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Welcome to the Summer 2020 issue of Canadian Children’s Book News and our first  

MIDDLE GRADE TAKEOVER. I worked on this issue with author/teacher Colleen Nelson 

and her middle grade students from Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, Manitoba.  

It has been so much fun reading the students’ reviews, profiles of middle grade authors 

and their opinion pieces. I think I have a much better idea of what this age group is  

looking for in Canadian literature and I hope middle grade authors will gain some  

insight from these students.

 I’d like to sincerely thank Colleen and her students for taking on this monumental task. 

It’s been in the works for months and required a lot of reading, writing and editing.  

All of the students rose to the challenge and I think and hope they enjoyed the process  

as much as I did. I just wish I could be there to see their faces when they see the final 

product. It is something they all should take a great deal of pride in.

 I’d also like to thank Wesley King, Kit Pearson and Heather Smith for answering  

questions via Skype or email for our profile pieces. They were very generous with their 

time and it was most appreciated. I hope our readers will enjoy this issue as much as  

Colleen, the students and I enjoyed putting it together.

Sandra O’Brien

When Sandra asked if my students would like to contribute to the Canadian Children’s 

Book News issue on middle grade books, I immediately said yes. Not only did I have  

complete faith in my students’ ability, but I knew that an authentic writing experience like 

this one is what ELA teachers dream of!

 My students rose to the challenge. As we literally ripped apart past issues of Canadian 

Children’s Book News to learn what types of articles are included, and delved into the 

format of how reviews, features, opinion pieces and interviews are constructed, I saw my 

students’ writing improve. Over the months we worked on the articles, they had many 

opportunities; they were able to virtually meet Heather Smith and Wesley King, and got to 

read ARCs of books well before they were released. We had a lot of rich discussion about 

which books and authors they were enjoying.

 I’m grateful to Sandra for giving us this opportunity and to my students for taking it on 

fearlessly. As you’ll see from the opinion pieces and feature articles, these young people 

have a lot to say and the talent to articulate their ideas. Whenever I look at my class, it gives 

me confidence in the future. With these young people in charge, we’re in good hands.

Colleen Nelson

Your feedback is important!
EMAIL COMMENTS TO SANDRA@BOOKCENTRE.CA

 like us! facebook.com/kidsbookcentre

 Follow us! @kidsbookcentre
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FROM THE EDITOR SANDRA O’BRIEN

Over 50 of Canada's Leading Children's Authors, Illustrators, Storytellers and Musicians • FREE ADMISSION

Celebrating 
Graphic Novels
We're taking it online for 2020
June 12-14th, 6pm

Presented by 
Telling Tales
MAIN EVENT
Sunday, September 20th, 10am-4pm Sunday, October 4th, 

10am-4pm

tellingtales.org TellingTalesOrg

Aaron Bell & the White Pine Dancers  •  Aimee Reid  •  Alisa Siegel  •  Andrea Curtis  •  Andrew Larsen  •  Angela Misri  •  Anoosha Syed    
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this year our festival may look different
 Stay tuned to our website and social media for updates on locations, presenters and more.
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These students wrote reviews for this issue.  
BACK ROw: Sooyeon, Lucas, Maya, Haylee, Maayan, Joshua P., Ramogi, Jake, Andrew   FRONT ROw: Seth, Kally, Kathryn, Anna, Levi, Isabella, Ava S.

Students from Linden Meadows School participate in a roundtable discussion about middle grade literature.

These students wrote reviews for this issue.  BACK ROw: Ted, Affan, Tait, Jaxzyn, Krish  
MiDDLE ROw: Matan, Josh, Andrei, Kareen, Lingbin, Connor, Daniel, Milan   FRONT ROw: Marcus, Dante, John, Minju, Jace, Kendra, Stella

Owen, Jovana, Minju and Stella contributed titles to the  
“Bookmark!” column for this issue.

Meet the fabulous  
middle grade students 
from Linden Meadows 
School in winnipeg, 
Manitoba who are  
responsible for putting 
this issue together. 

Students from Linden Meadows School participate in a roundtable  
discussion about middle grade literature. 

Cade is a Grade 6 student at Linden  
Meadows School.

Mark and Ava B. wrote reviews for this issue  
of Canadian Children’s Book News.

Addison is a Grade 5 student at Linden  
Meadows School.

Jack and Sean contributed to the  
“Bookmark!” column in this issue.



How much did kobe help you with the book?

A lot, actually. We came up with the concept after a few iterations. 

We had a different idea when I first went down to California.  

The book took about a year and a half. He was very involved. While 

I did the writing, he would do the editorial process. It’s an unusual 

book because it’s five books in one. They’re all from different  

perspectives. The sequel that came out in March is more  

traditional, with just one character.

 While Kobe and I came up with the idea together, I took the  

lead on the day to day writing. It was different having to vet it out 

with someone else. Kobe came up with the names for the  

characters and their descriptions. To get them right, I went to 

inner-city Philadelphia and New Jersey and met with kids in rough  

neighborhoods. Their parents were incarcerated, and they were 

playing basketball, essentially with the hope of making it and 

saving their family from poverty. We wanted to put across the  

message that these kids have so much pressure to save  

their families.

Why did you write the book from five perspectives?

I’ve asked myself that so many times! Writing five books in one 

would almost never be done by a traditional publisher, but because 

Kobe started the company, he could do whatever he wanted. Before 

we started, Kobe called George R.R. Martin who wrote A Game of 

Thrones. When he told him what we were doing he said he felt bad 

for the writer because it was going to be really difficult. He was 

right! The problem is that the books are all in one location and one 

time period, but I had to tell a story five different ways and each 

time the character had to learn something. It was a great experi-

ence, but I don’t think I’ll ever do it again.

any exciting news you can share with us?

Sure! I’m meeting next week with some screenwriters to make  

an OCDaniel movie! There are lots of adaptations that fall through, 

but fingers crossed we have a movie about Daniel.

Coolest thing that happened this year?  
(Besides being interviewed by us.)

Well, getting the Wizenards on The New York Times Best Sellers  

list was pretty cool. That was a dream of mine. Also, climbing out  

of the water and not dying was also very cool.

Kathryn Babiuk is a Grade 8 student who loves broadway. Kally Kennedy is an excellent sister 
to her little brother, Carter. Ramogi Nyagudi is a basketball player who is striving to achieve 
his dream of being an NBA all star. Everett Smith is a human addicted to soccer and TikTok.
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Wesley King is an award-winning Canadian author born in Ajax, 

Ontario who now lives in Ostrea, Nova Scotia. Over our Skype call 

with him we asked questions about his books, writing and life.  

We enjoyed his humour and the inside scoop he gave us about 

some upcoming projects.

 Shortly after this interview, Kobe Bryant died tragically in a  

helicopter crash. We were so sad to hear about this because from 

what Wesley told us, Kobe was a great person, friend and collabo-

rator. Wesley collaborated with Kobe on the Wizenard series. 

What is your writing process?

It’s chaotic. I write madly for days and weeks and create a  

disorganized mess. Then, I go back and edit. I kind of find my  

way as I go. For the Wizenard series, it’s more organized with more 

brainstorming. I have two different approaches for when  

I’m writing.

Where did you get the idea for OCDaniel?

It was inspired by my own experience growing up. Like Daniel, I 

had OCD and had no idea what was going on with me when I was a 

kid. The symptoms of his experience were all based on what it was 

like for me and they’re all true. I added in the mystery element to 

make it more exciting.

Sara Malvern, a character from that book, has her own story 

coming out this year in May. It explores some of her own struggles 

with depression and anxiety. It focuses on what life was like for her 

before she met Daniel.

are a lot of your books based on personal experiences?

I generally write magic, fantasy and science fiction. OCDaniel is 

really the only one that is realistic fiction. But I think good writing 

is always based on real life and experiences.

Tell us about living on a boat. Has it inspired any stories?

Right now my boat is off the coast of North Africa. I’ve been sailing 

around there for the last little while. It’s been great. Harrowing 

too. I almost died about 10 miles off the coast of Sicily. I flipped off 

the boat during a storm and just caught onto the handrail before 

I disappeared into the water. That was at two o’clock in morning. 

There’s been some run-ins with authoritarian customs officials. 

It’s definitely been adventurous. I’ll go back in a few weeks to take 

the boat to Portugal and then I’ll make the great Atlantic crossing 

which is 20-21 days at sea in 2021. I’m going to try to get a book 

done while I’m doing that.

What’s your writing space like?

I have a few writing spaces. I have one in Ontario that’s fairly clean. 

I also have an office in California. But the one on my boat looks like 

a storm blew through it. It’s just a mess of papers and about 20 cups 

of tea and plates everywhere.

Who is your favourite Canadian author?

Lately I’ve been reading a lot of Canadian authors. I’m about to read 

Heather Camlot’s new book (What If Soldiers Fought with Pillows?) 

and I’m excited to write a blurb for it. She wrote Clutch which I 

really liked. I also just finished Ebb & Flow by Heather Smith. She’s 

awesome and I love everything she’s written.

What is kobe Bryant like in real life?

He’s actually super chill. He doesn’t come across that way, but he’s 

also very focused. When we’re working on the Wizenard series 

it’s 10- or 12-hour days. He kind of writes like he plays basketball, 

which is 100% all the time. The man sleeps about four hours a day. 

I get text messages at 5:00 AM with ideas. Working with him is an 

intense process.

Magic, Fantasy, Sci Fi and  
a Little Dose of Reality  
By KATHRyN BABIUK, KALLy KENNEDy, RAMOGI NyAGUDI AND EVERETT SMITH

PROFILE WESLEy KING 
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Do you write  
or illustrate for kids? 

You’ll love PYI!

	H Connect with kids’ book publishers, 
authors, illustrators, agents

	H Professional evaluations of your 
manuscript or portfolio

	H Great downtown Toronto location

Registration opens in July

www.canscaip.org

Save the date for

PYI 2020
Saturday October 24



What was your favourite book as a kid?  

Swallows and Amazons by Arthur Ransome.

If you could ask one other successful author three 
questions about their writing, what would they be? 

If your novel is autobiographical, do you worry about using real 

people in it?

How do you cope with the way you become so detached from daily 

life when you are writing?

What are your favourite books about writing?

Kate Hunter is a grade 7 student in Ancaster, Ontario. 
She loves to read and write.
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Last spring, my mother brought home The Sky Is Falling, a Kit 

Pearson novel, and the first in her Guests of War trilogy. Having 

an older looking cover, I was hesitant to read it, but, nonetheless, 

I picked it up. To my surprise, I couldn’t put it down. I read it in 

between classes at school, before bed in the evenings and while I 

ate breakfast in the mornings. It was fantastic, and three days later, 

having learned a valuable lesson in judging a book by its cover, I 

was at the store buying the second book in the trilogy.

Kit Pearson was born in Edmonton, Alberta in 1947. She pub-

lished her first novel, The Daring Game, in 1986. Pearson is best 

known for writing the Guests of War Trilogy, which includes, The 

Sky Is Falling, Looking at The Moon and The Lights Go on Again. 

This trilogy is about Norah and Gavin Stoakes, who are sent from 

England, by their parents, to live in Toronto during World War II. 

She also won an award for her book Awake and Dreaming about 

Theo, who dreams of living with a ‘perfect family’ instead of 

impoverished and with her abusive mother. Kit Pearson has written 

more than 15 books so far. She currently lives in Victoria, British 

Columbia.

you’ve written many very successful books. What was your 
favourite book to write? 

Probably The Sky Is Falling. It was so interesting to find out about 

daily life in World War II.

With so many successful books you must be writing a lot. 
What do you like to do when you’re not writing? 

I spend a lot of time walking my two dogs. I also read, paint in 

watercolours, garden and visit friends.

Who’s your favourite character that you’ve ever written 
about? Why? 

It’s one of my minor characters — Aunt Jean, also known as 

Maisie’s granny, in The Whole Truth, And Nothing But the Truth 

and Be My Love. She’s so funny and opinionated and dear. And she 

arrived in my imagination fully formed; I never had to decide what 

she was like.

do you remember when you got your first book published? 

In 1986, and I remember it vividly. 

When did you realize your books were becoming a success?

After my second book, A Handful of Time, won the Canadian 

Library Association’s Book of the Year for Children Award.

do you believe in writer’s block? If so, how do you get 
over it?

YES! If I’m stuck, I stop writing and I try not to think about the book 

for the rest of the day. Then I go back to it the next morning. So far, 

this has worked!

Is there anything you’d give up your writing talents for?

Being a better writer!

If you had to do something differently as a child to  
become a better writer as an adult, what would you have 
done? 

The most important thing you can do as a child to prepare to be 

a writer is to read, and I certainly did that. I wish I’d tried writing 

more stories when I was young, however. I kept a diary, but that’s  

all the writing I did.

What are you reading now?  

The Mirror & the Light, the third in a fabulous trilogy by Hilary 

Mantel about Thomas Cromwell.

Was writing always your passion? What would be your 
dream job if not?  

Reading was more of a passion until I was in my early thirties — I 

started writing very late. If I was not a writer, I’d love to be a singer 

or a pianist or an artist.

Who is your favourite author? What is your favourite book 
they wrote? 

My favourite author is Jane Austen and my favourite book is Emma.

PROFILE KIT PEARSON

Kit Pearson  
revered and CeleBraTed 
For GeneraTIons

By KATE HUNTER



do you have a favourite book?

That’s a tricky question. There’s something about my YA book, 

The Agony of Bun O’Keefe that is special. Bun’s character is really 

unique, so I guess that would make it a standout for me.

Who is your favourite author?

Probably Roald Dahl. I didn’t read his books as a child, but I read 

them to my children. I loved the quirkiness of them. Willy Wonka is 

my all-time favourite fictional character.

do you have any hobbies?

I like watching obscure, quirky documentaries. I like to lane swim 

and walk and hike. I find when I am not physically writing, I am 

writing in my head and a lot of times that writing happens when 

I’m out walking. I try to walk every day and usually come up with 

story ideas.

Who is your favourite character in Ebb & Flow?

Probably Grandma Jo. She’s what everyone wants their grandma 

to be like. She’s not preachy. She listens and I think that’s important 

for anyone. She’s also a little eccentric — I like eccentric people!

are you working on any new books?

I am. I have a few things on the go. I’m writing on a new middle 

grade novel, a picture book, and I’ve decided to write an adult novel 

too!

your daughter april is our age (14). What do you think your 
kids think about having an author for a mom?

Well, I asked her and she texted me with her answer. “I think it’s 

pretty cool to have an author for a mom. I can read all of her books 

before they get published, which is awesome. I also get to go to  

festivals and meet authors.” At one festival, Wesley King had 

brought books for kids who asked questions but ran out before April 

could ask hers. After he was done his presentation, he asked April 

and me to meet him at his car. When he opened his trunk, he had 

boxes and boxes of books and told April to pick a couple. So, I guess 

there are some perks to having me as a mom!

Katelyn Kochan enjoys dancing and playing with her dog in her spare time and  
Christel Pecson loves watching Netflix instead of doing her homework.
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PROFILE HEATHER SMITH

Finding Words  
a Home on the Page
By CRISTHEL PECSON AND KATELyN KOCHAN

Heather Smith currently lives in Waterloo, Ontario. She was  

originally from Newfoundland, and lives with her husband and three 

children. Her east coast roots inspire much of her writing. Today, 

Heather is the author of several books for children and young adults. 

In her early years, Heather was not big on reading as some authors at 

that age were. As well as her reading she struggled with her speech. 

Unable to pronounce certain words, she often anxiously switched out 

words that she could pronounce, rather than use the more difficult 

ones that she couldn’t. Now, as an author, she tackles the words  

on the page and expresses herself through her writing. Her book,  

Ebb & Flow, won the 2019 TD Canadian Children’s Literature Award 

and was a nominee for the 2020 Manitoba young Readers’ Choice 

Award. It was also shortlisted for the 2018 Governor General’s  

Literary Award for young People’s Literature – Text and the 2019  

Silver Birch Award.

We skyped with Heather and asked her a few questions.

are your books based on personal experiences?

Some of them are. My picture book, Angus All Aglow, is based on 

my son who wanted to wear a spectacular bow tie to school picture 

day. At the time, we weren’t sure it was a good idea, so the book 

is about a boy who wears his grandmother’s sparkly necklace to 

school. There are other bits of my life or my family and friends’ lives 

in all my books. I take some of their more powerful or meaningful 

experiences and fictionalize them.

What made you become an author?

I have three kids and I was a stay-at-home mom, and I used to 

write little silly stories for my kids. Kathy Stinson was the author-

in-residence at the Kitchener Public Library and she would critique 

manuscripts. She read mine and encouraged me with some  

feedback. I know lots of writers who have always been writers, but 

that wasn’t the case for me. I never considered myself  

a writer until I wrote books for my own kids.

What types of books did you read growing up? do they 
affect how you write today?

I actually did not read a lot. That surprises a lot of people. When I 

was really young, I loved picture books, but when it was expected  

I start reading chapter books, I wasn’t interested. I kept picking 

classics that didn’t hold my interest, so I gave up. There are a  

few stand-out books for me that captured my attention like  

Judy Blume’s books and The Outsiders. That’s what I write today, 

books that I would have wanted to read when I was younger.

 If you open up one of my books, you’re right into the action  

on the first page. There isn’t a lot of flowery scene setting because, 

for me, I had to have my attention captured within the first half  

a page.

What inspired you to write Ebb & Flow?

I am from Newfoundland, so I spend most of my summer there 

with my family. A few years ago, I found a piece of sea glass and 

was captivated by it. I wondered how sea glass got formed. It’s 

basically a piece of broken glass that gets thrown into the ocean 

and spends years there getting tossed around. This bashing and 

battering forms a sharp piece of glass into something absolutely 

beautiful. What immediately came to mind for me was how experi-

ences help us change. As a young person, you might go through a 

hard time, but you come out the other end a stronger person.

 I thought the sea glass would be a beautiful metaphor and that 

sparked the whole story.

do you have a process when you write your books?

Not really. For me, writing is all about the gut feeling of what the 

book is going to be. I have to be really inspired. I sit down, open up 

my laptop and get working on it. I don’t over think it or plan it out. 

I don’t worry about story mapping, or any of the other technical 

stuff. It’s the story first and then the characters. I do need quiet 

though! I like to work in my classroom when everyone is out of it.

do you like writing in free verse?

I do! Ebb & Flow was going to be a picture book, but once I started to 

write it, the story got bigger and bigger and I knew it wasn’t going 

to be a picture book, but what was it? I was writing it in very short, 

concise sentences, but also poetic. I didn’t feel like I wanted to write 

it as a regular middle grade novel. I realized it was a verse novel. I 

had read verse novels, but I’d never written one.
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Jean Little was born in Taiwan to Canadian medical missionaries 

and was partially blind from birth. She earned an Honours English 

degree at the University of Toronto and went on to teach children 

with special needs until 1962. That same year, Jean published her 

first book, Mine for Keeps, which portrayed a young girl with  

cerebral palsy. This book won her the Little Brown Children’s  

Book Award.

 Jean became known for changing the way children with special 

needs were portrayed in children’s literature. She did not idealize 

her characters, but portrayed them as ordinary and imperfect 

children whose problems, while perhaps far from ordinary, were 

universal and showed how resilient children could be. 

 Jean went on to publish more than 50 books during her career 

as a children’s writer, including novels, poetry, picture books, short 

stories and two autobiographies. Perhaps her most famous and  

best loved book, From Anna, was about a shy girl with a vision 

impairment, not unlike herself, who moves from Germany to 

Canada on the dawn of the Nazis’ rise to power. 

 According to Scholastic Canada, Jean was instrumental in 

helping them launch their Dear Canada series, creating one of 

the first two titles, Orphan at My Door: The Home Child Diary of 

Victoria Cope, which won the Canadian Library Association Book 

of the Year for Children Award. Jean went on to write four other 

Dear Canada diaries, as well as other novels and picture books 

for Scholastic. Pippin the Christmas Pig was illustrated by Werner 

Zimmermann and the forthcoming Maya and the Monarch, is to be 

illustrated by Gabrielle Grimard.

As we mourn the loss of Hy Sarick, one of Canada’s great  

contributors to the children’s book and music industry, and the 

best boss I ever had, I reflect on how lucky we, in the children’s 

book industry, were to have people like Hy lead the way.  

 Hy Sarick co-founded The Children’s Book Store in 1974  

in Toronto, with his wife Judy (who passed away in 2016). The 

Canadian Children’s Book Centre was started just two years later 

in 1976 and Hy and Judy would also be important contributors  

to the future of our beloved CCBC.

 The Saricks opened their bookstore on Avenue Road near Bloor 

Street and later moved to Markham Street right across from the 

famous Honest Ed’s building in Mirvish Village. I walked into the 

store in 1982 and loved it so much that I applied that very day and 

started working there two days later. I couldn’t believe there was 

a bookstore dedicated solely to children’s books. It was there that 

I learned everything about bookselling, running a business and 

being part of this important piece of children’s culture in Canada. 

 Hy was focused on the big picture. He believed if you brought 

the right people together, you could accomplish anything. In 

these early years, we were already promoting the few Canadian 

publishers that existed; Owlkids, Second Story, Groundwood, 

Kids Can and Annick, to name a few. These were, and still are, 

great Canadian publishers owned mostly by women. Hy and 

Judy provided a space for meetings and events that promoted 

all these amazing publishers and created such a strong literary 

community. 

 While Judy focused on the books, Hy’s passion and mission 

was to provide the best quality music for children. When the  

store moved to a beautiful heritage building on Yonge Street,  

Hy dedicated the entire second floor to music and multimedia. 

This was Canada’s largest children’s music outlet at that time.  

Whenever a new format came along, whether it was videos,  

DVDs or CDs, people would worry that they would replace books. 

Hy never believed that and he always seemed to know how  

things would play out. 

 Hy helped so many people launch their careers. He provided 

a performance venue for artists and musicians like Raffi, Sharon 

Lois & Bram, Fred Penner, Charlotte Diamond and many others.  

 Jean won numerous accolades during her career, some of which 

included the Vicky Metcalf Award for Literature for Young People 

in 1974 for her body of work, the Governor General’s Literary Award 

in 1977 for Listen for the Singing, and the Ruth and Sylvia Schwartz 

Children’s Book Award in 1985 for Mama’s Going to Buy You a 

Mockingbird. She was also a member of the Order of Canada, a 

recipient of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Medal and was nomi-

nated eight times for the prestigious international Astrid Lindgren 

Memorial Award.

 Jean worked to foster the creation of art aimed at young people 

as a founding member of the Canadian Society of Children’s 

Authors, Illustrators and Performers (CANSCAIP). She also taught 

Children’s Literature at the University of Guelph where she was an 

Adjunct Professor in the Department of English and had six hon-

orary degrees.

 Not only did Jean leave us an incredible body of work, but she 

wrote many of her award-winning novels using a talking com-

puter. Although the process could be tricky, Jean’s tenacity and love 

for writing never let it slow her down. She became a Canadian icon 

and was instantly recognizable in the literary community with  

her guide dog at her side. She was a role model for many in the 

Canadian children’s literature field and will be sadly missed.

 Jean spent most of her life in Guelph, Ontario, and for many 

years lived with her sister and her family and a house full of dogs. 

Jean passed away peacefully in her sleep on April 6, 2020.

 A tree will be planted in memory of Jean in the Wall-Custance 

Memorial Forest, University of Guelph Arboretum. A dedication 

service will take place on Sunday, September 20, 2020 at 2:30 pm. 

Donations in Jean’s honour can be made to Hospice Wellington, 

the Canadian National Institute for the Blind or the Seeing Eye, the 

latter two organizations dear to Jean’s heart.

 Jean is survived by her sister, Patricia de Vries, her great-niece 

Jeanie and her great-nephew Ben — whom she and Patricia raised 

together — her sister-in-law, Donna Little, four nieces (Robin, 

Maggie, Allison and Kyrie), six nephews (Chris, Brian, Adam, 

Martin, Peter and Mark), and 13 great-nieces and nephews. Our 

heartfelt condolences go out to Jean’s family and friends.

Sandra O’Brien, Editor of Canadian Children’s Book News

A few years ago, while visiting Salt Spring Island, I ran into  

Raffi (who in the early 80’s was just starting out as a children’s 

musician). He told me, “Hy was one of a kind. I brought him my 

first record, and he bought a bunch of them and wrote me a 

cheque on the spot. No questions, no invoice, no contract.”

 In 1990, Hy directed his interest and money into helping  

start The Children’s Group, which became an important record 

label specializing in storytelling and classical music for kids, 

including the Emmy award-winning Beethoven Lives Upstairs.  

The Children’s Group sold millions of records and won many 

awards. They were the producers of “Classical Kids” music which 

won 6 Junos! They were also responsible for the first musical 

recording of Robert Munsch. 

 Other organizations that benefited from Hy’s commitment to 

music were Mariposa in the Schools (MITS), Inner City Angels 

and Soundstreams. He was also a contributing editor to a hi-fi and 

home theatre magazine. I remember typing his reviews of music 

and hi-fi equipment and not having a clue what he was talking 

about! Any organization that improved the quality of music and 

storytelling in schools would get approval and strong support 

from Hy and Judy.

 The Canadian Children’s Book Centre was also very close  

to Hy’s heart. He sat on the Board of Directors for many years  

and was also a financial supporter of the Centre. In 1995 when 

Charlotte Teeple called Hy to say she was worried about payroll 

and bills because they hadn’t yet received their grant cheques,  

Hy sent her a blank cheque and told her to fill out the amount  

she needed. 

 Sometimes it’s hard to see how you lucky you are to be in 

the job you are doing. It’s easy to find fault with a boss, or to be 

irritated by your co-workers, or to not even notice how impor-

tant all these people are to you and your growth. I look back 

and remember that I used to say I had the best job in the world. 

I attribute a lot of that to Hy Sarick. He always stepped aside 

and just let me do my job. He didn’t have a controlling bone in 

his body and I always felt he believed in me. Hy didn’t seek the 

limelight, but he was a force to be reckoned with, when he was 

fighting for anything to do with children’s culture. Many staff who 

worked at The Children’s Book Store went on to become teachers, 

librarians, authors, illustrators, booksellers, and I’m sure they all 

felt the magic of having worked in such a unique and creative 

environment. Celia Lottridge puts it beautifully, “In my 13 years 

of working at The Children’s Book Store, Hy Sarick was a constant 

presence. Like Judy, he saw the store as a place to promote and 

nurture people who could create great culture for Canadian  

children. His focus was music, both music created for children 

and music, not created for children, that children could enjoy.”  

 I knew that he trusted those of us who were focused on the 

book side of the store to have the same passion for excellence. 

He truly appreciated the musicians, writers, artists, librarians, 

teachers and children who came into the store, as well as long 

time employees like me. His calmness, sense of humour and 
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Keep Your Eye On ...

 Julia 
 Nobel
  INTERVIEW By 
 SANDRA O’BRIEN

Tell us about your latest book or a project you are  
currently working on.

I’m currently working on a book that is completely different  

from anything else I’ve ever written. Unfortunately, I can’t reveal 

much more than that, but I am looking forward to being able to 

share more eventually!

Tell us about your process of writing.

I usually start with a random idea that pops into my head!  

Then I start asking lots of questions. What kind of person might 

end up in that situation? How would they get there? Who would 

go along with them? I keep asking questions until I figure out 

if this is actually a viable story idea. Then I start thinking about 

more plot details, which involves asking a lot more questions! 

How did you first get published?

I found my agent through an online mentorship program  

called Pitch Wars, where I worked on my manuscript with an 

established author. Getting an agent is a pretty essential step to 

having a book traditionally published in North America, so that 

was one of the hardest parts. I was rejected by about 50 agents, 

which, believe it or not, is a pretty low number! Once I signed 

with my agent, she and I worked on the manuscript again, and 

then she submitted it to editors at publishing houses. When I 

heard Sourcebooks wanted to publish The Mystery of Black  

Hollow Lane, I was ecstatic!

What do you like about writing for middle grade students?

I love middle grade because you get to deal with complex  

emotions and difficult issues while still writing from a highly 

imaginative place. Writing for middle graders is my favourite 

combination of heart and plot — anything is possible here!

Tell us about writers who inspire you?

I read anything and everything by Natalie Lloyd and Thanhha Lai. 

Their work is so beautiful and evocative, yet playful and creative.
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ability to make a definite decision were crucial to the success of 

the store. I can see him sitting quietly in the staff room smiling  

his small smile while we buzzed in and out. 

 I worked for Hy and Judy for 18 years and still only experienced 

a sliver of Hy’s personality. Not much bothered him, although he 

hated burnt-out lightbulbs. If I didn’t have them replaced before 

he noticed them (he ALWAYS noticed them), he would just stand 

underneath the dead light and point up. He said a burnt-out 

lightbulb will make the customers think we’re giving up. Hy loved 

good wine, good food, espresso ristretto, sushi, Russian literature 

and classical music. He also loved popcorn and jujube candy. He 

was a snazzy dresser. He always told me to drink beer when we 

went to industry parties (unless he knew the wine was okay). He 

believed if you can’t afford good wine, just buy one bottle of the 

good stuff and drink less. He loved good cheese. He loved his 

daughters Tema and Johanna and all his grandkids. And he really 

loved Judy, who he was married to but who he also worked with 

every day and travelled with. They were very different from each 

other, but somehow it worked. I think it’s because they knew how 

to disagree. Hy had a great sense of humour. Once someone  

asked him at a dinner party, “If you could come back as anyone, 

who would you come back as?” Hy replied, “I’d come back as me!  

I have a good life.”

 He didn’t ‘suffer fools’ and taught me how to identify who  

would be my true friends in business. He told me, “Your true 

friends won’t be obvious when business is good. You’ll know who 

they are when business is not so good.” When I started Tinlids,  

he was so supportive. He was a great listener and always seemed 

to care about the industry even long after he was out of it. 

 Where I grew up (Sault Ste Marie, Ontario), it was common 

for cars to pull over and turn their headlights on when a funeral 

procession drove by. My most powerful memory of this was on 

the day of my father’s funeral, as we drove to the cemetery. We 

were in the funeral home limo, driving down the streets that I 

played on as a child. One of those streets was being dug up and as 

we approached, all the machines were stopped, and construction 

workers took off their hard hats and held them to their chest.  

I will never forget how moved I was by this gesture. It was as 

though the whole world understood our pain and loss and how 

important my father was. As if the whole world was stopping. 

 This memory came to me as I reflect on the fact that Hy died 

during this pandemic, when we cannot have a gathering to 

mourn together, or celebrate his life.  He deserves to be remem-

bered and honoured as someone who made the world a better 

place. We will forever be indebted to him for helping pave the way 

for children’s bookselling in Canada. I’m sad that we are unable  

to honour him by physically being together. But in my mind,  

I hear him joking, “What are you talking about? I left and the 

whole world stopped.”

Maria Martella, Owner of Tinlids

Continued from page 9
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Srivasta: Sort of like Wonder except a graphic novel. You can see all 

the different perspectives. I wish there was a book like Wonder but 

by a Canadian author.

Kathie: Yeah, Wonder is its own special book. There aren’t many 

like it.

Addison: There’s Whatshisface by Gordon Korman. It’s like that a 

bit. I also like books about dogs. Not when they die, but if they run 

away and then come home.

Mrs. Jordan: We haven’t talked about animals as main characters, 

but there are lots of them in middle grade books.

Alexis: I like strong, younger female main characters. I’ll read books 

with male characters, but my favourite are the ones with girls. I like 

relating to them.

Blake: I like a character with good sense of humour. Like in graphic 

novels. I liked Underdog.

Mrs. Jordan: I need a feel good story with a character who  

overcomes something and in the end they solve their problem.

Kathie: I like characters that have lives really different from my life. 

Someone who has lived somewhere else or grown up somewhere 

else in the world or in Canada. Books that show an experience that 

is different from my own. A book that shows me a different culture 

or way of life. Girl of the Southern Sea by Michelle Kadarusman is  

a perfect one, so is Krista Kim-Bap.

any recommendations?

Kathie: I would recommend anything by Susin Nielsen if you  

like humour. Her books are a little more for an upper middle grade 

audience, but they are great.

Ian: We’re reading one of her books in class right now. It’s awesome.

Addison: There’s a book called Anne of Green Gables. Have you 

read it? I read it in Grade 3 and really liked it.

Kathie: Some of you mentioned mystery books and Jonathan 

Auxier’s books are good. Another author we haven’t talked about 

that is usually popular is Shari Green. She writes books in verse 

which is why I like them. Missing Mike is on the Manitoba Young 

Readers’ Choice Award list this year.

Ian: What about Ebb & Flow by Heather Smith? That’s also in verse. 

It’s so good.

Kathie: Good pick! And Marina Cohen. Her books, like A Box of 

Bones, are really creepy, but a good fit for middle grade.

Ian: Thanks everyone for helping with this discussion. Kathie, 

thanks for coming to talk with us and share your suggestions and 

ideas. And thanks Mrs. Jordan for letting us use the library!

Ian Lempert likes to play basketball and has a breath-taking sense of humour. 
He also knows how to use a thesaurus.
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What Middle Grade 
Readers Want
By IAN LEMPERT

FEATURE ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION

I interviewed kids in Grades 5 to 8 from Linden Meadows School 

in Winnipeg about what kind of books they like. I also invited my 

teacher-librarian, Mrs. Dana Jordan, and Kathie MacIssac, a book 

blogger at MGVillage and librarian at Headingley Library to join us. 

We met in the library at the school and had a roundtable discussion 

about books, reading and what we’d like to see published.

our panelists:

Blake is in Grade 6 and he likes sports, adventure and mystery. 

Books like Ultra by David Carroll are his favourite.

Cade is in Grade 6 and he likes magic and science fiction. He reads 

A LOT and hates animal books. Especially ones about dogs.

Elena is in Grade 5 and she likes fantasy.

Addison is in Grade 5 and she likes fantasy, realistic fiction and 

mystery. She has a soft spot for animal books, but not if the animal 

gets hurt.

Hayeon is in Grade 7 and she likes mystery and fantasy. To her, 

books are like movies in her head.

Alexis is in Grade 7 and she likes fantasy and mystery. She  

alternates between YA and middle grade books.

Etel is in Grade 6 and she likes realistic fiction and mysteries. She’s 

just discovered historical fiction.

Milica is in Grade 5 and likes reality, magical and mystery books.

Srivatsa is in Grade 6 and he likes realistic fiction and science  

fiction. He often comes to the library with requests for books that 

Mrs. Jordan should buy.

do you care about the length of a book?

Cade: I like books this big. (Holds up a dictionary). I like even 

bigger. I read at least an hour a day before I go to bed. Usually I like 

books that are giant and part of a series. Because if it isn’t part of a 

series, then I’m sad when it’s over because there’s no more. It’s hard 

to find a good series.

Mrs. Jordan: (Winks) We can help with that.

Hayeon: Books are like movies for me and I like big challenges.  

I accidentally started reading big books when I picked one up and 

started reading it and I just got really into it. It was about five kids 

solving mysteries. Sometimes, I still read books in Korean to jog  

my memory.

Alexis: I like bigger books because they have more detail. Smaller 

books don’t have as much detail or build up the story as much.

What books do you wish there were more of?

Blake: I want more adventure sports books. Or comedy, adventure, 

sports books. Like MiNRS with sports.

Kathie: That sounds like a Kevin Sylvester type book. He writes 

humour, sports and adventure. I was just talking to him yesterday. 

That might be one I can suggest to him.

Cade: How about the earth is running out of footballs?

Kathie: Maybe I can convince him to write one. If he says yes, you’ll 

get the royalties.

Addison: I like fantasy books.

Kathie: Kelley Armstrong’s A Royal Guide to Monster Slaying and 

Wicked Nix by Lena Coakley are really good.

Mrs. Jordan: Laura Monster Crusher by Wesley King is also good.

Kathie: I also really like the Secret of Zoon series by Lee Edward 

Födi. It’s a great fantasy series. Also, Ember and the Ice Dragon by 

Heather Fawcett is excellent.

Etel: I like books that really tell a story or that you can imagine 

yourself in that position. I like books you can relate to. I want more 

historical fiction. Books like Kanada by Eva Wiseman and Stolen 

Child by Marsha Forchuk Skrypuch.

Mrs. Jordan: Your whole class is really into those books because 

of your literature circles, right? It’s really opened some doors about 

that genre.

Milica: I wish there could be historical fiction mixed with a graphic 

novel. That would be good for our age group.

Kathie: Well, there’s Seeking Refuge by Irene Watts, but that might 

be too old for you. All of Marsha Forchuk Skrypuch’s books are also 

good. What time period are you most interested in?

Etel: Sometimes in war. It’s interesting to me what people had to go 

through. It’s interesting how other people lived and how they had 

to fight through things.

Hayeon: I like books that have the perspective of the child. I like 

when the book characters speak like real kids and act the way we 

do. It’s important to show a kid’s perspective. Also, when I first 

moved to Canada and was just learning English, I really liked  

wordless picture books. My friends and I would imagine all the 

scenes and make up our own ideas and conversations about it. 

Sidewalk Flowers by JonArno Lawson is a good one, but I wish 

there were some wordless books that were longer for older kids  

to read and with a mature message, like The Arrival. That was  

my favourite.

Blake: Another book that’s really good is OCDaniel by Wesley King.

Kathie: He has a new one coming out called Sara and the Search for 

Normal. It’s a follow-up to OCDaniel. I’m excited for that one.

Alexis: I wish there were more books like The Blackthorn Key that 

take place a long time ago, but that aren’t fantasy.

Cade: I like books that show a lot of different points of view. Like 

the Wizenards series by Wesley King. It’s five books in one and 

each story is from a different character. MiNRS was so good. I like 

survival type books like Hatchet.

Srivasta: I like more futuristic books, like combining science and 

post-apocalyptic situations. I read the first book in the MiNRS 

series. There aren’t that many good science fiction books for 

middle grade readers.

Kathie: There’s Oculum by Phillipa Dowding and Transferral by 

Kate Blair.

do you like series?

Cade: An emphatic YES!

Elena: I really like series because you can follow along with the 

books. Like Harry Potter.

Kathie: I’ve been suggesting The Mystery of Black Hollow Lane 

by Julia Nobel because it’s a lot like Harry Potter. The second one 

comes out soon.

Addison: I really like the series Hoot and Flush because it’s about 

kids helping and animals, but they’re not Canadian. I also like the  

I Survived series.

Mrs. Jordan: You might like The Fitzgerald-Trouts series by  

Esta Spalding. They are a bit like A Series of Unfortunate Events and 

the Hoot books. The kids have to look after themselves and live on 

an island that’s kind of like Hawaii with iguanas. Lots of iguanas.

Kathie: Has anyone read the Nikki Tesla Elements of Genius  

series by Jess Keating? That would be my recommendation for  

a great series.

Addison: Yes! I love that one. I bought the first book at Indigo!

Kathie: Or the adventure ones, like Survivor Diaries by Terry Lynn 

Johnson. If you like her series, then you might also like Dog Driven 

and Ice Dogs, which are also by Terry Lynn.

Milica: I’m a fan of books that have fantasy and magic, and books 

about kids helping each other, so The Nameless City, The Mystery of  

Black Hollow Lane and The Fitzgerald-Trouts are good series for me.

Blake: Sometimes if a series goes on too long, it gets boring. I like 

series where there are three books, so it keeps the story interesting. 

My favourites are also The Nameless City, and the Irene Punt series 

about sports. I liked The Nameless City because it’s about a girl who 

comes from nothing and has to find her way around.

Hayeon: I don’t like series. I just like one book that I can really get 

into. It stresses me out waiting for the next book if it isn’t out yet.  

So frustrating!

What are your favourite types of characters?

Milica: It doesn’t matter for me. I like male and female main  

characters who are adventurous.

Mrs. Jordan: When I buy books for the library, I make sure there’s 

an even mix of boy and girl main characters. I want to make sure all 

kids can find characters to relate to. Books like Crush, the graphic 

novel Berrybrook Middle School series by Svetlana Chmakova, are 

great because they show a variety of kids at school.



 How Books Can  
Save the Environment
By MORLEy ANDERSON 

Books are great tools to educate, inspire, inform and demonstrate 
positive ideas, habits and mindsets. Books are faithful companions 
and are role models to people of all ages, backgrounds and  
ethnicities and I believe that books are perfect.
 Books, for as long as I can remember, have always been one of 
my inspirations for doing a good deed or sparking a new movement. 
Books can cover important issues and spark change in people  
to solve problems such as littering and sexism. One of the most 
important issues to face humankind is climate change. We now know 
as a planet, we need to solve this problem as quickly as possible and 
to solve this problem requires action from everyone. What better  
way to inspire people to save the environment? It’s simple, books!
 Whether it is a picture book on littering or a novel on the effects 
of plastic in the ocean, we can use books to spread knowledge and 
ideas to how we can change for the better — and the change could 
be drastic. For example, the book Silent Spring, which was published 
in 1962 by author Rachel Carson, influenced the movement to stop 
the making of products with the chemical DDT in them due to how  
it effects the circle of life. Can you see how one book started a  
global movement?
 As Senator Ernest Gruening said, “Every once in a while in the  
history of mankind, a book has appeared which has substantially 
altered the course of history.”  I believe that this is completely true.  
All we need to solve this climate change is a good book to inspire,  
a group of people to admire it and let the course of history be 
changed because it is not too late to save our planet.

Morley Anderson is passionate about ballet, books and the environment.

 Getting into the Mind  
of a Reluctant Reader
By LOGAN LABELLE 

i’m a librarian’s worst nightmare… or I used to be. I’d sit in a library 
for 20 minutes unable to choose a book because they all looked so 
bad. I never enjoyed a book. EVER. Reading was boring because I 
thought I had a bad imagination. I’d stare at the piece of paper with 
words on it, and half the time, I had no idea what was happening.
 There’s lots of us out there. you know who we are. During reading 
time, we look around, stare at the ceiling, grab any book off the shelf 
and pretend to read it. Something I’ve never done, but lots of people 
do, is put their phone in the book and pretend to read when they’re 
actually Snapchatting. I’m not a snitch, so I’m not giving any names.
 Teachers have tried to force me to read, often thinking deadlines 
will help. Back in Grade 5, I was forced to read The Lemonade War. 
And then last year, there were due dates — 50 pages by Friday. Ugh! 
Reading books felt like I was wearing a huge pair of cement shoes 
and I’d just been told to jump in a lake.
 And don’t get me started on book reviews! Due every two weeks, 
we had to write reports on what we read. It was a great idea. A great 
idea to kill any potential enjoyment of reading! Trust me, my mom did 
a great job on these assignments.
 Fast forward to this year… I still spend a long time trying to find 
a book. There’s just not that many that grab me. But I’m happy to 
report that The Nest by Kenneth Oppel didn’t suck. I actually finished 
it pretty quickly. I also discovered I like graphic novels. There aren’t a 
million words on every page, like some books. The picture describes 
the story, which helps if you don’t have the best imagination. So,  
for all those reluctant readers out there, check out Awkward, Brave 
and Crush by Svetlana Chmakova. And one final idea, my teacher read 
No Fixed Address by Susin Nielsen to us and it wasn’t trash. It was 
funny and there was enough inappropriate humour to keep me  
interested. Good job Susin Nielsen.
 To all the teachers and librarians who have kids like me in  
their classes, we might not ever become book nerds, but there is 
hope.

Logan Labelle is a reluctant reader who attends Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba.
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what DO Middle Grade 
Readers Like to Read?
By CONNOR yU 

i like to read. Correction, I like to read a lot. Since my class has been 
working on this magazine, I’ve been wondering what other kids like 
to read, and what types of books get recommended to middle grade 
readers like me. If you’ve ever wondered about these things, then you 
should read this article to gain some new information. I have two little 
brothers and unfortunately, neither of them reads much. Maybe it’s 
because they haven’t found books they’re excited about? If you know 
someone like them, then this article might also provide suggestions 
on books for the reluctant readers in your life.
 In Winnipeg, the main bookstores that I shop at are independently-
owned McNally Robinson Booksellers and Indigo Books. I contacted 
both stores and asked for some suggestions about books that would 
help kids who don’t like to read, parents who want their kids to read 
more or maybe a teacher who has a student they need to convince 
that reading is awesome.
 Stephanie Ehmann from McNally Robinson says that “graphic 
novels can be a good way to introduce kids to reading as the pictures 
can feel less daunting than pages with lots of words.” Another way 
to get kids to read is “to find a book about something they’re really 
interested in or excited about,” says Hilary Scoggie Glover, Senior 
Category Manager, Kids Books at Indigo. Asking readers what they 
watch on TV, what hobbies they have and what they want to be when 
they grow up can all be good questions to find a book they’ll enjoy. 
“The first thing I’d recommend for kids who say they don’t like to 
read is to find a book about something they’re really interested in or 
excited about. If you love spooky stories, the Haunted Canada series 
collects real-life ghost stories from across the country. If you like 
weird facts, try something like Weird But True! Canada by National 
Geographic which has 300 outrageous facts about our country! If 
there is something you love, reading can be another way to enjoy it!”
 On the contrary, if your kid likes to read and is an avid reader here 
are some suggestions. “For middle grade readers The Boundless by 
Kenneth Oppel is perfect for those who love a lengthier read,” says 
Hilary. Stephanie says that, “The average middle grade book is 250 to 
400 pages, so if you can read more pages you might want to go up 
a level to a more complex book. Books like Sanctuary by Caryn Lix 
and Crossfire by Fonda Lee might be a good fit. They are both longer 
books and part of a series.”
 So, how about some recommendations for an average 12-year-
old? Hilary said, “There are so many great books for this age group!  
To start, I would recommend The Frame-Up by Wendy McLeod 
MacKnight. It takes place at the real-life Beaverbrook Art Gallery in 
Fredericton and has adventure and fantasy and art all in one. For 
something that’s a little spookier, The Ghost Collector by Allison Mills 
is scary and moving and marvellous and an all around excellent read. 
Svetlana Chmakova’s graphic novels are also a collection I would 
recommend for 12-year-olds. They really capture the emotional  

rollercoaster of middle school and growing up in a wonderful way. 
The final book I would recommend is Ruby Slipperjack’s book  
These Are My Words from the Dear Canada series which shares  
a 12-year-old girl’s experience at a residential school. This book 
covers such an important part of our country’s history.”
 At McNally, Stephanie says, “Susin Nielsen’s books are always 
popular. So are Heather Fawcett and Lee Edward Födi, especially if 
you like middle grade fantasy.” Hilary adds, “books including Inkling  
by Kenneth Oppel and The Unteachables by Gordon Korman are  
also a big hit for kids this age.” She also thinks that “popular doesn’t 
always mean new! Anne of Green Gables continues to be one of  
our best-selling middle grade classics and was written in 1908.”
 Hilary has a few other ideas for 10-year old readers. “I would 
recommend Wicked Nix by Lena Coakley, which is a fairy tale with 
a very unexpected twist and so much heart. If you’re looking for a 
great mystery, The Mystery of Black Hollow Lane by Julia Nobel is 
full of twists and puzzles that will keep you on the edge of your seat. 
Anyone looking for a good laugh will enjoy the new Almost Epic 
Squad series.”
 At McNally, if Stephanie has a 10- to 12-year-old reader, she  
recommends MyRCA (Manitoba young Readers’ Choice Award)  
nominees. More suggestions for the younger middle grade reader 
include Elephant Secret by Eric Walters, Dragons In a Bag by Zetta 
Elliott or A Royal Guide to Monster Slaying by Kelley Armstrong.
 Have kids’ taste in books changed over the years? “yes and no” says 
Stephanie. “There are always going to be kids who want fantasy and 
really do not want to read contemporary, but it’s the same vice versa; 
you get the kids who just want the realistic.” She also thinks that 
there are different trends in writing like when The Hunger Games and 
Divergent came out there was a dystopian theme. In Hilary’s opinion, 
“I think kids always love a great story no matter when it was written, 
from Robert Munsch’s The Paper Bag Princess all the way back to 
L.M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green Gables. In the last few years we’ve 
seen some genres really take off, especially graphic novels.”
 “We get a lot of middle grade kids who want horse books,” says 
Stephanie. “They want equestrian books and more stuff like that.”  
I personally would like to see more fantasy graphic novels like Amulet. 
It really got me into graphic novels and then reading as a whole. 
Hilary would “also love to see more Canadian graphic novels and 
middle grade non-fiction and biography.”
 I hope you gained some information on what your younger  
relatives and friends would like to read and how to get them into 
reading or challenge them. With all these great suggestions, I know 
my brothers will find something they like to read.

Connor yu is a Grade 8 student who likes Marvel, anime and sports, but most importantly  
he plays video games in his mom’s basement.
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i wish There were  
More Books About New 
Canadians
By STELLA PARK 

The first day i set foot in this country, a cold, icy wind blew in my 
face. All I thought was that living in Canada was not going to be an 
easy journey for me.
 I moved to Canada on December 14, 2016. From my first day at 
my school until now, I have seen a lot of kindness from teachers and 
classmates. But I have also seen that not everyone is willing to  
welcome me with a warm hug.
 When I came to Canada, I got teased for speaking my own language,  
Korean. I overheard kids screaming in a weird way imitating my 
friends and I as we spoke to each other. My friends and I were so 
stunned that we couldn’t even speak after that. The most frustrating 
and awful thing was that a lot of other people just laughed. I couldn’t 
stop thinking about that screaming voice when I went to bed that 
night. This kind of unexpected incident made me embarrassed of  
my culture and who I am as a person. I felt like I had to change  
everything to fit in with my classmates.
 Lots of people ignore me. They think I am not enough because  
I can’t speak English fluently. I know how to think, how to act and 
how to speak. But lots of people assume I won’t be able to because  
I am Korean. Sometimes they just smile at me and say, “you don’t 
have to do this,” even when I know the answer. I might not be able to 
answer as quickly as an English-speaker, but I’ll figure it out!  
I want to figure it out.
 I am not saying that you have to relate to everything I am saying 
right now. I am not saying that you have to go to a different country 
to understand how I feel. But it is important to know that new  
Canadians feel lonely and insecure.
 One way that more people can learn to understand what it’s 
like to be a new Canadian is through books. I learn lots of things 
about people born here and other countries from books that I have 
read. Books can help people understand what it’s like to be a new 
Canadian. It is sad that there aren’t that many books about people 
immigrating to Canada. If there were more books about this topic, 
it would help people to realize how difficult it is and how alone a 
newcomer feels. Imagine if there was a book about a girl moving to 
Canada. Maybe it would help other kids see how lonely it feels and 
they wouldn’t tease people for speaking their language. Or for the 
food they eat.
 I play on the basketball team at school. We all work together to 
help each other succeed. I wish there was more of that in life. When 
people work together we make sure that everyone who wants to 
work hard can be a winner. To all the people who notice newcomers 
and try to help them, thank you! your kindness can make a huge  
difference in someone’s life.

Stella Park moved from Korea three years ago and is Mrs. Nelson’s favourite.
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The importance of 
Diversity in Body Shape 
and Size in Books
By JESSICA IBRAHIM

On the back of the box of Peanut Butter Cheerios, a cereal marketed 
to kids, there’s a cartoon image of a woman whose waist is smaller 
than her head. Underneath it says, “Studies have shown that people 
who eat more whole grains tend to lose weight.” More whole grains, 
less you. A quick example that shows how young people might feel 
pressured to have the ‘perfect’ body. 
 Of course, as kids get older, the pressure increases. We are willing 
to sacrifice so much of ourselves to squeeze into the mold that 
society has built for us. Willing to sacrifice everything to be accepted. 
Our money, integrity and even our lives. It’s impossible to use the 
internet without seeing an ad about ‘how to lose weight in seven easy 
steps’ or ‘how to slim down in 25 days.’ But when do we ever see 
advertisements for ‘three steps towards self-acceptance’ or ‘how to 
see the beauty within’? 
 One way to combat this problem is to show a variety of body types 
in books. If young people had characters to read about that reflected 
different body shapes and sizes, the pressure to be a certain way,  
to fit a certain mold deemed appropriate, would be shown for what  
it is — a scam.
 Because there is no perfect body. There is no one, right way to be. 
 The problem is that finding middle grade books that show different 
body types is harder than you’d think. Most middle grade books  
feature characters with body types that aren’t described, or default  
to average. While this might be the safe choice, it’s not reflective of 
the variety of body types that exist in our world today. 
 I’ve talked to some authors, including Paul Coccia, who had a 
strong perspective when writing his new book Cub. “I did consider 
that there weren’t a lot of characters who were chubby in books and 
that there were even fewer characters who were chubby where the 
main problem of a book and solution to their problems was them 
losing weight. As Theo is a gay character, there are even fewer books 
where a queer male main character isn’t thin or muscular or  
traditionally attractive.”  
 I also asked Wesley King, author of Laura Monster Crusher, about 
his portrayal of Laura. “She was never going to be that stereotypical 
character who took her glasses off and all of a sudden, she was  
beautiful. Laura is bigger, stronger and her strength is what saves her. 
It’s nothing for her to be ashamed of.”
 Svetlana Chmakova’s graphic novel series features a main character 
who is heavier. Maybe part of the appeal of these books is that so 
many kids can identify with him. The conflicts that he encounters in 
the book aren’t related to his weight. He’s just a regular middle school 
student, and I think that’s important to show.
 Robin Stevenson, whose new book, Pride: The Celebration and the 
Struggle, was updated in March 2020, sums it up well. “It is so  

Picture Books Should 
Have More Diversity
By MANAAR FATIMA

Growing up, i never really saw anybody like me in picture books.  
I am a 13-year-old girl who currently lives in Winnipeg, but my family 
is from Islamabad, Pakistan. I never thought it was important. I was 
good at reading, so I started reading chapter books quickly and 
moved onto longer novels. Now that I’m older I’ve realized how 
important it is to have oneself represented in picture books; I know 
now that if I had felt represented it would have changed the way  
I thought about myself and others. I would have loved to see 
somebody like me in picture books because it would have given 
me a positive role model that I could relate to. It would have helped 
me develop my own opinion on things. It could have changed my 
perspective on the world because it would have shown me that most 
people aren’t Caucasian! But there weren’t any. The only people that  
I saw in picture books were white boys and girls. 
 Seeing someone relatable is important for children. It makes them 
see that they aren’t the only ones like themselves. It can give them 
a way to connect with a character whether they are of the same 
gender, race or ethnicity. It can act as a mirror into their culture and 
personality and help them become who they want to be. It can show 
them diversity at a young age so that they view it as a positive thing. 
It shows them that being different is good and that everyone is valued. 
 Imagine never seeing yourself represented in a picture book. 
Imagine having to read all these picture books with positive lessons 
and stories, but you can’t relate or connect to them. All these things 
really affect a child’s life. I think that people should be treated equally 
no matter what they look like. I also believe that learning this lesson 
is very important so that our society can grow and thrive. But starting 
at a young age we are shown the ‘perfect person’ and are told to be 
like them, to look like them and act like them. Even though picture 
books mostly have positive lessons and stories, I believe that picture 
books need a lot more diversity.
 We are starting to see more diversity in the publishing industry 
now. More books are being published with diverse characters and 
these books show children that they are represented and valued too. 
These books break the mold of a ‘perfect person’ and allow children 
to be whoever they would like to be. Not only picture books but all  
of society is getting better at accepting diversity. Even though we 
have a long way to go, I’m glad we have gotten at least this far.  
I hope I see more improvement in the future and others begin to  
see how representation in picture books can enhance the quality  
of childhood.

Manaar Fatima was born in Pakistan and moved to Canada when she was five. She is very 
opinionated and hopes to become a surgeon.

OPINION NEW CANADIANS OPINION BODy SHAPE

important for all kids to see people who look like them and their  
families in the books they read! And it is important for all kids to see 
that people come in different shapes, sizes, and abilities. Kids are 
making sense of the world, and that includes forming attitudes about 
their own bodies and other people’s bodies. I’d love to see more 
books that include characters with diverse body types — fat bodies, 
skinny bodies, disabled bodies — and where those bodies are not 
seen as a problem. All kinds of kids, with all kinds of bodies, having  
all kinds of adventures.”
 So, as a message to writers and publishers, Canadian middle grade 
readers want to see themselves reflected in books. Not just their  
ethnicity and gender, but also their body types. We want to be proud 
of who we are and read about kids who look like us and like our 
friends. Books are a window, a door, and most importantly, a mirror. 
They should reflect reality so kids everywhere can get one step closer 
to self-acceptance.

Jessica Ibrahim recently moved to Winnipeg from Toronto and likes to write — when she’s  
in the mood.

OPINION DIVERSITy IN PICTURE BOOKS
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Books aBouT sPorTs
suggested by Owen Weekes

Making the Cut
(Game Time, Book 3) 
written by David Skuy

(Scholastic Canada, 2010)

Charlie thinks he has the chance of a lifetime 
with an elite hockey school. Only the best 
players get the chance to work with NHL 
coaches and trainers. But Charlie’s rival is 
also going to this camp. Will Charlie rise to 
the challenge? Or be intimidated by Jake?

Three on Three
(Orca Young Readers) 
written by Eric Walters

(Orca Book Publishers, 1999)

Nick and Kia are excited for a three-on-
three basketball tournament. It’s going to be 
tough because they are younger than the 
other teams. If they want to win, they’ll need 
Marcus who is two years older and the best 
player in the school. But do great players 
always make great teammates?

Home Ice advantage 
written by Tom Earle

(HarperTrophy Canada, 2013)

Jake’s dad is obsessed with his son making 
it in hockey. Battered, bruised and tired of 
being afraid, Jake leaves his quiet suburban 
home in the middle of the night and runs 
away to downtown Toronto. There he finds 
comfort and safety in the most unexpected 
of places — the company of a homeless man 
with a storied past living inside the shuttered 
Maple Leaf Gardens.

BesT ManIToBa younG readers’ 
CHoICe aWard PICks
suggested by Sean Moigula

Every year, the MyRCA selection committee 
nominates 20 books for the Manitoba young 
Readers’ Choice Awards. Here are my three 
picks from recent years.

The Blackthorn key
(The Blackthorn Key, Book 1) 
written by Kevin Sands

(Aladdin, 2015)

Christopher Rowe was happy as an  
apprentice to Master Benedict Blackthorn. 
But when a mysterious cult begins to prey on 
London’s apothecaries, the trail of murders 
grows closer and closer to Blackthorn’s shop. 
With time running out, Christopher must use 
every skill he’s learned to discover the key to 
a terrible secret with the power to tear the 
world apart.

Transferral 
written by Kate Blair

(DCB, 2015)

Medical science has found a way to remove 
diseases from the sick by transferring them 
into criminals. Talia Hale, 16, discovers that 
the effort to ensure that bad things happen 
only to bad people has turned a once-
thriving community into a slum. Now that 
she knows the truth, will she do anything  
to stop it?

The dogs 
written by Allan Stratton

(Scholastic Canada, 2015)

Cameron and his mom have been on the 
run from his dad for years. They’ve settled 
in a new place and things seem to be going 
okay until he discovers that the town is full of 
secrets… about a dark past that won’t leave 
him alone.

kIds learnInG enGlIsH
suggested by Stella Park and Minju Seo

The sun and Her Flowers 
written and illustrated by Rupi Kaur

(Andrews McMeel Publishing, 2017)

A vibrant and transcendent journey about 
growth and healing, ancestry and honouring 
one’s roots, expatriation and rising up to find 
a home within yourself. These short poems 
are a great way to learn new words.

Brave
(Berrybrook Middle School, Book 2) 
written and illustrated by Svetlana Chmakova

(yen Press, 2017)

In his daydreams, Jensen is a hero, saving  
his friends and the world daily. But in his 
middle school reality, everything is hard —  
from math to friendships. Jensen thinks 
of school as a video game and he’s always 
played one level at a time, but suddenly the 
difficulty level is cranked up. Can Jensen 
find real solutions to his real-life problems? 
We love the pictures and all of the real-life 
events that happen to the characters.

operatic 
written by Kyo Maclear

illustrated by Byron Eggenschwiler

(Groundwood Books, 2019)

A more mature graphic novel set in high 
school, this book has a good story line that 
ties together classical music and what it’s like 
being a teenager. Charlie is trying to find her 
perfect song for a music class assignment. 
But she’s having difficulty concentrating — 
she can’t stop noticing Emile or wondering 
about Luka. Then, her music teacher plays 
a recording of opera diva Maria Callas, and 
she’s entranced.

Middle Grade Takeover
For our summer Bookmark! column we asked middle grade students from Linden  
Meadows School in Winnipeg for their recommendations in various categories.

serIes 

Frostblood, Fireblood, nightblood 
(Frostblood Saga) 
written by Elly Blake

(Little, Brown & Company, 2017-2018) 

suggested by Jovana Milutinovic

In this series about a world where flame  
and ice are mortal enemies, 17-year-old 
Ruby is a Fireblood living among the ruling 
class of Frostbloods. This young adult read 
demonstrates how even though you might 
be a ‘misfit,’ you should embrace yourself. 
The fascinating world of the fantasy series 
left me speechless. 

awkward, Brave, Crush
(Berrybrook Middle School) 
written and illustrated by Svetlana Chmakova

(yen Press, 2015-2018)

suggested by Jack Flathers

Follow the Awkward tales of the students  
at Berrybrook Middle School as they Bravely 
face their everyday lives... even when they 
have a Crush! This series follows different 
characters from the same school — each 
with a different problem, told from their 
point of view. The series has a good balance 
of being serious and funny.

The Breadwinner, Parvana’s Journey, 
Mud City, My name Is Parvana
(The Breadwinner Series) 
written by Deborah Ellis

(Groundwood Books, 2000-2015)

suggested by John Kim

The Breadwinner series is about a girl  
who lives in Afghanistan named Parvana.  
The books are about Parvana and her family  
travelling and surviving attacks from the 
Taliban. Because women and girls cannot 
go out in public, Parvana has to find ways to 
keep her family safe. This series centres upon 
the effects of war on innocent people.

Books aBouT THe norTH
suggested by Lucas Fischer

yellow dog 
written by Miriam Körner

(Red Deer Press, 2016)

After a prank gone wrong, Jeremy’s life 
changes. Trying to make things right, Jeremy 
befriends yellow Dog — and in the process 
meets a curious old man who introduces 
him to the adventures of dog sledding. Soon 
Jeremy is forming his own dog team that 
includes yellow Dog and discovers more 
about himself than he ever thought was 
possible.

north To Benjamin 
written by Alan Cumyn

(Atheneum Books for young Readers, 2018)

Eleven-year-old Edgar knows whenever his 
mother gets ‘the look,’ they won’t be staying 
wherever they are for much longer. Their 
newest home comes with Benjamin, an old 
Newfoundland dog, for Edgar to take care of.  
Edgar feels like he’s finally found home,  
if only his mom was willing to put his  
happiness ahead of her own.

Ice dogs 
written by Terry Lynn Johnson

(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018)

Victoria Secord, a 14-year-old Alaskan  
dogsled racer, loses her way on a routine 
outing with her dogs. Without any food and 
with temperatures dropping, she goes in 
search of food and encounters a mysterious 
boy in the woods. Will she be able to keep 
herself and her dogs alive?

BOOKMARK! STUDENT TAKEOVER
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that in the days when everyone spoke the same language, the people 
built a tower to reach God. But God was annoyed and sent a dragon 
to destroy the tower, then created new languages for everyone so 
that they couldn’t understand each other. Fortunately, two little girls 
find a way to communicate through song. This story shows how  
different perspectives help make our world a better place.
 The illustrations are creative and have lots of detail. The book 
started with lots of colour and then it went to black and white, and 
then finally it got bright again. The pictures show what the kids are 
thinking. This story was told in a creative way and had a powerful 
meaning filled with humour and imagination. This story is inspira-
tional and can be a great teacher and conversation starter; it shows 
that you can tell a story in a different language and it still can be a 
powerful story. I highly suggest this book if you like a creative and 
engaging story.

Kendra is a 13-year-old student and athlete who has yet to perfect her own story.

The Promise Basket 
written by Bill Richardson 

illustrated by Slavka Kolesar

Groundwood Books, 2019

978-1-77306-089-7 (hc) $17.95

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Family | Love | Compassion | Promises | 

Multigenerational 

The Promise Basket is a story about a girl and 
her mother who are poor and live in a simple house. The mother 
finds a jet-black stone and gives it to her daughter as a reminder that 
she will always love her, and will stick with her, even in hard times. 
Throughout the book, the daughter faces challenges but always 
remembers the jet-black stone and her mother’s promise.
 The author of this book, Bill Richardson, and the illustrator, Slavka 
Kolesar, both have loads of experience in creating picture books. 
The art illustrations in this book may appear simple, but if you read 
it, you’ll realize that the book is very colourful, detailed, and that the 
illustrations are very pleasant to look at.
 This would be a good book to explain symbolism to younger 
readers. And I would recommend it to young kids, about 6- to 
8-years of age, but that does not mean that older people shouldn’t 
give it a read too.

Joshua P. is a student and brother who has yet to learn how to skate.

spur: a Wolf’s story 
written by Eliza Robertson 

illustrated by Nora Aoyagi

Greystone Kids, 2019

978-1-77164-341-2 (hc) $22.95

for Kindergarten to Grade 3

Picture Book | Wolves | Logging | Conservation | Courage | Survival | Family

Spur’s wolf pack ran out of food, but as she and her pack look for 
more, she is badly injured. Spur gets separated from her pack and 
then she has to navigate the many dangers of the mountain alone. 
How will Spur find her family?
 Set on a snowy mountain, Spur has a strong connection to her 
family. young readers will relate to Spur because she spends a lot of 
time with her brother and learns how to protect herself and adapt 
to her surroundings. As Spur searches for her family, she finds a new 
pack and is quickly welcomed by its playful leader.
 This book would be great to talk about the importance of family,  

in the animal and human world. The illustrations feature lots of 
animals, like crows and caribou. Spur’s struggles happen because 
civilization gets too close to nature. It’s also a story about protecting 
nature and conservation. This book would be good for all ages,  
but especially for science classes focusing on biodiversity and  
conservation, and younger grades looking at habitats.

Jake is a football player who has not learned to sing.

story Boat
written by by Kyo Maclear

illustrated by Rashin Kheiriyeh

Tundra Books, 2020

978-0-735-26359-8 (hc) $21.99 

978-0-73526-360-4 (eBook) $10.99

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Refugees | Crisis | Imagination | Belonging

Story Boat is about children moving to somewhere safe away from 
the danger that they are facing. The characters call this journey a 
‘story boat’. This book shows the reader that the children haven’t lost 
their hope or happiness, even though it might be a hard time. This 
book tells a realistic situation that happens all over the world and 
what many people are going through, but from a children’s point of 
view. The heartwarming message of Story Boat is to never lose hope, 
even when you are facing hard times in your life.
 There is a lot of poetic language in this story. The illustrations are 
soft and sweet and match the hopeful message. We think children in 
Kindergarten to Grade 2 would like this book. It would be a good way 
to explain some of the challenges refugees face to keep a positive 
outlook on life.

Stella and Minju wrote this review together. Stella moved from Korea three years ago 
and is Mrs. Nelson’s favourite. Minju moved to Canada two-and-a-half years ago and loves 
the summer.

Teddy Bear of the year 
written by Vikki VanSickle

illustrated by Sydney Hanson

Tundra Books, 2020

978-0-73526-392-5 (hc) $21.99

978-0-73526-393-2 (eBook) $10.99

for Kindergarten to Grade 2

Picture Book | Teddy Bears | Love

The main character in this sweet story is a teddy bear named Ollie. 
The girl who looks after him is Amena. The action starts when a boat 
sails past Amena’s window in the middle of the night. A bear by the 
name of Mr. Snugs invites Teddy to join him at the teddy bear’s picnic 
held in the woods. Teddy learns that a special bear gets chosen to be 
Teddy Bear of the year. Which bear will be chosen?
 I liked all the examples of how Ollie cared about his owner. They 
had a playful, loving relationship. The illustrations were colourful 
and the story was fun to read because every teddy bear was given 
a golden badge. All children can relate to the story because all kids 
have teddy bears or stuffed toys that they love.

Mark’s goal is to beat his brother at basketball.

rhymes. In conclusion Goodnight, World by Andrea Lynn Beck is a 
great story and I encourage other people to read it.

Milan is a 13-year-old girl who loves to play soccer.

The Imperfect Garden 
written by Melissa Assaly 

illustrated by April dela Noche Milne

Fitzhenry & Whiteside, 2019

978-1-5545-5408-9 (hc) $19.95

for Kindergarten to Grade 3

Picture Book | Gardens | Pesticides | Sustainability

The Imperfect Garden by Melissa Assaly and April dela Noche Milne is 
about Jay and his mother who grow their own fruits and vegetables. 
Jay is finally old enough to pick fruits and vegetables when they 
are ripe. Jay knows the fruits and vegetables in his garden look very 
weird. The cucumbers are twirly whirly. And the carrots have two 
legs, even the apples are bumpy and look like funny faces. While in 
the grocery store, Jay questions why this produce is perfect. His mom 
tells him that the misshapen food looks different but tastes the same.
 I think the author and illustrator did a very good job on this book 
because it really shows us that we are wasting a lot of perfectly good 
food that tastes perfectly normal but looks weird. The lesson comes 
full circle when Jay goes to the grocery store and seeks a twirly whirly 
cucumber. I thought this book made a connection to people, and 
how some people may look or sound different, but we are all human 
and shouldn’t be treated differently. I think this book would be perfect 
in classrooms to teach kids about wasting food and sustainable 
gardening.

Andrew is glad he doesn’t have to choose between sports and drama because he’s 
great at both.

The Playgrounds of Babel
written by JonArno Lawson 

illustrated by Piet Grobler

Groundwood Books, 2019

978-1-77306-036-1 (hc) $18.95

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Myth | Human Connection |  

eCommunication | Ingenuity | Imagination | Play 

‘Speaking different languages and having different beliefs doesn’t 
need to pull people apart.’ That’s the message a group of children 
learn when they gather around a woman to listen to a story inspired 
by the Tower of Babel. One of the children listening to the story 
doesn’t understand the language the woman is speaking, so another 
child offers to translate the story. In the story, the woman explains 

aunt Pearl 
written by Monica Kulling 

illustrated by Irene Luxbacher

Groundwood Books, 2019

978-1-77306-153-5 (hc) $18.95

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Homelessness | Mental Health | 

Family

Marta’s mom invites Aunt Pearl to stay with them. Even though she’s 
only six, Marta realizes her aunt is not as normal as they thought. Aunt 
Pearl arrives pushing a shopping cart overflowing with knickknacks 
that she calls her ‘treasures.’ Marta watches as Aunt Pearl shares her 
treasures with the family and can see that it is adding stress to her 
mom’s life. 
 This book is one of those books that stays with you after it’s 
finished. The ending is very open-ended and up to the reader to 
interpret what happened to Pearl. I also wondered if Marta’s mom 
could have said or done more to help her sister. The collage illustra-
tions were the perfect way to bring the characters and settings to 
life. A lot of important topics, like homelessness and mental illness, 
are highlighted with this book. I think it could be used with many age 
groups as a discussion starter about issues in our society.

Ava S. is 13 and when not working hard at school she is improving her swimming times.

Goodnight, World 
written and illustrated by Andrea Lynn Beck

North Winds Press/Scholastic Canada, 2019

978-1-4431-4865-8 (hc) $16.99

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Curiosity | Global Understanding

A little boy is sitting on a ship with his brother getting ready for bed. 
He looks up and starts to wonder about all the other children and if 
any of them are looking at the same stars that sit in the beautiful night 
sky. He wonders about their homes. Are they made of brick? Can they 
float or is their home in the sky! The little boy is curious about this 
big world we live in. He finds it very interesting how we all fall asleep 
under the warm blue sky together, but where do all these children go 
to sleep?
 I read Goodnight, World and really enjoyed it! The illustrations are 
colourful and tell a story all by themselves. They capture the emo-
tions of the little boy and all the things he’s wondering about. Each 
page had rhymes which made the story more entertaining to read. 
This curious boy made me wonder about what kids my age are up to 
right now. This story is great for little kids to read because it will open 
their imagination to how big the world is. I know when I was younger, 
I would have loved this book because of its colourful illustrations and 

Middle Grade Takeover Reviews
For this issue we asked middle grade students from Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg,  
Manitoba to read and review titles by Canadian authors. Here are their thoughts and  
opinions on some recently released titles.

REVIEWS STUDENT TAKEOVER



How much do you, 
your students, and your 

children know about 
Canada ?

blossombookspress.com

“...a delightful journey that 
can help to excite and inform 
children on some of the people, 
places and stories that make 
this country great...”

HIS EXCELLENCY DAVID JOHNSTON,  
FORMER GOVERNOR GENERAL OF CANADA.

“...Enjoy and learn, because you 
will soon have the responsibility 
of making sure future Canadians 
have the same freedoms you 
have today.”

PETER MANSBRIDGE, O.C.,  
FORMER CHIEF CORRESPONDENT, CBC NEWS

“...young readers get to meet 
Canadians who made a 
difference, see our beautiful 
landmarks and learn about 
human rights, diversity and 
equality...”

RICK HANSEN,  
CEO OF THE RICK HANSEN FOUNDATION

3 new books from celebrated Canadian author Alister Mathieson

UNDERLAND
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become better teammates by playing together and accepting each 
other. I moved to Canada from Germany, so I liked that the characters 
in this book came from different places and that both boys and girls 
were represented. The main theme of this book is that it’s not always 
about winning; it’s about who you meet along the way. I would  
definitely read more books by this author and encourage others to  
do the same.

Lucas is a Grade 8 boyband soccer player who still needs to learn to be as flexible as 
his sister.

dog driven
written by Terry Lynn Johnson

HMH Kids, 2019

978-1-328-55159-7 (pb) $16.99

978-0-358-10627-2 (eBook) $9.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Adventure | Survival | Dogsledding | 

Visual Impairment | Competition

McKenna Barkley is a musher, just like her mom used to be. But her 
mom hasn’t been the same since McKenna’s sister was diagnosed 
with Stargardt Disease, which makes it difficult for her to see. There 
is no cure for it, because no one really knows about it. McKenna 
decides that if she can win the big race, she can raise awareness and 
get help for her sister. All of this is a great plan, until her vision starts 
to fade too.
 Dog Driven is an action-packed story with gut-wrenching  
adventure and a heartwarming friendship. This book really shows 
how far someone will go to help their family. The bonds McKenna 
builds on the way, both with people and her dogs, help the reader 
connect to all the characters in unexpected ways. I would  
recommend it to anyone who likes to read.

Jaxzyn is the best at writing reviews for this magazine and anyone who says differently 
is wrong.

dragon assassin
(Dragon Assassin, Book 1)
written by Arthur Slade

Scholastic Canada, 2020

978-1-4431-7551-7 (pb) $14.95

978-1-4431-8222-5 (eBook) $14.99

for Grades 4 to 8 

Fiction | Dragons | Fantasy | Revenge | Sibling Rivalry

After years of training, Carmen is almost ready to graduate from the 
Red Assassin School. All she has to do is get her final points. Little 
does she know she has much bigger problems and to overcome 
them, she can’t do it alone. With the help of her friends, and her 
trusty dragon, she sets out on a daring adventure. With a constant 
stream of deadly betrayals, will she be able to survive?
 The book takes place in a mythical land full of dragons and other 
astonishing creatures. This magnificent land is called Ellos, where 
every kingdom has its own type of order, but all are intimidated by  
the most powerful one called the Akkadian Empire.
 Dragon Assassin by Arthur Slade is a magnificent piece of literature 
created by a fabulous writer. I plan to read more of his books and 
I’m certain I will enjoy them. I think that this book deserves an award 
because it is so captivating and perfect for kids my age. I just can’t 
wait to read the other books in this series.

Joshua T. is a student at Linden Meadows School who is the humblest kid you can find.

What If soldiers Fought with Pillows? 
True stories of Imagination and Courage
written by Heather Camlot 

illustrated by Serge Bloch

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-362-0 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 4 to 8 

Non-fiction Picture Book | Heroes | Peace | Activism

What If Soldiers Fought with Pillows? is a collection of stories about 
how people ‘fought’ without violence. The first story, titled ‘What if 
soldiers fought with pillows instead of pistols?’ is about a man named 
Desmond Doss who joined the army during the Second World War 
and refused to carry a weapon. He became a medic instead. On 
May 5th, 1945 his squad was forced to retreat after a sudden enemy 
attack. The wounded were unable to escape, but Desmond came to 
the rescue and carried each injured soldier to safety! It took 12 hours, 
but he did it!
 This book is an amazing library of incredible stories that will inspire 
readers. Each story is a few paragraphs long which gives readers a 
good amount of time to get to know and understand each one. Also, 
it is great if you just want to take your time with the book and read 
one story at a time. My favourite part of the book was how each title 
is a clever statement about what the story is about such as: ‘What if 
the rules of war were the same as the rules at school?’ and ‘What if 
battle grounds were soccer fields and spectators cheered for every 
team?’. I think that all of the titles would be amusing to younger 
readers, but the content is for an older audience. Every chapter is 
about the same topic, but each story is special and delivers the same 
message in a different, inspiring way. What If Soldiers Fought with  
Pillows? is an amazing book that everyone should take a peek at.  
I highly recommend it!

Seth is in Grade 8 and likes to collect action figures.

What If Soldiers Fought with Pillows? is a non-fiction book that  
discusses several stories related to conflict with ‘What if’ scenarios. 
My favourite was the story about fighter pilots dropping seeds instead 
of bombs, and how the Food Not Bombs (FNB) Program began. 
Today, FNB helps families in need by giving them surplus food  
from restaurants.
 I enjoyed this book because it was a quick and enjoyable read  
that taught me a lot about history and conflict around the world. 
The pictures were sort of silly and added lightness to a heavy topic. I 
would like to read more books like this to learn about what happened 
in the past and how to prevent conflict in the future.

Dante is an Italian who doesn’t like Olive Garden.

Bloom
written by Kenneth Oppel

HarperCollins Canada, 2020

978-1-4434-5031-7 (hc) $21.99

for Grades 5 to 8

Science Fiction | Adventure | Extinction | Aliens | Allergies | 

Friendship 

When strange plants begin to grow on Salt Spring 
Island, everyone dismisses it as a rare anomaly… until they wreak 
havoc and begin to spread worldwide! Crops are destroyed, the 
pollen and smoke are toxic, and sinkholes begin to eat people. How-
ever, strangely enough, a few teenagers by the names of Petra, Anaya 
and Seth are unharmed. With the help of some scientists, including 
Petra’s botanist father, they realize their immunity connects them and 

it might be the only thing that will save humans from extinction.
 This book is very entertaining and takes you on a wild ride from 
start to finish. When reading, I felt a sense of being immersed in the 
story in a way that I have experienced in only a few other books. 
There were many surprises in the plot. I relate to Seth because 
(spoiler alert!) I have also always wanted to fly. I really liked the way 
the book dealt with invasive species and all the plot twists. Kenneth 
Oppel is an amazing author and I look forward to the rest of  
the trilogy.

Andrei is a Grade 8 student at Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

double Foul 
(Camp Average, Book 2)
written by Craig Battle

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-309-5 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 4 to 8 

Fiction | Camp | Sports | Humour | Competition

Playing sports isn’t just about winning. That’s the  
theme in the second Camp Average book, Double Foul. Twelve-year  
old Mack is enjoying his last year as a junior camper at Camp Avalon, 
aka Camp Average. Mack goes to this camp every year to play his 
favourite sport — basketball. He also likes to spend time with his friends  
Andre and Nelson. Mack has lots of qualities that kids will relate to, 
like being stubborn and competitive and he does not like to lose.  
This funny story takes place from the beginning of the summer to the 
end and while at Camp Average, Mack learns what real friends are.
 I really liked the book because I am also a sports kid and I like to 
win the same way Mack does. The characters in this story learn to 

REVIEWS STUDENT TAKEOVER



nevers 
written by Sara Cassidy

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2163-7 (pb) $10.95

978-1-4598-2165-1 (eBook) $8.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Small Town | Family | Adventure

Nevers is the French town where 14-year-old 
Odette and her mother Anneline live. Anneline is not always the best 
mother figure for Odette. She has had many husbands and all the 
marriages have ended. Now that they have arrived in Nevers, things 
continue to spin out of control. Nicois, a French boy, helps Odette 
find her way through life and all the bumps along the way, especially 
when Anne comes. Anne is a donkey, who disrupts the entire town 
of Nevers by braying every night. But only at night. Things continue 
to get weirder when they get a mysterious message from a lady who 
thinks she can help. Will this lady be helpful, or is she trying to take 
advantage of Odette and her mother?
 Nevers is a book full of twists and turns which will leave you ques-
tioning everything you thought you knew about the small town and 
the cast of characters that live there. Sara Cassidy has a very strong, 
unique writing style. I connected to the characters because they were 
all likable. The book has an off-beat story line and will appeal to kids 
who like a quirky, unexpected read.

Anna is an accomplished dancer.

nikki Tesla and the Ferret-Proof death ray 
(Elements of Genius, Book 1) 
written by Jess Keating

illustrated by Lissy Marlin

Scholastic Press, 2019

978-1-338- 29521-4 (hc) $22.99

978-1-338-29520-7 (pb) $9.99

978-1-338-29523-8 (eBook) $18.99 

for Grades 4 to 6

Fiction | Inventors | Science | Experiments

Twelve-year-old Nikki Tesla is an inventor. She makes a death ray and 
her ferret gets a hold of it and blows up part of her house. Her dad 
was a criminal who tried to blow up Times Square. The government 
sends her to a special school, so her mom doesn’t have to go to jail. 
Nikki goes to the school but doesn’t want to make friends with the 
other six kids who attend. Can she really do this?
 The book was engaging and hard to put down. Every chapter 
ended on a cliff hanger, which doesn’t happen with all books. It’s a 
book that is good for younger kids, but older readers will also enjoy it. 
There was humour, suspense and adventure. I’m looking forward to 
more books in the series. The ending was satisfying. The outlandish 
premise worked and I found myself enjoying the ride with Nikki Tesla.

Haylee loves to read and do synchronized swimming.
THE MERMAID  

HANDBOOK
A Guide to the Mermaid Way 

of Life, Including Recipes, 
Folklore, and More

Words by Taylor Widrig
Art by Briana Corr Scott

9781771088657 | Ages 8+
$19.95 | children’s cookbook

SUMMER FEET
Words by Sheree Fitch
Art by Carolyn Fisher

9781771088541 | Ages 3–7
$22.95 | picture book

GARY THE SEAGULL
Words by Christian Johnston

Art by Paul Hammond
9781771088367 | Ages 3–7

$12.95 | picture book

THE BOOK OF SELKIE
A Paper Doll Book
Poetry and art by  
Briana Corr Scott

9781771088206 | Ages 3–7
$24.95 | picture (and paper doll) book

Summer Dreams Start with Nimbus!

@nimbuspub or nimbus.ca
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Just a kid 
written by Rie Charles

Red Deer Press, 2019

978-0-8899-5582-0 (pb) $12.95

for Grades 4 to 8 

Fiction | Playgrounds | Community | Determination | 

Cooperation

There they were, in Meerin Hoy’s sights — two 
large development company signs in Carson’s Field, which she thinks 
will be the end of her community’s park. Meerin worries about losing 
her thinking rock. Where will all the kids play? What will happen to  
the animals and trees?
 Meerin is not a usual nine-year-old girl; she is adventurous and 
cares about the planet. When she realizes she might lose the park, 
she is outraged and determined to stop this from happening. She 
takes the problem to the Mayor, but he tells her that she’s “ just a kid.” 
Even Meerin’s dad doesn’t think “ just a kid” can change the mayor’s 
mind. But nothing gets in her way. Meerin gathers signatures on a 
petition by going down every street in her neighbourhood.
 This book takes you through Meerin’s ups and downs while she 
fights to save the park and shows you what a determined young 
person can do. Rain or shine, Meerin gets signatures. Her dedication 
and enthusiasm for Carson’s Field never fails her, even when things 
seem impossible. This book is inspiring and will show readers what 
“ just a kid” can do.

Isabella loves playing soccer in her free time.

naked Mole rat saves the World 
written by Karen Rivers

Algonquin young Readers, 2019

978-1-61620-724-3 (hc) $24.95

978-1-64375-086-6 (pb) $13.95

978-1-64375-002-6 (eBook) $16.79

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Friendship | Alopecia

Twelve-year-old Kit and her friend Clem undergo a lot of changes  
in this book. First Kit was diagnosed with alopecia and she “looked 
like a naked mole rat” as her mother would say, which upset Kit. “Keep 
It Together” is what her mother says her name stands for, which Kit 
would repeat to herself throughout the book for reassurance in  
difficult times. 
 Kit volunteers at an animal shelter, has a hobby of watching the 
stars, likes to roller skate and go shopping with Clem. Everything in 
her life is normal until Clem is badly injured. Neither of the girls know 
how to deal with the changes that are happening to them and worst 
of all, their friendship has hit a rough spot. As much as they both 
want to fix their problems, trying to get close again might the biggest 
hurdle of all.
 Karen Rivers authentically presents how both girls struggle in their 
situations and makes it relatable. We get to understand both their 
emotions and feelings through their perspectives in the book. The 
book is intriguing, authentic and connects to readers. As I read the 
book, I always wanted to know what would happen next and it got 
more exciting as they both pushed through their setbacks and fixed 
their friendship.

Maya has an adorable cat named Nysa who only loves her for her food.

The dragon Thief 
(Dragons in a Bag, Book 2)
written by Zetta Elliott

Random House Books for young Readers, 2019

978-1-5247-7049-5 (hc) $22.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Dragons | Secrets | Siblings

In the first book in this series, Dragons in a Bag, 
Jaxon was responsible for looking after three baby dragons. Kavita, 
his friend Vic’s sister, stole one of the dragons before Jaxon could 
deliver them back to their home in the realm of magic. In this book 
Jaxon has to get the dragon back and figure out why stealing the 
dragon has put his grandmother in a deep sleep. Jaxon tries to get 
Blue, a former gatekeeper, to open a portal for them so that they can 
return the dragons, but Blue is a trickster and wants something in 
return. What will happen next? Read to find out!
 I liked that this story is part of a series because it helped me get 
into the story. I also like that it has two different perspectives, so that 
you can hear both sides of the story. I liked that there is teamwork in 
defeating the evil former gatekeeper Blue, and that this story ended 
up having a happy ending. I also liked the magic and dragons in the 
book because it makes it a fun story. In conclusion, I like this book 
and would recommend it.

Cade is a Grade 6 student at Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

Finding Cooper 
written by Stacey Matson

Scholastic Canada, 2019

978-1-4431-6341-5 (pb) $8.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Mystery | Friendship | Dogs | Caring for the Elderly

Twelve-year-old Cooper Arcano loves to  
pretend that he is an FBI agent and likes to watch 

The X-Files with his best friend Ali. Solving mysteries is his thing. In 
Finding Cooper, he stumbles across the biggest mystery of them all.  
Is his grandfather, who has Alzheimer’s Disease, the FBI’s most 
wanted fugitive — D.B. Cooper? The case is one of America’s most 
famous unsolved mysteries. D.B. Cooper supposedly stole $200,000, 
skyjacked a plane, parachuted out and was never seen again. Cooper 
is determined to prove to his friends that his grandfather is this 
famous criminal. There is only one problem — how can he do it 
without help from his family?
 I loved this book! In fact, my whole family loved this book. We 
ended up reading it together every night because no one wanted to 
miss what happened. What I liked most was that it was full of action, 
suspense, mystery and twists you didn’t see coming. It was a great 
book about friendship and takes place in a Canadian city, so it was 
easy to relate to. I would highly recommend this book to everyone! 
And I will definitely be looking for more books by Stacey Matson.

Addison is a Grade 5 student who loves reading and hanging out in the school library.
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Paper Girl 
written by Melinda McCracken with Penelope Jackson

Roseway Publishing, 2019

978-1-77363-129-5 (pb) $13.00

978-1-77363-130-1 (eBook) $12.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Historical Fiction | Winnipeg General Strike | Workers Rights | 

Bravery | Adversity

Cassie is a 10-year-old girl living with her working-class family in 
Winnipeg in 1919. As the Winnipeg General Strike begins, Cassie 
volunteers for the strike committee as a papergirl which means selling 
newspapers on the corner of the famous downtown intersection 
of Portage Avenue and Main Street. Cassie soon becomes furious 
about the conditions that made the workers go on strike. When 
a peaceful Saturday turns into a violent and bloody one, Cassie is 
forever changed by it. Cassie stands out because she is a friend who 
isn’t scared to lend a helping hand. The theme of this book is bravery 
when faced with adversity and demonstrates that anyone, even a girl 
in 1919, can find the power to make a difference.
 I found this historical fiction book very fast moving and sus-
penseful. In every chapter something new would happen. I enjoyed 
the character Cassie because I felt we both have the same personality 
and traits, such as us being smart, outgoing, energetic young women. 
As I read this book, I learned more about the Winnipeg General Strike. 
If you are interested in historical fiction, or the Winnipeg General 
Strike, or books about strong female characters, then this is the  
book for you.

Kally is an excellent sister to her little brother, Carter.

Firebird j Glen Huser

A crossover novel about a Ukrainian boy during WWI who learns that his artistic brother  
has been sent to an internment camp. Will he find his  brother in time to rescue him from  
the camp’s deadly conditions? P 978-1-55380-587-8 (PB) / 978-1-55380-588-5 (EBOOK) / 290 pp / $11.95

Secrets in the Shadows j Heige S. Boehm

A crossover novel in which two boys join the Hitler Youth division and are sent to  
the Western Front, where the anti-Semitism and battlefield horrors turn them against  
Nazi ideology. P 978-1-55380-572-4 (PB) / 978-1-55380-573-1 (EBOOK) / 302 pp / $14.95

Un rebelle en sous-marin j Philip Roy

In this French-language young reader novel, a Newfoundland boy teams up with a  junkyard 
genius to build a submarine to sail around the Maritimes. Highspeed chases, daring rescues, 
and treasure hunting ensue. P 978-1-55380-553-3 (PB) / 978-1-55380-554-0 (EBOOK) / 282 pp / $12.95

NEW ADVENTURES FROM RONSDALE PRESS

AVAILABLE AT YOUR FAVOURITE BOOKSTORE  J  DISTRIBUTED BY PGC/RAINCOAST

www.ronsdalepress.com

our environment:  
everything you need to know
written Jacques Pasquet 

illustrated by yves Dumont 

translated by Shelley Tanaka

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-389-7 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 4 to 8

Non-fiction | Environment | Pollution | Sustainability

Our Environment: Everything You Need to Know is basically all about 
our environment and focuses on five main things: water, air, soil, 
energy and climate. It has a lot to do with how we treat the earth and 
explains about how pollution is hurting our environment. Throughout 
the book, there are fun facts. For example, some swimmers can 
breathe under water for 27 minutes. you can learn a bit about your 
body too.
 I think this book is great because of the engaging way it explains 
things about the important parts of our environment. I really think 
this would be an excellent book for students who are interested in 
learning about our environment. I like the pictures in this book. They 
are good graphics that fit well with each topic you’re reading about. 
Each page is full of fun facts, infographics and illustrations that give a 
reader lots to look at. Even if you just want to pick this book up for a 
few minutes, it will give you some good information. Learning about 
the environment is important for everyone and I think this book is a 
great way to do it.

Maayan is a student and an awesome friend who hasn’t yet learned how to make his first 
video game.

oh Brother
(Orca Currents) 
written by Sonya Spreen Bates

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2433-1 (pb) $9.95

978-1-4598-2435-5 (eBook) $7.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Siblings | Friendship | Disability | Bullying | 

Mean Girls

Twelve-year-old Lauren has just moved to a big city with her family. 
Her little brother Will can’t walk, so he’s in a wheelchair. Lauren 
hears girls making fun of her brother and discovers they’re her new 
classmates. Even though Lauren knows what they think about her 
brother, she’s willing to lie to be included in the ‘toxic’ group. But with 
all these lies piling up, Lauren must choose — keep the secret about 
her brother or tell the truth.
 Oh Brother is a short novel following the struggles of a teenage 
girl. The book is a good lesson on what happens when friendships get 
toxic. As a reader, I wanted to give Lauren some advice — you need  
to step out and take a break from them! I really admired Lauren’s 
character development throughout the novel. I could see how 
she was becoming a young adult. I can really connect with her for 
wanting to stand up for herself at the end and become a character I 
could admire.

Kathryn is a Grade 8 student who loves Broadway.
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on the rocks
(Orca Currents) 
written by Eric Walters

Orca Book Publishers, 2020

978-1-4598-2364-8 (pb) $9.95 

978-1-4598-2366-2 (eBook) $7.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Grandparents | West Coast Canada | Orcas |  

Animal Rescue

Eric Walters started writing to get his fifth grade class interested in 
reading and writing. Since then, he’s published over 100 books and 
every one of them is totally different. On the Rocks takes place on  
the West Coast of Canada and is based on a real orca rescue that 
happened in 2015.
 Fourteen-year-old Dylan is missing his mom who is in rehab.  
While she’s away, Dylan goes to live with his grandfather on the 
remote West Coast islands. At first Dylan and his grandfather Angus 
don’t get along well. This leads Dylan to explore the island. In doing 
so, he finds something shocking. An orca whale stranded on some 
sharp rocks away from his pod. Dylan and his grandfather fight the 
tide trying to save the orca before he dries up in the hot summer sun. 
Will Dylan and his grandfather save the young whale?
 This book was an exciting read. I personally loved it because I grew 
up in Halifax and have always loved the ocean. This book gives lots of 
facts about orcas or killer whales. The author describes the orca pod 
and everything about the island in a realistic way. Dylan was a likable 
character and his backstory added extra emotion to the story.

Levi is a huge music fan and is returning to the Maritimes after trying out life in the Prairies.
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New this summer from Running the Goat
stories of mystery and adventure

Footsteps in Bay de Verde
written by Charis Cotter
illustrated by Jenny Dwyer
978-1-927917282 / $21.95 Cdn  

Barefoot Helen and the Giants
written by Andy Jones
illustrated by Katie Brosnan
978-1-927917299 / $14.95 Cdn

Mr. Beagle Goes to Rabbittown
written and illustrated  
by Lori Doody
978-1-927917312 / $11.95 Cdn

runningthegoat.com



The stone of sorrow
(Runecaster, Book 1) 
written by Brooke Carter

Orca Book Publishers, 2020

978-1-4598-2439-3 (pb) $14.95

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Fantasy | Runes | Magic | Time Travel |  

Norse Mythology

Runa, a girl with strange, wild hair and mismatched eyes, fails to be 
a rune caster like her mother and elder sister Syr. But when Syr is 
kidnapped and her precious moonstone rune is stolen by a rival clan, 
Runa embarks on a journey to get it back. Her clan’s fate falls on her 
shoulders as she teams up with a fallen Valkyrie and an untrustworthy 
half-elf to take revenge on the one who stole the moonstone and 
kidnapped her sister. Can Runa channel her mother’s strength to save 
her sister and her clan?
 Brooke Carter has done a wonderful job writing this book. It shows 
strong emotions and the courage of a single character rising up 
against a powerful force. She did a great job making Runa a character  
that shows her love for her sister and her clan, as well as being  
courageous. There are very precise details in the writing that help the 
reader to imagine the scenes in the book, picture how the characters 
look and understand how they feel as they face challenges.

Krish is a Grade 8 student at Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, Manitoba. 

Tales for Beyond the Brain 
written by Jeff Szpirglas

illustrated by Steven P. Hughes

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2079-1 (pb) $12.95

978-1-4598-2081-4 (eBook) $9.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Short Stories | Spooky | School

Tales from Beyond the Brain is a spooky book of 13 stories, each one 
as good as the last. Jeff Szpirglas did a wonderful job making the 
characters’ relatable, mean and mischievous. And now it’s time to 
give my opinion on my favourite stories:

An Apple a Day: Unnerving!

2 Brains, 1 Alice: It has a cool concept.

Scratch: Most sadistic teacher award!

A Kernel Takes Root: My personal favourite.

Last of the Daves: I think Jeff had a bad experience with a Dave.

Evil Eye: Worst title, but my second favourite story.

I think the stories in Tales from Beyond the Brain are all around pretty 
good! A lot of the stories focus on scary things happening at school.  
I would recommend this book to people who like spooky stuff.

Daniel was born four minutes before his twin brother.

Trending: How and Why  
stuff Gets Popular 
written by Kira Vermond 

illustrated by Clayton Hanmer

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-325-5 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 4 to 8

Non-fiction | Trends | Social Media | Media Literacy | Advertising

This book informs us about how and why things get popular. Some 
of the things discussed are helpful, ridiculous or life-threatening! For 
example — The ‘Tide Pod’ challenge was a challenge that was very 
harmful. People died when they ate the cleaning detergent as part of 
an online challenge. But not all trends or fads are bad for people, like 
the ‘Ice Bucket’ challenge. The ‘Ice Bucket’ challenge was a way to 
make people aware of Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (a disease that 
affects your muscles and deformity of the body, also known as ALS or 
Lou Gehrig’s disease). This challenge asked people to dump a bucket 
of ice water on themselves and post it, then challenge other people 
to do the same. It raised awareness about the disease. This book 
made me realize that we don’t choose what trends we see. They are 
often created and chosen by the media. People are paid to advertise 
trends and this controls what we see.
 This book showed me that we need to watch what we focus  
on and spend our time doing. I recommend this book to readers in 
middle school or high school because they are the people who  
normally participate in these potentially life-threatening activities. 
This book might make them think twice before participating in the 
next popular trend.

Ramogi is a basketball player who is striving to achieve his dream of being an NBA all-star.

Who is Tansky?
(Orca Currents) 
written by Bev Katz Rosenbaum

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2085-2 (pb) $9.95

978-1-4598-2087-6 (eBook) $7.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Elections | Graffiti | Banksy | High School

Who is Tanksy? is an amazing book for tomorrow’s leaders. I would 
recommend this book to anyone who is looking for something  
that grabs their attention and doesn’t let go. The book is about a 
13-year-old named Tania who starts at a new school. Tired of feeling 
invisible and frustrated with the way student council elections were 
held, she starts vandalizing her school with graffiti inspired by street 
artist Banksy. Soon everyone is talking about this mysterious person 
with great art skills. But can this revolution effect real change? Or will 
speaking up lead to complete disaster?
 I think students will find that Who is Tanksy? has a big connection  
with fake news and political corruption. It would be a great book 
to use to discuss these ideas with a class. Tania is a likable main 
character who has some struggles with her mom and closed-minded 
grandpa, as well as the usual difficulties starting at a new school. As 
the book progresses, Tania finds friends who support her. Showing 
a short video on the artist Banksy would help other kids to better 
understand the book.

Affan has a problem buying shoes.

The ride Home 
(Orca Currents)
written by Gail Anderson-Dargatz

Orca Book Publishers, 2020

978-1-45982142-2 (pb) $9.95

978-1-45982144-6 (eBook) $7.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Moving | Accident | Blizzard

Thirteen-year old Mark’s life has drastically changed. He’s moved  
into a small town to live with his grandmother, which means he’s had 
to change schools. His mom is in rehab and his dad is nowhere to  
be seen.
 When Mark steps onto the school bus looking for a place to sit, 
he spots a seat at the corner. As he walks down the aisle, he notices 
that the little kindergarteners sit in the first rows of the bus, then the 
elementary kids right behind them. The oldest kids are at the back, 
except for one girl who sits with the young kids.
 There’s a lot of problems in this story. Mark has to deal with being 
picked on as the new kid and then there’s a serious bus accident.  
This book has ups and downs, and if you like a quick read this book 
is for you. A high-interest novel for middle school readers. I liked 
this book because I had some “Whoa!” moments where I was really 
caught off-guard. The Ride Home is a realistic fiction novel that  
happens on one bus ride to school. Kids who have problems to  
overcome will relate to this book.

Kareen is a student who dances no matter where she is and loves to do math.

a royal Guide to Monster slaying 
(A Royal Guide to Monster Slaying, Book 1)
written by Kelley Armstrong

Puffin Canada, 2019

978-0-7352-6535-6 (hc) $19.99

978-0-7352-6537-0 (pb) $11.99

978-0-7352-6536-3 (eBook) $10.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Fantasy | Monsters | Siblings | Bravery | Impulsivity

Princess Rowan is a few minutes older than her twin brother Rhydd, 
and therefore, meant to be queen. But what she really wants is to 
be the Royal Monster Hunter, a position that opened after the tragic 
death of her aunt. In order to prove that she is more meant for 
besting beasts than sitting on a throne, Rowan sets out to slay  
a gryphon.
 Rowan is impulsive and compassionate, two qualities that get her 
in trouble with the creatures she meets along way. With her aunt’s 
warning to be careful and think before she acts, she shows a lot of 
growth in this book. young readers will enjoy her antics, the exciting 
battles and the creatures she befriends along the way, including a 
jackalope, pegasus and a boy named Dain. It was easy to get caught 
up in this middle grade fantasy. Rowan is a likable character who 
cares deeply for her family and respects the creatures she meets — 
good and bad. Kelley Armstrong is a seasoned writer and the book 
moves at a good pace and ends in a way that will satisfy readers and 
keep them wanting more. (Book 2 of the series, The Gryphon’s Lair, 
comes out in June 2020.) 

Colleen Nelson is a teacher and an award-winning yA author whose novels include  
Spin and Harvey Comes Home. She lives in Winnipeg. 
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Small Press. Important Books.

The Mighty Muskrats — 
Middle Grade Mystery Series!

BY MICHAEL HUTCHISON

BOOK ONE The Case of Windy Lake
The Muskrats solve the mystery of a missing 

archaeologist on the Windy Lake First Nation.

BOOK TWO The Case of the Missing Auntie
On a trip to the city, the four cousins search 

for an aunt lost in the sixties scoop.

Watch for BOOK THREE 
next spring!

A
 M

IG
HTY MUSKRATS

            M

Y S T E R Y

“An Indigenous version of the Hardy Boys 
full of rez humor.” —Kirkus Reviews



Our new address is
Suite 200, 

425 Adelaide Street West, 
Toronto ON, M5V 3C1

switchback 
written by Danika Stone

Swoon Reads, 2019

978-1-250-22165-0 (hc) $23.50

for Grades 7 and up

Fiction | Adventure | Environment | Friendship |  

Rocky Mountains

Switchback, a yA novel written by Danika Stone,  
is a story of two high school students who get separated from their 
class during a hike in the harsh terrain of Alberta. Ash is a slacker and 
a veteran when it comes to video games. He’s the class clown and 
spends all his time on his computer playing D&D. Vale is a straight A  
student who is often the target of the school bullies. Vale is quite 
resourceful and knowledgeable about things you wouldn’t think she’d 
know. Ash and Vale are best friends and each other’s only real friends. 
When they get caught in the dangerous wild in the middle of winter, 
they must use their knowledge and resources to survive.
 Even though this book sounds like a taut survival story, it’s funny! 
Whether it’s Ash’s lame jokes or the banter between Vale and Ash, this 
book made me laugh. Ash and Vale’s friendship is heartwarming and 
rare. I liked that it grew stronger because of the hardships they faced. 
Switchback is a book that will keep you hooked from the beginning 
until the end because of action-packed scenes, like when Ash and 
Vale have a short encounter with some wild creatures. The ending is 
satisfying, with an exciting climax. Switchback shows the importance 
of friendship and trust. The characters go through experiences that 
change them and their view of life; they learn lessons, especially 
about valuing those around them more.
 I recommend this novel to readers who enjoy exciting books that 
take place in the wilderness. I’d say that people from the ages 13 and 
up would enjoy it — I know I did.

Connor is a Grade 8 student who likes Marvel, anime and sports. But most importantly 
he plays video games in his mom’s basement.

kick start
(Orca Sports) 
written by Michele Martin Bossley

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-1813-2 (pb) $9.95

978-1-4598-1815-6 (eBook) $7.99

for Grades 7 and up

Fiction | Dirt Biking | Friendship | Racing

After 13-year-old Mitch foolishly buys a busted, 
overpriced dirt bike, he makes a bet with the bike’s previous owner 
that he can beat him in a race. Whoever wins gets to keep the bike. 
But in the middle of the race Mitch sees his friend Kelsey get hurt.  
He must make a huge decision — should he help his friend and lose 
his bike or win the race?
 Mitch is a typical teenager who loves watching dirt bike races with 
his uncle Jamie and best friend Kelsey, who helps Mitch repair his 
new bike and train for his first race. I would highly recommend this 
book for kids getting familiar with chapter books or who want a good, 
quick read. It’s got a strong message about the importance of doing 
the right thing, even if it means sacrificing what you want. Kids who 
like dirt bikes will especially be able to relate to this action-packed 
book.

Tait is an eighth grade student who loves volleyball and thinks he’s a good artist.

one earth: People of Color  
Protecting our Planet 
written by Anuradha Rao

Orca Book Publishers, 2020

978-1-4598-1886-6 (pb) $24.95

978-1-4598-1888-0 (eBook) $9.99

for Grades 7 and up 

Non-fiction | Sustainable Living | Changemakers |  

Diversity | Ecology | Environment

This inspiring collection of biographies features 20 individuals who 
are doing something to help the environment. Divided up into six 
sections, each one features three or four individuals from around 
the world under a unifying theme. From India to the West Coast of 
Canada, all areas of the world are represented. Considerable research 
has gone into the book and the biographies delve into the person’s 
past, what got them interested in helping the planet and what they 
are doing now. Despite the doom and gloom we often feel about  
the state of the planet, I found this book to be hopeful and uplifting.  
I loved reading about how young people saw the need and  
initiated change.
 There is a glossary included at the back of the book and important 
words are explained well in the text. The writing style is engaging.  
The author’s passion for her work, and the work of others, came 
across in the pages. Strong readers will enjoy the in-depth  
biographies. Lots of colour photographs of the subjects brought 
their stories to life. An excellent non-fiction addition to a high school 
classroom. Middle grade readers may find the text challenging.

Colleen Nelson

Training Camp
(The wizenard Series, Book 1)
written by Wesley King 

created by Kobe Bryant

Granity Studios, 2019 

978-1-949520-01-9 (hc) $24.74 

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Fantasy | Magic | Basketball | Poverty | 

Determination | Perspective

This is a series of books, all about the same story, told from the  
different perspectives of each character. It is about a basketball team 
who lives in a very poor part of town. They are all in poverty and 
some of them have jobs just so their family can survive. Before the 
season, the team must go through a training camp with their new 
coach. But, on the first day of training camp, they all get visions of 
their fears. Most of them believe that the coach is a wizard! Then, on 
the other days of the training camp, the new coach gives them lots of 
crazy drills! His goal is to help them overcome their fears so that they 
are fearless on the court. What will happen next? Read to find out!
 I really liked this book because it has five perspectives, so you 
develop empathy for each character. Most of them have their own 
personal problems, so each perspective makes it easier to understand  
that. (Although it does mean reading the same story over and over 
again). This story is very engaging, because you always want to know 
what happens next with the crazy drills, and their personal lives. 
Especially with Peño and Lab. They are brothers, and it is interesting 
to see their different perspectives. I liked how all of the characters 
showed so much resilience as they faced the drills that the new coach 
threw at them and struggled to get enough money to feed their 
families. I also really liked that it had an element of magic in it. So, in 
conclusion, I really like this book and would strongly recommend it.

Cade is a Grade 6 student at Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, Manitoba.

World’s Worst Parrot
(Orca Currents) 
written by Alice Kuipers

Orca Book Publishers, 2020

978-1-4598-2375-4 (pb) $9.95

978-1-4598-2377-8 (eBook) $7.99

for Grades 4 to 8

Fiction | Pets | Parrots | Viral Videos

World’s Worst Parrot is about Ava, a girl who likes 
to share her image online. She receives a rare African grey parrot 
named Mervin from her Great Uncle Bernie, along with a letter saying 
his last wish is for Ava to take care of his parrot. Ava’s life falls apart 
because taking care of the parrot is hard work! At the same time, 
Ava’s brother Greg posts images and videos of Ava looking after the 
parrot. Ava becomes famous on the internet and gets lots of followers 
thanks to the videos.
 I like this book a lot. It is amusing and teaches us that you need 
to think carefully before you buy a pet and make sure that you are 
able to take care it. I really recommend this book to others because 
it is easy to understand, and it will fit for those kids who are learning 
English like me.

Marcus is a Grade 8 student at Linden Meadows School in Winnipeg, Manitoba.
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Grandmother school
written by Rina Singh

illustrated by Ellen Rooney

Orca Book Publishers, 2020

978-1-4598- 1905-4 (hc) $19.95

978-1-4598-1907-8 (eBook) $4.99

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Women | Education | Family | India

Every day, a little girl walks her grandmother, Aaji, to school. Aaji 
attends a special school called Aajibaichi Shala — Grandmother 
School. The school was created for their village’s 29 grandmothers, 
the only people living there who couldn’t read or write. Because of 
the school, Aaji learns how to spell her name and add and subtract  
for the first time in her life. 
 Based on a true story, this book is about the importance of words 
and education. Learning how to read and write brings joy and pride 
to Aaji and her granddaughter supports her every step of the way. 
The bright illustrations paired with the text make you think you can 
smell the marigolds and mangoes outside the grandmothers’ little 
classroom. Through Aaji’s story, stories and family are shown to have 
power. The connection between the little girl and the grandmother is 
the touching heart of this story, and I am glad to know of this school 
that rights a wrong of the past — the denial of education for women.

Emma Hunter is the Marketing and Communications Coordinator at the 
Canadian Children’s Book Centre.

I am a Beaver
written and illustrated by Paul Covello

HarperCollins Publishers, 2020

978-1-4434-5807-8 (Board Book) $12.99

978-1-4434-5808-5 (eBook) $11.99

for Toddler to Preschool

Non-fiction Board Book | Animals | Beavers | Natural World

I am a Polar Bear
written and illustrated by Paul Covello

HarperCollins Publishers, 2020

978-1-4434-5809-2 (Board Book) $12.99

978-1-4434-5810-8 (eBook) $11.99

for Toddler to Preschool

Non-fiction Board Book | Animals | Polar Bears | Natural World | Arctic

From author/illustrator Paul Covello comes a new series of  
non-fiction board books that feature iconic Canadian wildlife in their 
natural surroundings. 
 In I Am a Beaver, the youngest of readers is introduced to the 
animal found on Canada’s five cent coin. Children will learn all about 
these hard-working rodents as they follow a young beaver kit. What 
are beavers known for? Their wide, flat tails and big, strong teeth. 
They slap their tails against the water to warn off predators and they 
use their teeth to chomp down trees to build the dams they call 
home. Because of their webbed feet, they are excellent swimmers. 
Little ones will have fun learning how beavers make their homes and 

CCBC Staff Reviews

how at the end of the day, they settle down to have a snack and rest, 
just like any other family.
 The second title in the series focuses on the polar bear. These 
majestic creatures are known for their shiny black noses, big, fuzzy 
paws and thick, white fur. young readers follow the adventures of two 
bear cubs as they frolic in their Arctic wilderness, jumping from ice 
floe to ice floe and diving deep into the Arctic Ocean. At the end of 
a long day, they watch the northern lights shining in the vast sky and 
snuggle up with Mom for a good night’s sleep.
 These brightly illustrated books are perfect for young animal lovers.

Meghan Howe is the Library Coordinator at the Canadian Children’s Book Centre.

If I Couldn’t Be anne
written by Kallie George

illustrated by Geneviève Godbout

Tundra Books, 2020

978-1-77049-928-7 (hc) $21.99

978-1-77049-929-4 (eBook) $10.99

for Preschool to Grade 2

Picture Book | Anne of Green Gables | Imagination | Creativity

Kindred spirits rejoice — the heart and magic of Anne of Green 
Gables is perfectly captured in Kallie George and Geneviève  
Godbout’s second picture book inspired by Anne. Escaping into the 
world of Anne Shirley’s imagination, we float through Anne’s dreams 
of all the things she would be if she weren’t ‘Anne with an e’ — a  
tightrope walker, a lily maid, the wind, a frost fairy. In the end, the 
magic of Anne’s imagination can’t quite compare with her life at 
Green Gables. 
 The illustrations, rendered in coloured pencils and pastels, are 
the perfect daydream and companion to Kallie George’s poetic text. 
While our attachment and love for Anne might be what initially grabs 
our attention, even if this story was about another, more anonymous 
girl, it would still be something special. This charming and beautiful  
picture book is another fantastic introduction to Anne of Green 
Gables for young readers.

Emma Hunter

niam! Cooking with kids
written by Kerry McCluskey

Inhabit Media, 2019

978-1-77227-255-0 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 1 to 5

Non-fiction | Cooking | Cooking Club | Food | Recipes | 

Inuktitut

‘Niam’ is an Inuktitut word that means ‘yum’ and is an apt name for 
a book about cooking with kids. From simple smoothies to no-bake 
cookies to chili, the recipes in this book will have great appeal to kids 
interested in learning how to cook. Author and cooking club orga-
nizer, Kerry McCluskey, has compiled an amazing array of kid-tested 
recipes for all skill sets with each recipe including skills learned/

REVIEWS RECOMMENDED BOOKS

BECOME A MEMBER OF THE CANADIAN

CHILDREN'S BOOK CENTRE TODAY!

BELIEVE IN THE FUTURE.

BELIEVE IN CANADIAN CHILDREN'S BOOKS.

Visit bookcentre.ca



Drop in
 for a look

CCBC Collections Across the Country
Drop in for a look at one of the four regional locations. 
Phone ahead for hours and availability.

in Vancouver
Education Library
University of British Columbia
Faculty of Education (Scarfe Building)
2125 Main Mall
Vancouver BC V6T 1Z4
604 822-8680
Contact: Peggy Lunn
peggy.lunn@ubc.ca

in Edmonton
Herbert T. Coutts Education Library
Education South
University of Alberta
Edmonton AB T6G 2G5
780 492-1460
Contact: Debbie Feisst
debbie.feisst@ualberta.ca

in winnipeg
Elizabeth Dafoe Library
University of Manitoba
25 Chancellors Circle
Winnipeg MB R3T 2N2
204 807-5860
Contact: Cody Fullerton
cody.fullerton@umanitoba.ca

in Halifax
Mount Saint Vincent University Library
166 Bedford Highway
Halifax NS B3M 2J6
902 457-6403
Contact: Meg Raven
meg.raven@msvu.ca
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needed, ingredients required and easy-to-follow directions. The  
book is filled with tantalizing photos of the food, adorable snapshots 
of the children in the Mamaqtuq Nanook Cooking Club and helpful 
tips. It also includes a page of cooking terms and abbreviations,  
a section about starting your own cooking club and a glossary of 
Inuktitut words mentioned in the text.
 This incredibly kid-friendly cookbook is the perfect place to start 
cooking with your kids at home or with kids in an after-school club. 
McCluskey’s goal is to teach “students to prepare healthy food in an 
enjoyable environment, so they can skillfully feed themselves and 
eventually their own families.” She also talks about ways the cooking 
club has given back to the community, traditional Inuit knowledge 
about country food, opportunities for volunteerism and literacy 
development — while the food cooks the children read and write the 
recipe down in their own cookbook. What a delicious way to learn!   

Sandra O’Brien is the editor of Canadian Children’s Book News and loves to try 
new recipes.

The Phone Booth in Mr. Hirota’s Garden
written by Heather Smith

illustrated by Rachel Wada

Orca Book Publishers, 2019

978-1-4598-2103-3 (hc) $19.95

978-1-4598-2105-7 (eBook) $4.99

for Grades 1 to 3

Picture Book | Tsunami | Japan | Grief | Recovery 

How do we talk to children about difficult topics? Should picture 
books tackle heavy themes like death? At least one answer to these 
questions can be found through reading The Phone Booth in Mr. 
Hirota’s Garden. When a tsunami hits a small Japanese fishing village, 
everyone is affected. Makio, a young boy, loses his father. When he 
sees his neighbor, Mr. Hirota, building a phone booth containing an 
old rotary phone not connected to anything, he is confused. He is 
even more confused when he hears Mr. Hirota using the phone to 
speak to his daughter who was lost in the tsunami. Soon the whole 
village begins to visit the phone booth to speak to the ones they lost. 
 This book tackles tragedy with compassion and shows that beauty 
and community can be found in even the darkest times. While it is 
easy to shy away from heavier topics, loss is something we all experi-
ence, even as children. Heather Smith was inspired to write this story 
by the real-life Mr. Hirota — a man named Itaru Sasaki. She adeptly tells 
this story about healing, adapting it so that it’s accessible for young 
readers. The illustrations, inspired by traditional Japanese art, are my  
favourite from any picture book in 2019 and perfectly capture the story’s  
themes of hope and loss. While young readers may have many questions  
about death, this book answers one of the biggest ones — how do we 
move forward? The answer, according to Mr. Hirota, is together.

Emma Hunter

spin
written by Colleen Nelson

Dundurn Press, 2019

978-1-45974-496-7 (pb) $12.99

978-1-45974-498-1 (eBook) $8.99

for Grades 7 and up

Fiction | Music | DJs | Family | Friendship 

Delilah “Dizzy” Doucette is a 15-year-old who 
lives with her brother, Lou, and her dad, Ray, 

above a vintage record store. Dizzy is learning how to spin records 

from her brother’s friend and she’s starting to get some attention. But 
Dizzy and her family have been keeping a secret — her mom is the 
legendary singer Georgia Waters. When Georgia comes to town to do 
a concert, Dizzy desperately wants to see her and will stop at nothing 
to get there. What she doesn’t realize is that letting the secret out of 
the bag could drastically change her life and that of her family.
 Told from alternating points of view, we learn that Ray is doing 
his best to raise his kids and keep his business afloat; Lou wants to 
branch out and go away to school and has no desire to bond with 
his famous mother; and Dizzy, with her love of music and spinning 
records, wants to know the mother she can barely remember.  
 A touching story about a teenaged girl who wants to connect with 
her absent mom but in doing so creates a situation that is painful,  
yet somewhat healing, for all involved. Nelson has spun a beautiful  
tale that revolves around family, long-kept secrets and a love of 
music. A feel-good coming-of-age story that will resonate with 
young people. 

Sandra O’Brien

Tickled Pink: How Friendship  
Washes the World in Color
written by Andrée Poulin

illustrated by Lucile Danis Drouot

translated by Eric Woods

Pajama Press, 2020

978-1-77278-104-5 (hc) $23.95

for Kindergarten to Grade 2

Picture Book | Bullying | Differences | Friendship | Acceptance | Animals | Colour

Award-winning author Andrée Poulin brings young readers the 
heartwarming tale of Filippo, a pink flamingo, who struggles to fit into 
the black-and-white world he lives in. While determined to become 
friends with Zac the zebra and Poncho the panda, they refuse to play 
with him. He’s too pink — pink doesn’t mix with black and white, and 
according to Poncho, it gives him a headache.
 Upset by their rejection, Filippo seeks comfort from his family. Pink, 
they say, is the colour of kindness and happiness. They remind him of 
all the wonderful things in the world that are pink, like sunsets, cotton 
candy and strawberry ice cream. His grandma even goes so far as to 
paint a black and white dot on Filippo’s beak, to prove to him that pink 
does go with black and white. This loving act gives Filippo an idea. 
Why stop at just a black-and-white dot on his beak? Filippo paints his 
wings black to prove to Zac and Poncho that he can fit in. When this 
doesn’t work, he paints himself in black stripes so that he resembles 
Zac, yet they still reject him.
 Montreal-based illustrator Lucile Danis Drouot has created a mostly 
black-and-white landscape. Filippo and his family, along with some 
soft pink flowers, are the only elements of colour. In the illustrations, 
young readers will soon take note that they are not the only ones 
witnessing the story play out. Hidden high up in a coconut tree or 
behind a plant low on the ground is Ludo the lemur. In Ludo, Filippo 
finds a friend who accepts him as he is. And, as Filippo’s self-confi-
dence begins to grow, so does the vibrancy of Drouot’s illustrations. 
What was once a black-and-white landscape is no longer.
 Many young readers will identify with Filippo and his struggles, 
but hopefully they will take comfort in knowing that there are other 
people out there that are able to open their hearts to others and 
accept them as they are.

Meghan Howe

usha and the stolen sun
written by Bree Galbraith

illustrated by Josée Bisaillon

Owlkids Books, 2020

978-1-77147-276-0 (hc) $19.95

for Grades 1 to 4

Picture Book | Fables | Determination |  

Making a Difference | Intergenerational Relationships

In a town without sun, Usha sets out to bring light back into the  
world inspired by the stories her grandfather has told her about his 
sun-filled childhood. When she encounters a massive wall blocking 
out the sun, it’s the stories from her grandfather and her gentle words 
that eventually conquer the wall and bring back the light. 
 A deceptively simple story about peace, Usha and the Stolen Sun 
could act as an early awakening of social awareness in a child.  
The illustrations are unique and bright and, paired with the story, 
leave the reader with hope for the future. The message that children 
are the ones to bring about peace is a powerful one and the value of 
stories and familial connection is a theme I always like to see. With a 
determined young girl acting as the bringer of change, compassion 
wins in this beautiful story.

Emma Hunter

violet shrink
written by Christine Baldacchino

illustrated by Carmen Mok

Groundwood Books, 2020

978-1-77306-205-1 (hc) $17.95

978-1-77306-206-8 (eBook) $14.95

for Kindergarten to Grade 2

Picture Book | Emotions | Anxiety | Mental Health |  

Acceptance | Imagination

From the author that introduced us to the endearing Morris  
Micklewhite (and his tangerine dress) comes Violet Shrink. Violet likes 
cake, music, games and all things that you would typically find at 
parties. What she doesn’t like, is these things all at once. She would 
much rather be listening to music through her purple headphones, 
while creating comics under a tent of blankets. Large noisy gatherings 
make her ears flush, her hands sweat and her tummy ache. 
 With good intensions in mind, Violet’s father encourages her to 
go to these events because he thinks it’s good to push her out of her 
comfort zone. When he suggests that they go to a ‘shindig’ at cousin 
Char’s, Violet is overwhelmed when she realizes that it’s a birthday 
party. She spends the entire time under the kitchen table, trying to 
avoid all the other guests. To cope with her anxiety, Violet imagines 
she is a shark. Instantly her hands stop sweating and her ears are  
no longer hot. After all, sharks don’t have hands and their ears don’t 
stick out like Violet’s do. 
 Carmen Mok’s illustrations, rendered in gouache, colour and 
graphite pencil, capture the emotions Violet is experiencing. They  
are the perfect pairing to Christine Baldacchino’s heartfelt text. 
 In Violet, Baldacchino has created a character that many young 
children will identify with. Childhood anxieties come in all forms  
and figuring out how to cope with these feelings isn’t always easy.  
It can also be difficult to stand up to friends or family members who 
encourage you to step outside your comfort zone. Violet, however, 
finds her inner strength to do just that.

CCBC Library Coordinator, Meghan Howe, identifies with young Violet. Even as a 
full-fledged adult, her stomach still gets in knots at the thought of attending events where 
there are people she doesn’t know.



• Author’s Note •

When I was five or so, my friend Michael went to Germany for six 
months. Not only were we friends, but our backyards were adjoining, our 
dads taught together, and our mothers were friends –– so until his trip to 
Germany, we saw each other all the time.

When Michael came back from his six months away, he ran up to our 
back fence and called our names. My brother and I ran over to greet him 
— we were so excited to see him. We started asking him questions, and 
he answered us in German.  

We said, “Michael, answer in English! You’re speaking German!” 
Michael looked mortified. He spoke again in German. Clearly upset, he 

ran back to his house.  
Michael’s parents were German, so while he was away, no one spoke 

English at all. He’d lost his conversational English in that short a period. 
He regained his English quickly, and when I asked him about this en-
counter years later, he also remembered how disconcerting it was.  

When I came across the Babel story for the first time, probably at 
around the same age, this experience gave it a credibility it might not 
otherwise have had.

Many years later, when my son Ashey was little, he was fascinated by 
biblical stories, particularly the ones in Genesis. He liked to recount them 
in his own words and ask us hard-to-answer questions, such as “What 
happened to the imaginary animals at the time of Noah? Were they al-
lowed to board the ark, and if not, what happened to them?” He made 
up dialogue for the snake in the garden of Eden and also liked to imitate 
God imitating the animals, which God did for fun according to Ashey.

Ashey’s enthusiastic interest in (and inquisitive approach to) the Gen-
esis stories inspired the characters of the old woman with her unfamiliar 
version of the Babel tale as well as the boy who repeatedly questions 
her. Ashey’s passionate, critical and imaginative retellings of the old tales 
made this tale possible.   

And this blanket is a sail.
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Everyone needs food to survive. 
But missiles, tanks, and AK-47s? Not 
so much. 

Around the globe, 815 million people go hungry every day. 

And yet in 2017, the world increased its military spending 

to US$1.7 trillion. For the organization Food Not Bombs 

(FNB), it’s incomprehensible that so much money goes to 

the military when so many struggle to afford food. 

FNB was founded in 1980 after a young man named 

Brian Feigenbaum was arrested during a protest to stop 

construction of a nuclear power station. His friends tried to 

raise money for his legal fees … by holding bake sales. They 

didn’t make much, but it did lead to an idea for a way to 

protest war, poverty, and environmental destruction. 

Using surplus food from restaurants and stores, FNB began 

preparing vegetarian and vegan meals in parks and other 

public locations and sharing them with those in need.  

To this day, conversation is encouraged at these gatherings, 

especially around spending tax dollars on people, education, 

and healthcare, not guns and ammunition. 

When Feigenbaum’s friends began, they had little money 

and no political power. Today, there are hundreds of FNB 

chapters around the world. Some volunteers have been 

arrested, threatened, and even killed for their nonviolent 

activism to feed the hungry and starve the military budget. 

But that hasn’t stopped FNB. It continues to feed those in 

need—from rescue workers after the 9/11 attacks in the US 

to protesters trying to end dictatorship in Tunisia—proving 

that food is a powerful tool for social change.
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