what they are doing? Am I the 
only confused one? Maybe I am unfinished, an  
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unfinished angel.” And as you might suspect, this 
introduces the theme; and we have a wonderful sto-
ry of how several “unfinished” individuals become 
finished. 

I am resisting the temptation to share more 
snippets from the novel and to tell too much of the 
story. I certainly don’t want to ruin what I’m sure will 
be a most wonderful reading experience for you and 

your students or children. I truly expect to see The 
Unfinished Angel on several award lists. It is a de-
lightful read. The short chapters and the fast-moving 
pace of the plot will be helpful to reluctant or strug-
gling readers. This is another Sharon Creech novel 
that I am happy to give my highest recommendation. 

 Happy Reading!  

 

The Marvels 
By Brian Selznick  

Scholastic Press, 2015 

Reviewed: January, 2016 

Brian Selznick’s illustrated novel The Marvels — 
where to begin? First, Selznick shows his remarka-
ble artistic talent in his use of the media of drawing-
in-pencil. Intricate, detailed, subtle, capable of explo-
sive depiction of mood, the illustrations reach out to 
readers and draw us into the story, told without text. 
Second, Selznick uses the technique seen in his 
earlier remarkable book Wonderstruck, presenting 
two stories: one in illustration and one in narrative, 
leaving the reader to find the connection between 
the two.  

In the visual part of The Marvels, Selznick re-
lates the beginnings of a famous theatrical family of 
London. It all starts on a ship in 1766, with two 
brothers presenting a play to their shipmates. Then 
disaster strikes in the form of a major storm and 
only the two brothers survive. Cast upon a deserted 
island, the older brother, Marcus, dies from his inju-
ries and the 12-year-old Billy Marvel is left alone. 
Rescued eventually by a passing ship, Billy begins 
the remarkable story of the Marvel family. Selznick 
keeps our attention by leaving several pages blank 
at the end of the visual story — right at the climax!  

The narrative story begins in 1990 with Joseph, 
who has run away from his boarding school in Eng-
land and is seeking the uncle he has never met. 
Selznick shows that his ability with words is as 

strong and inviting as his artistic expression. The 
narrative is tightly written and leads us to keep 
reading to find out what happens next. And what 
happens next is truly a remarkable story of family, 
relationships, and belonging.  

Joseph finds an uncle who did not know of the 
child’s existence and is at first hesitant to let Joseph 
into his life; but slowly the boy wins his uncle’s ac-
ceptance and approval. In a cupboard in their 
“recreated” Victorian house, Joseph finds the manu-
script of the story told in the earlier visual part of 
book, which leads Joseph to seek out the story of 
his own family. Selznick weaves together many de-
tails and interesting twists to bring us to a surprising 
conclusion, which I leave for the reader to discover 
— a journey that I promise is a truly great read! 

Be sure to read the Author’s Notes at the end of 
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the book. They are not only interesting but im-
portant. There you’ll find out about the Dennis Sev-
ers House, an interesting “living” museum in London 
that recreates Victorian life. It’s both a popular tour-
ist destination and Selznick’s inspiration for the  
story.  

One might think that The Marvels, because of 
its concept, would be for the younger reader; but 

this would be incorrect. It is a sophisticated tale of 
relationships and requires a more mature reader to 
find, understand, and appreciate the intricacies of 
belonging and family. The early middle school reader 
is probably a good audience for this very interesting 
work. 

Look forward to a very interesting and good 

read! Happy Reading!  

When You Reach Me 
By Rebecca Steed 

Wendy Lamb Books, 2009 

Reviewed: May, 2010 

I have been asking myself: Why did I put off 
reading this book? I didn’t realize that I had been 
depriving myself of such a wonderful read in the 
2010 Newbery Medal winner, Rebecca Stead’s 
When You Reach Me. 

You don’t have to be a fan of Madeleine L’Eng-
le’s A Wrinkle in Time to enjoy When You Reach Me, 
but it just might help. I’m fairly certain that readers 
who don’t know L’Engle’s series will probably search 
it out after reading this great little novel. 

In her book Some of My Best Friends Are 
Books: Guiding the Gifted Reader, 3rd Ed. (Great 
Potential Press, 2009), author Judith Halsted lists 
“Plots that put the mind to work” as one of the char-
acteristics that are most appropriate for gifted read-
ers. Let me tell you, When You Reach Me certainly 
fits that category! Not only do we have a very sophis-
ticated plot, but the characters challenge the reader 
as well — not in terms of character analysis or devel-
opment, but in character identity. Being able to pick 
up on the clues of “who is who” is one more ele-
ment in making this a really fun read. 

The story is set in 1978-79 in New York City. 
Miranda’s mother, a wonderful character herself, 
has just been notified that she has been chosen to 
be a contestant on Dick Clark’s show The $20,000 
Pyramid. This prompts Miranda to think that the 

mysterious notes she’s been receiving are not 
pranks, but may hold a serious truth. Where are they 
coming from? Who are they coming from? How does 
the note-writer know so much “private” stuff? These 
are the questions Miranda ponders.  

Up until this time, life in Miranda’s neighbor-
hood has been pretty much routine. Then a series of 
events completely change her sixth-grade world. Sal, 
her best friend since birth, has dropped Miranda and 
actively avoids her. Miranda seems to be at war with 
Julia, the Sixth-grade Queen, and forms a new friend-
ship with Annemarie, who has her own secret. Possi-
ble romance enters Miranda’s life in the form of her 
classmate, Colin; and the strange young man, Mar-
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cus, appears on the scene. Finally, there’s the 
“Laughing Man,” a street person who takes up a 
position on the corner near her apartment. The lives 
of these characters all become involved and en-
twined in an unusual way. Then we add to this blend 
the on-going discussion of time travel and L’Engle’s 
Wrinkle in Time.  

I have to end here since this is one of those 
books where one must be creful to avoid saying too 
much and giving away things that will be discovered 
in reading. After all, finding the answers is part of 
the fun of this novel.  

When You Reach Me brings to mind another of 
Halsted’s observations:  

All of these criteria [time manipula-
tions, parallel plots, ideas pulled to-
gether from several disciplines, and 
metaphor] are considered when books 
for older readers are judged according 

to their language, style, plot, and set-
ting. In each area, books appropriate 
for gifted readers are complex rather 
than simple, rich and varied rather 
than predictable, and open-ended 
and thought–provoking rather than 
neatly contained. (Page 192)  

It’s been awhile since I’ve found a book that so 
completely fits this description. When You Reach 

Me is, in a word, enigmatic, and a most wonderful 
and fun read. Highly recommended! 

Just for your information, the latest paperback 
edition of Madeleine L’Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time is 
a 2007 edition published by Square Fish. An eco-
nomical boxed set of the Quintet is also available 
from this same publisher. I recommend this entire 
series.  

Happy Reading!    

Schooled 
By Gordon Korman 

Hyperion, 2007 

Reviewed: September, 2010 

Study after study has shown that one of the 
leading characteristics of literature preferred by 
young readers (especially gifted readers) is humor. 
This shouldn’t be too much of a surprise. After all, 
what is a leading characteristic of most gifted learn-
ers? A sense of humor, a characteristic that some-
times gets them into trouble. According to Judith 
Halsted, author of Some of My Best Friends Are 

Books: Guiding Gifted Readers, gifted readers also 
like books with sophisticated vocabulary because 
that’s the way they speak. They like books with com-
plicated plots that require some mental thought and 
problem solving because that is who they are — 
problem solvers.  

So our task is to lead gifted readers to books 
that use humor and also provide the challenge in 
reading that they relish. The task is made easier by 
a growing list of authors who use humor and still 
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provide a sophisticated read that utilizes the ele-
ments of literature in a challenging way. At the top of 
my list of these authors is Gordon Korman. His No 

More Dead Dogs is still one of my favorites. Another 
favorite is our book for this review: Schooled, listed 
on my 2007 What’s New in Young Adult Literature 
list. One mark of Korman’s books, other than humor, 
is that he deals with significant issues. In Schooled, 
we find several. 

Capricorn (Cap) Anderson lives with his hippy 
grandmother, Rain, on a farm commune, now popu-
lation two. When she falls from an apple tree and 
breaks her hip, Cap is forced to move into town and 
into the home of the school guidance counselor, who 
grew up at the same commune. First problem: a 
“typical” teen-age daughter, Sophie, who is certainly 
not happy with having a new “sibling,” especially one 
who acts and dresses like Cap. “Mother — are you on 
drugs? How could you bring that — that freakazoid 
into our house?” Second problem: Cap falls in love 
with guess who? 

Then Cap, who has always been homeschooled, 
must attend Claverage Middle School, not so fondly 
renamed C-Average by its students. Cap may know 
about tie-dying (which figures in later in the plot) and 
Zen Buddhism, but he is in no way prepared for the 
life and the politics of a public middle school. At C-
Average, there is a tradition of nominating the big-
gest “loser” for eighth-grade class president. Cap’s 
strange clothes, long hair, and habit of practicing Tai 
Chi on the front lawn of the school mark him as the 
candidate. However, when Cap accepts the “honor,” 

his honesty and openness soon disarm nearly every-
one. Then, in an amazing turn of events, he actually 
turns the office into a real honor and even bests the 
school bully and football hero.  

The temptation, of course, is to tell the whole 
delightful story of what happens as Cap moves to 
the top of the “food chain” at C-Average and how he 
wins over his classmates; but that would deprive 
you of the hilarious trip through Schooled — a trip in 
which issues like homeschooling, bullying, ac-
ceptance, and friendship, to name only a few, play a 
part. Korman has woven a significant tale of middle-
school life with sensitivity and humor, without pull-
ing punches.  

Korman is known for his well written and craft-
ed novels. Schooled certainly fits that bill. With its 
fast pace, humor, and relatively short chapters, it 
will keep even challenged readers involved and 
wanting to read more from this author. A great aside 
to share with your students/readers is that Korman 
wrote his first novel in the seventh grade as a 
school writing assignment. He popped off the book, 
This Can’t Be Happening at MacDonald Hall! (latest 
paperback edition: Scholastic Canada, 2003) to 
Scholastic Book Club (where else?); and it was ac-
cepted and published.   

Looking for something to catch a gifted but per-
haps reluctant reader? I recommend Gordon Kor-
man and certainly this book Schooled. That reader 
will thank you.  

Happy Reading!  

 

Resources for Social-emotional Issues 
 “The Affective Side: Emotional Issues of Twice Exceptional Students,” by Jean Strop and David Gold-

man, http://sengifted.org/the-affective-side-emotional-issues-of-twice-exceptional-students  

 SENG Website Resource Library, sengifted.org/resources/resource-library 

 The social and emotional needs of gifted children: What do we know? by Maureen Neihart, Psy.D. 
(Prufrock Press, 2002) 

 “The Social-Emotional Needs of Gifted Learners: An Interview with James T. Webb, Ph.D.,” 
www.greatpotentialpress.com/authors/author-articles/the-social-emotional-needs-of-gifted-learners  
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 Chapter 

4 Picture Books (For All Ages) 

As you could tell from the first chapter in this booklet, Bob Seney’s enthusiasm for the 
use of pictures in books is substantial. In this chapter, he provides six reviews, but in the 
process puts readers in touch with 12 different works that rely primarily on illustration to 
tell a story. As he said in Chapter 2, textless books comprise the most dramatic and sophis-
ticated use of illustrations. Here’s more from Bob: “One of the more delightful develop-
ments in children’s picture books over the past few years is the growing number of books 
that are textless. In some cases, there may be a few lines of text, but the more successful 
books have no words at all. Textless books not only allow students to create and ‘write’ 
their own stories, but they contribute to the development of ‘visual literacy.’”  

The You Can’t Take a Balloon Series 
By Jacqueline Preiss Weitzman  
and Robin Preiss Glasser  

Dial Books, Various Dates  

Reviewed: January, 2008 

One series of textless books that especially 
delight me are You Can’t Take a Balloon Into the 
Metropolitan Museum (1998), You Can’t Take a 

Balloon Into the National Gallery (2000), and You 
Can’t Take a Balloon Into the Museum of Fine Arts 
(2002), all published by Dial Books. The sister team 
of Jacqueline Preiss Weitzman and Robin Preiss 
Glasser have created these visual tales of a young 
girl who, with her grandmother and her little 
brother, visit the three museums. My favorite is the 
second, about their visit to National Gallery in 

Washington D.C. The authors follow the same 
concept in all three books, but the “story-line” is a bit 
more clever in this one. So we will consider it and 
leave it to you to find and enjoy the other two. 

In the first book, the girl finds out that her 
balloon will not be allowed into the Metropolitan 
Museum, but she does find a doorman willing to look 
after it for her. So on her trip to the National Gallery, 
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If you know me or have attended one of my 
presentations, you are well aware of my love for 
textless picture books. I go way beyond being a fan. 
I guess I’ve moved to the point of becoming a fanat-
ic about this exciting genre.  

Illustrations in children’s literature generally 
serve one of three purposes. One is to break up the 
text — decoration, if you will — as you see at the be-

she’s sure that someone will look after her new 
balloon. In this book, it’s a young woman 
photographer. Through a quick sequence of events, 
the balloon gets away and is off for a great 
adventure through the Washington, D.C., Mall, with 
the photographer in hot pursuit carrying her cut-out 
of George Washington. As she runs after the 
balloon, the photographer passes many of the great 
monuments and buildings of the Mall. Inside the 
National Gallery, the girl, her brother, and her 
grandmother view great works of art that parallel 
the chase outside. This is the genius of all three of 
these books, and it’s an approach that’s really quite 
wonderful. As the three view a specific painting, it is 
echoed in the chase of the balloon.  

In time, the photographer is joined in her chase 
by a news crew. The sights of the National Mall are 
wonderfully presented and in some cases toured, 
such as the trip up the 898 stairs of the Washington 
Monument, only to have the balloon fly off to join 
some wonderful kites being flown on the Mall.  

The sisters have added something new and 
really quite fun in this book as they explore and 
extend their version of the textless genre. They have 
added sketches and drawings of 32 famous 
American heroes and historical characters 
throughout the book. So part of the fun is finding 
and identifying these individuals. The sisters have 

an identification list on the back end-pages, but with 
the titillating note that their list is not meant to be 
comprehensive. So there may be more characters to 
search for throughout the book (taking “Where’s 
Waldo” to a new and fun level).  

There are many vignettes throughout the book 
and, while it is difficult to select one, I believe that 
my favorite is when the balloon makes it into the 
House of Representatives, where a legislative 
debate is going on. In the meantime the girl, her 
grandmother, and her brother are looking at George 
Bellows’ Both Members of the Club, which depicts 
two wrestlers in the ring. The action in the House 
parallels this picture. A pretty good and funny 
comment, if you ask me! 

I should mention the surprise ending of who 
actually catches and returns the balloon. You’ll have 
to look for yourself, but I’m sure you’ll be pleased 
and tickled with Weitzman and Glasser’s wonderful 
sense of humor.  

You Can’t Take a Balloon Into the National 
Gallery is sure to delight, and it just might be a fun 
family activity to peruse this book together. If your 
family has visited Washington, D. C., it will be a 
great reminder of all the sights. If you’re planning 
your first trip, this book will serve as a wonderful 
introduction to our nation’s capitol.  

Happy Reading!  

Mirror  
By Suzy Lee  

Seven Footer Kids, 2010 

Reviewed: November, 2011 



37 

 

ginning of a chapter in many children’s novels. A 
second purpose, common in most picture books, is 
to provide visual clues to the text, which is certainly 
important for our younger, beginning readers. The 
third, and I think the most sophisticated, purpose is 
providing significant information not found in the 
text. The illustration then plays an integral part in 
understanding the plot or theme. A great example of 
this use of illustration is found in Chris Van 
Allsburg’s The Stranger (Houghton Mifflin, 1986). 
Check out the illustration on page 24. This illustra-
tion, not the text, is the key to understanding the 
identity of the Stranger.  

In recent years we’ve seen illustrations used for 
a fourth purpose — to tell the entire story. In textless 
picture books, the illustrations not only show us 
what happens, they define the characters and the 
settings, and they develop the theme. Not an easy 
task. One of the most exciting examples of this form 
of picture book is Brian Selznick’s The Adventures of 
Hugo Cabret (Scholastic, 2007), a book recently 
made into a movie. (Since the book is so fantastic, 
I’ll reserve judgment on the movie until I see it.)  

This brings us to the book I wish to share: Mirror 
by Suzy Lee. Lee, a South Korean illustrator, has 
provided extremely interesting but simple drawings 
executed in heavy black pencil on a white back-
ground with no other images than our protagonist, a 
little girl. A single color, a yellow/orange wash, is 
used on her dress and also, dramatically, on the 
center pages. The size and shape of the book are 
significant as well — 12 inches tall by 7 inches wide, 
reminding us of a tall mirror.  

On the first page, we find our little girl in a very 
dejected pose: head down on knees drawn up to her 
chest. Truly a sad little picture. Then, in the following 
pages, she discovers her reflection in the mirror. Lee 
uses each set of opposing pages to tell this story of 
a little girl who finds companionship. As the plot con-
tinues, we find that the reflection takes on a life of 

its own, leading our little girl to become unhappy and 
angry as she finds that she is no longer in control. 
This leads to an unwanted consequence. 

Now what is my purpose for wanting to share 
this wonderful little book with you, other than its 
uniqueness and artistry? Concern for the social/
emotional health and growth of our gifted students, 
especially of our twice-exceptional learners. The frus-
tration of being gifted in a world which is sometimes 
hostile to the gifted often leads to problems. Com-
pounding these difficulties can be the overexcitabili-
ties and oversensitivities that these children can dis-
play and the frustration they can experience when 
they encounter blocks to learning. I think that we can 
help “defuse” these problems with the use of litera-
ture, whether or not it takes the shape of formal  
bibliotherapy.  

Through the book Mirror, we can acknowledge 
certain types of frustrations common to many gifted 
and twice-exceptional learners — frustration with 
their own actions and thoughts and frustration with 
their lack of control. We can also lead students into 
recognition and discussion of consequences, includ-
ing the potential loss of something that might be im-
portant to them.  

As we follow the actions of our little girl from dis-
covery to creative expression and then on to frustra-
tion, I think that we have “mirrored” the life and 
learning path of many of our gifted and 2e learners. 
By sharing this wonderful little book with them, I 
think we can help these students recognize a path 
down which many of them may be traveling and per-
haps help guide them in a more positive direction. 
One of the great things about working with these 
learners is that we have their intellect and their 
greater and deeper understanding on our side as we 
seek to help them grow into productive, creative 
individuals. 

Happy Reading!  
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Three Treasures: The Farmer and the Clown; Last Stop on Market 
Street; and Finding Winnie 

Reviewed: March, 2016 

Just a day or so ago, I received a box from a 
certain online bookstore and, upon opening it, I 
found three absolute treasures. These three books 
have been popping up in conversations with book 
friends, on award lists, in articles, and in reviews. 
Obviously, I had to have them!  

 
The Farmer and the Clown 

The first is The Farmer and the Clown (Beach 
Lane Books, 2014), a delightful textless book writ-
ten and illustrated by Marla Frazee. Her illustra-
tions, in black Prismacolor, pencil, and gouache, 
feature bold figures against full-page subtle land-
scapes. In this straightforward story, named an ALA 
Notable Book in 2015, a farmer rescues a baby 
clown and, after caring for him overnight, gets him 
back to his family. But that certainly doesn’t do jus-
tice to this delightful story of a growing and wonder-
ful relationship between the two characters. Look 
carefully at the last two pages and your heart will be 
touched. 

I readily admit that the genre of textless books 
is probably my favorite type of picture book. Not 
only do we see the creativity of the author/artist, 
but we the readers are caught up in the action.  

Textless books are certainly vehicles to unleash our 
2e learners’ creativity as they tell and create multiple 
stories without struggling over printed words. The 

Farmer and the Clown is very special. 
 

Last Stop on Market Street 

The next one is Matt De La Peña’s Last Stop on 
Market Street (G.P. Putnam, 2015). Illustrated by 
Christian Robinson, this delightful tale is the recipi-
ent of a rare honor — three prestigious awards: 2016 
Newbery Medal, 2016 Caldecott Honor Book, and a 
2016 Coretta Scott King Honor Book. Even a quick 
read confirms that the judges got it right!  

In this story, C. J. and his Nana ride the bus each 
Sunday to the last stop on Market Street. We don’t 
know their destination until the very end of the book. 
Along the way, C. J. questions his Nana: Why are they 
doing this? Why are they waiting in the rain to catch 
the bus? Why don’t they have a car like his best 
friend, Colby?  
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Nana gently teachers her grandson about the 
beauty of the world around them, the beauty of 
friends, the beauty of relationships, and the wonder 
of life itself. Finally, Mr. Dennis, the bus driver, calls 
out “Last stop on Market Street,” and C.J. and Nana 
have arrived at their destination — a food kitchen 
where they help out each Sunday. C. J.’s final com-
ment is “I’m glad we came.” What a delightful book 
so full of so many lessons. This one is sure to capti-
vate.  

 
Finding Winnie 

Our third treasure is Finding Winnie: The True 

Story of the World’s Most Famous Bear, by Lindsay 
Mattick (Little, Brown and Co., 2015). This book, 
illustrated by Sophie Blackall, is the 2016 Caldecott 
Medal Winner. At first glance, you think “I have 
found the perfect goodnight story!” and you have.  

It begins with a mother telling her son the true 
story of a real bear. As her story unfolds, we realize 
this is the story of Winnie-the-Pooh and the storytell-
er is the great-granddaughter of Captain Harry Cole-
bourn, who found the original orphaned Winnie on a 
train station platform as he was off to serve as a 
veterinarian in World War I. The story of the relation-
ship between Winnie, Captain Colebourn, and the 
Second Canadian Infantry Brigade develops with 
humor, love, and historical facts. But what makes 
this book so important are the thematic issues that 
abound. The major one, I think, is that we must fol-
low our hearts. Also important, as our storyteller re-
minds us, is that “Sometimes…you have to let one 
story end so the next one can begin.”  

At the end of the book is a section entitled, Al-
bum. Here we have copies of photos, documents, 
and the connection with A. A. Milne and his son, the 

real Christopher Robin. The writing, the story, the 
themes, and the historical elements make Finding 
Winne much, much more than just a goodnight sto-
ry. What a great book to use to introduce readers at 
home or in the classroom to an investigation of the 
original Winnie-the-Pooh, but not too early so that 
your readers will be old enough to appreciate the 
language and humor that Milne uses in telling his 
beloved story. 

 I have long championed the idea, in fact here 
in this column among other places, that the growing 
sophistication of picture books makes this an im-
portant genre that should be read and used at all 
grade levels, especially in high school. A study of the 
interaction of the elements of fiction and the ele-
ments of art in picture books leads to a truly ad-
vanced study/discussion with serious analysis and 
problem solving. But perhaps the last word is that 
“picture books are just plain fun!”  

Happy Reading!  
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The Three Questions  
By John J. Muth  

Scholas c Press, 2002 

Reviewed: January, 2017 

It was intriguing that the picture book, The 
Three Questions, written and illustrated by Jon J. 
Muth, kept coming up in sessions I attended at the 
2016 NAGC Conference in Orlando, Florida — in 
three different sessions, only one of which was 
about books and reading. I knew the title, and I cer-
tainly knew Jon Muth, recipient of a 2006 Caldecott 
Honor for his Zen Shorts (Scholastic Press, 2006). 
That book introduced Stillwater the Bear, and was 
followed up by two more Stillwater stories: Zen Ties 
(Scholastic Press, 2008) and his most recent book, 
Zen Socks (Scholastic Press, 2015).  

Muth, a Zen scholar, is interested in presenting 
Zen precepts to a young audience, precepts which 
are universal, by the way. Zen Ties deals with com-
passion, friendship, and the importance of our ties 
to each other. Zen Socks presents the idea that on 
life’s journey kindness is the key.  

Although I am obviously a Muth fan, I somehow 
overlooked The Three Questions. Shame on me! 
Here is a book that I should have been sharing for 
several years, but this column changes that!  

As the book’s subtitle Based on a Story by Leo 
Tolstoy states, the story is based upon the similarly 
titled Three Questions, part of the Tolstoy short story 
collection What Men Live By and Other Tales 
(Wildside Press, 2004). Tolstoy, a 19th-century au-
thor, moral philosopher, and social reformer, may be 
best known for War and Peace and Anna Karenina, 
books touted as two of the most important novels of 
all time — quite an accolade!  

In The Three Questions, Muth’s protagonist Ni-
kolai wants to be a good person but, as he says, “I 
don’t always know the best way to do that.” He be-
lieves if he could find the answers to these three 
questions, he would know what to do.  

 What is the best time to do things?  

 Who is the most important one?  

 What is the right thing to do?  
His friends Sonya the Crane, Gogol the Monkey, 

and Pushkin, the Russian Wolfhound, try to help 
him; but their answers are not quite right for Nikolai. 
The boy decides to go into the mountains to seek 
out the wise old turtle, Leo, to find his answers.  

The tale unfolds in an unpredictable way as 
Nikolai finds his answers. I will not spoil your read-
ing adventure and pleasure by revealing how the 
answers are found, but I will share the text of the 
last two pages of the book, where Leo states:  

Remember then that there is only one 
important time, and that time is now. 
The most important one is always the 
one you are with. And the most im-
portant thing is to do good for the one 
who is standing at your side. For 
these, my boy, are the answers to 
what is most important in this world. 
That is why we are here! 

Muth’s illustrations beautifully support and ex-
tend his narrative. These softened, realistic images 
executed in watercolor add to the mood of the story. 
The visual symbols throughout the book alone could 
provide for many in-depth discussions. 

Why are books like The Three Questions im-
portant? One of the most positive developments in 
gifted education in recent years is the growing em-
phasis on the social and emotional nature of gifted 
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individuals. Dr. Linda Silverman, a well-known au-
thority in the field, states: “Giftedness has an emo-
tional as well as a cognitive substructure: cognitive 
complexity gives rise to emotional depth. Thus gifted 
children not only think differently from their peers, 
they also feel differently.”* 

It is important, therefore, to support and nurture 
the social and emotional nature of gifted individuals; 
and, I believe, given the added frustration of twice-
exceptionality, it is even more important with this 

population.  
Books like Muth’s The Three Questions provide 

a springboard for discussion and thought. Our gifted 
and 2e learners have a heightened sensitivity to our 
world, as well as a greater sense of what is right and 
wrong. Therefore, providing a vocabulary and an 
approach to discussion of these issues is crucial. 
The simplicity, yet complexity, of The Three Ques-

tions is certainly one place where we could start. I 
highly recommend this most unusual book.  

Happy Reading!  

 

Mr. Wuffles  
By David Wiesner  

Clarion Books, 2013 

Reviewed: May, 2014 

David Wiesner has done it again! In addition to 
winning three Caldecott Medals, Wiesner has just 
won his third Caldecott Honor Book award for his 
delightful Mr. Wuffles! The book, one of this year’s 
Caldecott Honor Books, tells the story of Mr. Wuf-
fles, a very particular cat. Using a “nearly textless” 
format and vibrant water color and India ink Illustra-
tions, the author portrays Mr. Wuffles as a cat who 
bypasses the many expensive toys that his owner 
provides in favor of a very peculiar “toy” — an alien 
space ship, complete with ant-size aliens!  

While rolling the space ship around, Mr. Wuffles 
damages it, and our little aliens are tossed about. 
Now comes one of the most fun aspects of this 
book. The aliens’ language is represented in geo-
metric forms! This leads us to the second book, 
which makes a great companion. But I’m getting 
ahead of myself — back to Mr. Wuffles!  

After discovering damage to an important com-
ponent of their ship, the five-member alien crew 
sets out to find possible supplies for repairs. Mr. 
Wuffles stalks the crew as they run for their lives 

and hide under a cabinet that leads to small hole in 
the wall. Passing through the hole, the aliens make 
two discoveries: hieroglyphics on the wall depicting 
Mr. Wuffles attacking ants and — the ants them-
selves! Then begins a delightful intercultural en-
counter in which the ants and aliens learn to com-
municate, and the ants aid in the repair of the 
ship’s damaged component. After a final encounter 
with Mr. Wuffles, the aliens return to their ship and 
escape, leaving the ants outfitted with new technol-
ogy and perhaps new tactics to aid in their conflict 
with the cat.  

Anyone even briefly acquainted with Wiesner’s 
work is well aware that he’s a master at telling sto-
ries through little or no narrative. Employing a varie-
ty of art styles and media, he visually engages the 
reader in his very delightful tales. 

 

* Silverman, Linda. (1993). Counseling the gifted and talented. 
Denver, CO: Love Press  
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A Companion Book for Mr. Wuffles 

Now, about that companion book I mentioned 
earlier. In enjoying Mr. Wuffles! one’s curiosity about 
language is bound to be piqued. As we look at the 
aliens’ words, displayed in cartoon-like bubbles, it’s 
nearly impossible to keep from trying to decode 
their language and translate their conversations. (If 
we only had a Rosetta Stone!) Aside from being part 
of the fun of the book, this ties directly into many, if 
not most, gifted and 2e students’ natural curiosity 
about language. That’s where Say What? — The 
Weird and Mysterious Journey of the English Lan-
guage (Tundra Books, 2009) by Gena K. Gorrell, 
comes in. Among the books that this well-known 
author of nonfiction for youth has written are two 
award winners: Land of the Jaguar: South America 
and Its People (Tundra Books, 2007); and Working 

Like a Dog: The Story of Working Dogs Through His-
tory (Tundra Books, 2003).  

In Say What? Gorrell humorously presents a 
history of the development of the English language. 

She points out that “…English isn’t just the speech 
of one nation; it’s the memory of thousands of years 
of history.” Then, with facts and sometimes fiction, 
the author illustrates the development of our lan-
guage.  

I must resist the temptation to present too 
many examples from the book, but here’s just one. 
Do you know where the word chauffeur comes 
from? Gorrell explains:  

Back in the 1890s, only a few rich 
people had cars, and it took a while to 
get them going. The employee who 
was sent out ahead of time to chauf-

fer (French for “warm up”) the engine 
so it would run properly, was called a 
chauffeur.  

I can’t resist one more example:  
Remember when Bilbo Baggins first 
meets Gandalf (in The Hobbit, of 
course!) he exclaims: “Gandalf, Gan-
dalf! Good gracious me! ... Not the 
fellow who used to tell such wonderful 
tales at parties, about dragons and 
goblins and giants and the rescue of 
princesses…?” Just in this one 28-
word sentence, there are two words 
from Latin; two words from Greek; two 
words from the Norse language and 
Gandalf itself is Norse for “wand-elf!” 

Gorrell rounds off her great book with more 
facts, examples, exercises, and games. This book is 
a perfect companion for the study of the develop-
ment of language, and Mr. Wuffles! provides the 
perfect jumping-off spot! Pairing these two books 
would be a great summer activity to keep our 2e 
readers involved. Why not create a summer book 
club and attack the language of the aliens and our 
own American English? Let me know if you take me 
up on this idea!  

Happy Reading!  
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A Double Treat: We’re All Wonders; and It’s Okay to Be Different 
Reviewed: May, 2017 

In this column, we again return to picture books. 
Regular readers of this column are well aware that I 
am a big fan of this genre and that I push the use of 
picture books with all ages of students — including 
high schoolers. The growing sophistication of text, 
art, and complexity of theme in current picture 
books makes them a most important genre that can 
be used in many ways, including citing them as great 
examples of writing and artistic styles, and address-
ing important and crucial issues. 

Our double treat in this issue deals with self-
esteem. We are all well aware of the importance of 
positive self-esteem. Indeed, my friend and col-
league Dr. Sylvia Rimm has addressed this issue in 
many of her columns in 2e Newsletter. 

Teachers and parents of 2e children are per-
haps even more aware of the role of positive self-
esteem. For them, it is often a major focus in sup-
porting these children, who are often well aware of 
their differences and the bullying that can result 
from them. 

One way to respond to a child’s eroding self-
esteem is with bibliotherapy, the use of literature to 
positively address an issue or concern that exists in 
the life of a child or classroom. Bibliotherapy is both 
an effective means to open up students to discus-
sion and a first step in building self-esteem. Our fo-
cus books are two great resources for this use. 

 
We’re All Wonders 

First is We’re All Wonders (Alfred A. Knopf, 
2017), written and illustrated by R. J. Palacio. In this 
book we come back to one of my favorite characters 
in fiction. Palacio introduced Augie to us in her 
amazing 2012 novel, Wonder (reviewed in the July, 
2012, of 2e Newsletter). [See page 19 of this booklet.] 

You might remember that Augie was born with a 
rare, genetic disease that resulted in extreme facial 
abnormalities. In Wonder, Augie who has been 
homeschooled and somewhat protected, is now 
entering the fifth grade at a private preparatory 
school. He tells the story of the challenges he faces 
in both adapting and being accepted. In We’re All 
Wonders, Palacio takes us back to a younger Augie 
who knows that he’s not an ordinary kid but is a kid 
who does ordinary things. He realizes that he is dif-
ferent; but the lesson he teaches us is that he can’t 
help the way he looks, but maybe he can change 
the way people see. He knows that he is a “wonder” 
and maybe he can help others see that they are 
“wonders” too. 

Palacio’s last note to us in this book is: Look 
with kindness and you will always find wonder. She 
created her colorful artwork using iPencil in iPad’s 
Procreate and did the coloring with Photoshop. The 
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simple but bold style of drawing readily lends itself to 
the text found on each page. In We’re All Wonders, 
we have both a visual delight and an extremely im-
portant theme. 

 
It’s Okay to Be Different 

In It’s Okay to Be Different (Little, Brown, and 
Co., 2001), written and illustrated by Todd Parr, we 
have a perfect companion to We’re All Wonders. The 
artistic style of this book may suggest use with a 
younger audience, but older students can certainly 
reap the significance and importance of each of 
Parr’s statements of how it’s okay to be different. 
The temptation here is to quote text from nearly eve-
ry page, but here are just several of my favorites: It’s 
okay to be a different color. It’s okay to talk about 
your feelings. It’s okay to do something nice for your-
self. 

And finally, the author ends what turns out to be 
a love letter with: “It’s Okay to be different. You are 
special and Important just because of being who you 
are. Love, Todd.” 

Be sure to note the illustration that goes with the 
text on each page. The artwork is done in big, bold 
primary colors. Parr makes each page a different, 
bright color, which adds so much to the total effect of 

the book. He draws the figures in what we might 
call “the style of primary children,” a style that 
lends itself so well to the text. All in all, the total 
effect is fun, eye-catching, and amazing. 

Both of these books are important resources 
for helping children to build self-esteem, vital for 
those who are aware of their differences and how 
those differences often separate them from their 
peers. Both books help affirm that it is not only 
okay but essential to be yourself and to celebrate 
both your own differences and the differences in 
others. 

Happy Reading!  

Resources for Teaching with Picture Books 

 “Picture Books Across the Curriculum,” by Keith Schoch, http://teachingreadingandla. pbworks.com/f/
Picture%20Books%20Across%20the%20Curriculum%202011%20revised.pdf  

 “Picture Books for Older Students,” (a bibliography), https://wvde.state.wv.us/strategybank/
documents/PictureBooksforOlderStudents.doc  

 “Picture Books with Secondary Students,” by Kristi Hemingway, http://www.inquirybydesign.com/
picture-books-with-secondary-students 

 “Teaching with Picture Books in the Middle School” by Iris McClellan Tiedt, https://eric.ed.gov/?
id=ED444148  

 “The Use of Picture Books in the High School Classroom: A Qualitative Case Study,” by Melissa Reiker, 
http://scholarship.rollins.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1005&context=mls  
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 Chapter 

5 2e Resources  

Books 
 Academic Advocacy for Gifted Children: A Parent's Complete Guide, by Barbara Jackson Gilman 

(Great Potential Press, revised edition, 2008) 

 Creative Home Schooling: A Resource Guide for Smart Families, by Lisa Rivero (Great Potential Press, 
2002) – Note: Second edition (2014) available as an e-book 

 Different Minds: Gifted Children With AD/HD, Asperger Syndrome, and other Learning Deficits, by 
Deirdre Lovecky (Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2004) 

 From Emotions to Advocacy: The Special Education Survival Guide, by Pam and Pete Wright (Harbor 
House Law Press, 2006) 

 Homeschooling Your Struggling Learner, by Kathy Kuhl, (Learn Differently, 2009) 

 The Inconvenient Student: Critical Issues in the Identification and Education of Twice-Exceptional Stu-
dents, by Dr. Michael Postma, (Royal Fireworks Publishing, 2017) 

 Late, Lost, and Unprepared: A Parent’s Guide to Helping Children with Executive Functioning, by 
Joyce Cooper-Kahn and Laurie Dietzel (Woodbine House, 2008) 

 The Misdiagnosis and Dual Diagnoses of Gifted Children and Adults: ADHD, Bipolar, OCD,  
Asperger's, Depression, and Other Disorders, by James Webb, Edward Amend, Nadia Webb, Jean  
Goerss, Paul Beljan, and Richard Olenchak (Great Potential Press, 2nd edition, 2016) 

 The Mislabeled Child, by Brock and Fernette Eide (Hyperion, 2006) 

 The Myth of Laziness, by Mel Levine (Simon & Schuster, 2002) 

 The Organized Student, by Donna Goldberg with Jennifer Zwiebel (Fireside, 2005)  

 Sensational Kids, by Lucy Jane Miller (Penguin Group US, revised edition, 2014) 

 Smart Kids with Learning Difficulties: Overcoming Obstacles and Realizing Potential, by Rich-
ard Weinfeld, Sue Jeweler, Linda Barnes-Robinson, and Betty Shevitz (Prufrock Press, 2nd edition, 
2013) 

 Teaching Teens With ADD, ADHD & Executive Function Deficits: A Quick Reference Guide for Teach-
ers and Parents, by Chris Zeigler Dendy (Woodbine House, 2011) 

 To Be Gifted & Learning Disabled: Strength-Based Strategies for Helping Twice-Exceptional Students 
With LD, ADHD, by Susan Baum, Steven Owen, andRobin Schader (Prufrock Press, 3rd Edition, 2017) 

 Twice-Exceptional Gifted Children: Understanding, Teaching, and Counseling Gifted Students, by Bev-
erly Trail, (Prufrock Press, 2010) 

 When the Brain Can’t Hear: Unraveling the Mystery of Auditory Processing Disorder, by Teri James 
Bellis (Atria, 2002) 
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Websites 
 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter, www.2eNewsletter.com 

 A Nation Deceived (where the 2004 Templeton National Report on Acceleration is available for down-
load), www.nationdeceived.org (See Vol. 2, Chapter 11 on twice-exceptional children.) 

 Assistive Technology Training Online Project (ATTO), http://atto.buffalo.edu 

 Child Mind Institute (information on children’s mental health and learning disorders), 
www.childmind.org 

 The Dana Foundation (information on the brain), www.dana.org 

 The Davidson Institute’s Gifted Database: www.davidsongifted.org/db 

 Dyslexic Advantage, www.dyslexicadvantage.org  

 Gifted Homeschoolers Forum, http://giftedhomeschoolers.org 

 Hoagies Gifted: recommendations for books on gifted topics, www.hoagiesgifted.org/
professional_books.htm 

 Hoagies Gifted: twice-exceptional, www.hoagiesgifted.org/twice_exceptional.htm  

 LD Online’s articles on gifted/LD, www.ldonline.org/article/c670 

 National Center for Learning Disabilities, www.ncld.org 

 The Out-of-Sync Child, www.out-of-sync-child.com  

 The SPD (Sensory Processing Disorder) Foundation, www.spdfoundation.net 

 Tilt Parenting, www.tiltparenting.com 

 Twice Exceptional Children’s Advocacy, Inc. (TECA), www.teca2e.org   

 Understood, (information on learning and attention issues) www.understood.org  

 Uniquely Gifted, www.uniquelygifted.org 

 Wrightslaw: twice-exceptional, www.wrightslaw.com/info/2e.index.htm 

Free Downloads 
 A Guidebook for Twice-Exceptional Students: Supporting the Achievement of Gifted Students with 

Special Needs, http://wrightslaw.com/info/2e.guidebook.pdf 

 Gifted and Learning Disabled Guide, www.vsb.bc.ca/sites/default/files/school-files/Programs/
GiftedLDHandbook.pdf 

 Supporting the Identification and Achievement of the Twice-Exceptional Student: Frequently Asked 
Questions, www.doe.virginia.gov/instruction/gifted_ed/twice_exceptional.pdf 

 The Twice-Exceptional Dilemma, www.nea.org/assets/docs/twiceexceptional.pdf 

 Twice-Exceptional Students, Gifted Students with Disabilities: An Introductory Resource Book, 
www.cde.state.co.us/gt/download/pdf/TwiceExceptionalResourceHandbook.pdf 

 Twice-Exceptional: Students with Both Gifts and Challenges or Disabilities, www.sde.idaho.gov/site/
gifted_talented/twice-exceptional 

Film 
 2e: Twice Exceptional, a documentary film, by Thomas Ropelewski, http://2emovie.com 



 

 Spotlight on 2e Series 
This series of publications is intended to help parents, educators, advocates, and other 
professionals better meet the needs of gifted children with learning difficulties. Each pro-
vides easy-to-understand information on how to recognize and address the combination 
of giftedness and learning deficits or disorders in children. Included are articles, check-
lists, charts, and resource listings. 

Other booklets in this series include:  

 Parenting Your Twice-exceptional Child 

 Understanding Your Twice-exceptional Student 

 Understanding  the Gifted Child with Attention Deficit 

 The Twice-exceptional Child with Asperger Syndrome  

 The Twice-exceptional Child with Dyslexia  

 Caring for the Mental Health of the Twice-exceptional Child  

 The Mythology of Learning: Understanding Common Myths about  

2e Learners  

 Writing and the 2e Learner: Issues and Strategies 

 The 2e Reading Guide: Essential Books for Understanding the  

Twice-exceptional Child  

 Guiding the Twice-exceptional Child: A Collection of Columns by  

Meredith Warshaw 

 

From The 2e Resource. . . 

 Part of Glen Ellyn Media, former publisher of 2e: Twice-Exceptional Newsletter 

 For more information on these and other offerings, visit us at:  
https://2eResource.com 
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