
 
“Mommy, what does ‘mere’ mean?”  a friend’s 
four year asked, puzzled by a sentence in his 
Superman comic: “Mere minutes later.”  Most 
children learn to read in school, gaining 
fluency and confidence in the primary grades.   
A few, like the Superman reader, enter 
kindergarten having already figured out the 
magic of letters, sounds and words.  Others 
pick up the skill so quickly that by the end of 
kindergarten they are ready for longer books 
with chapters.  These are early expert 
readers, ready for the decoding needed in 
chapter books but not yet ready for the 
content of books written for older children.  
They need books that appeal to their 
emotional and social developmental levels 
while satisfying their desire for longer stories. 
  
According to Charlotte Huck in Children's 
Literature in the Elementary School, “children 
of varying academic abilities are more alike 
than different in the character of their reading 
interests.”  This being the case, what do we 
know about the interests and concerns of 
children aged four to seven?   Huck gives 
several characteristics: 

1. Children see themselves as the center 
of the world. 

2. Children learn through imaginative 
play; the world of make-believe is very 
real to them. 

3. Children seek warmth and security in 
relationships with family and others. 

4. Children make judgments about right 
and wrong; bad will be punished and 
good rewarded. 

5. Children are interested in their own 
world and curious about how things 
work. 

6. Children are developing empathy for 
others. 

7. A sense of humor is taking shape. 
8. Children are beginning to assert 

independence from adults. 
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Early expert readers will be engaged only if 
the story meets them at their emotional and 
developmental level. Little Pear, is a good 
example.  Written by Frances Lattimore and 
originally published in 1931, this features 
Little Pear, a five-year-old boy growing up in a 
village in China, who is the center of each 
escapade.  He is well loved by his family and 
friends, and when he ventures out in the 
village and even beyond, the world he 
encounters is safe.   Some of his adventures 
would be disastrous if not for the help he 
receives from strangers: the tall man on the 
road carries him on his shoulders to the city, 
feeds him dumplings and sends him home in 
a horse cart; the family in the houseboat fish 
him out of the river and dry him off when he 
slips off the river bank.  All of his naughtiness 
ends with easy solutions and quick 
forgiveness.   
   
Warm families, realistic children and everyday 
adventures characterize many books on the 
list such as  Betsy-Tacy, The Moffats, Little 
House in the Big Woods, and Beverly 
Cleary’s books about Ramona, Beezus and 
Henry Huggins. First published more than fifty 
years ago, in the nineteen thirties, forties and 
fifties, these present an old fashioned view of 
childhood and convey a sense of innocence: 
a safe world filled with helpful, kind adults; 
loving families; adventures that end well.  The 
child is the center of these books.  Curiosity 
gets him into scrapes, but never into real 
danger.  The episodic format of most of these 
books is ideal because early expert readers 
have not yet developed a long attention span.  
The plots move from beginning to end in a 
clear linear path, without changes in time 
such as flashbacks and prologues.  Likewise, 
there are few changes in voice or point of 
view.  Friends and family, humor, a safe world 
where risks end well and mischief is seldom 
dangerous:  these are the story elements that 
early expert readers enjoy. 

In contrast, consider The Crow-Girl by Bodil 
Bredsdorff (FSG, 2004).  Originally written in 
Danish, this won a Batchelder Award for best 
translation.  The format, length, and 
vocabulary of The Crow-Girl make it 
accessible to our early expert readers but the 
content is too dark.  In the opening chapter, 
the Crow-Girl’s grandmother prepares her to 
recognize death.  “If I’m lying here completely 
still one day and don’t answer you, take my 
hand and feel it.  If it’s cold and still and you 
can’t move it, it will be because I’m dead.”  
The grandmother arms the child with a shawl 
and three rules, the last being the most 
important.  “It’s about a person’s need to 
continue wishing and hoping, for then, at last, 
you will get what was wished and hoped for-- 
even if it is in a completely different way from 
what you had imagined.”  After her 
grandmother’s death, the child journeys into a 
world that is decidedly unsafe; resilience, 
generosity and friendship carry her quest to a 
satisfying conclusion.  I recommend this 
enthusiastically in the middle grades, 
especially as a read aloud or discussion 
book.  But it is not appropriate for our fluent 
five, six and seven year olds. 
  
Within a few years early readers are usually 
indistinguishable from their classmates.  But 
during the first years, reader guidance is 
crucial.   Naturally we hope early readers will 
become lifelong readers. The first step is 
finding satisfying books for them in the early 
primary grades. 
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BOOKS FOR EARLY EXPERT READERS 
family stories; accounts of friendships; humorous stories; episodic adventures that end safely.   
 
 
Averill, Esther.  Jenny and the Cat Club : a collection of favorite stories about Jenny Linsky. New York: New 
York Review Books, 2003.   
A black cat that lives with Captain Tinker in New York City, has adventures with the neighborhood cats that belong to 
the Cat Club. (series) 
  
Barrows, Annie.  Ivy + Bean. San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2006. 
When seven-year-old Bean plays a mean trick on her sister, she finds unexpected support from Ivy, the new neighbor, 
who is less boring than Bean first suspected. (series) 
 
Brisson, Pat.  Hot Fudge Hero. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1997. 
In episodes that involve an unfriendly neighbor, his sister, and his mom, Bertie is rewarded with a hot fudge sundae. 
 
Cleary, Beverly.  Beezus and Ramona. New York: HarperCollins, 2006, 1955. 
Beezus keeps busy following her younger sister around and trying to prevent trouble.  (series) 
 
Cleary, Beverly.  Henry Huggins.  New York: Morrow, c1950. 
Beezus and Ramona’s friend, Henry, finds a dog he calls Ribsy. 
 
Coatsworth, Elizabeth.  The Wonderful Flight to the Mushroom Planet.  Boston:  Little Brown, 1954.   
Chuck and David build a rocket ship to journey to the Mushroom Planet with the help of Tyco Bass.  (series) 
 
DiCamillo, Kate.  Mercy Watson to the Rescue Cambridge, MA : Candlewick Press, 2005. 
After Mercy the pig snuggles to sleep with the Watson's, the bed teeters on the edge of a hole in the floor.  (series) 
 
Erickson, Russell E.  A Toad for Tuesday. New York : Beech Tree Books, 1993. 
On Thursday, a toad is captured by an owl that saves him to eat on Tuesday, the owl's birthday, but the intervening 
five days change his mind.  (series) 
 
Estes, Eleanor.  The Moffats. Harcourt, Brace, 1941.  
Four children in a family have many escapades.  They turn mischief and mistakes into funny adventures.  (series)  
 
Estes, Eleanor.  The Witch Family. San Diego : Harcourt, 2000. 
Two little girls who love to draw witches build an elaborate world around the imaginary Old Witch and her family. 
 
Giff, Patricia Reilly.  Dance with Rosie. New York : Viking, 1996. 
Rosie tries to make up with her former best friend and get into ballet class after the sign-up deadline. (series) 
 
Jacobson, Jennifer.  Winnie Dancing on Her Own. Boston : Houghton Mifflin, 2001. 
Winnie is worried when her best friends Zoe and Vanessa enroll her in ballet classes with them, since she would rather 
go to the library and read like they always do. (series) 
 
Jenkins, Emily.  Toys Go Out: Being the Adventures of a Knowledgeable Stingray, a Toughy Little Buffalo, and 
Someone Called Plastic. New York : Schwartz & Wade Books, 2006.  
Six stories relate the adventures of three best friends, who happen to be toys. 
 
Kerrin, Jessica Scott.  Martin Bridge : Ready for Takeoff! Toronto : Kids Can Press, 2005. 
In three short stories, Martin develops a crush on his new bus driver, takes care of his friend's hamster with tragic 
results, and participates in a rocket exhibition that threatens a friendship. (series) 
 
King-Smith, Dick.  The Catlady. New York : Knopf, 2006. 
Muriel Ponsonby, the Catlady, lives with dozens of cats, many of whom she believes are reincarnated friends, 
relatives, and even royalty. 
 
King-Smith, Dick.  Funny Frank. New York : Knopf , 2001. 
Gertie the hen is appalled when her son Frank wants to swim with the ducks, but Jemima and her mother, the farmer's 
wife, make him a special outfit so that his dream can come true. 



 
King-Smith, Dick.  Lady Lollipop. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press, 2001. 
A quick-witted swineherd and a pig named Lollipop are royally rewarded after they reform a spoiled princess. (series) 
 
Lattimore, Eleanor Frances, Little Pear, the story of a little Chinese boy. Orlando: Harcourt, 2005. 
The adventures of a mischievous five-year-old boy living in China in the early 1900s.  (series) 
 
Lin, Grace.  The Year of The Dog. New York:  Little, Brown, 2006. 
A young Taiwanese American girl sets out to apply the lessons of the Chinese Year of the Dog, those of making best 
friends and finding oneself, to her own life. (series) 
 
Lindgren, Astrid.  The Children of Noisy Village. New York: Puffin Books, 1988, 1962. 
Lisa tells about her playmates and the happy times they spend at work and at play in their Swedish village. 
 
Lovelace, Maud Hart.  Betsy-Tacy. New York: HarperTrophy, 2000. 
After Tacy Kelly moves into the house across the street from Betsy Ray, the two become inseparable friends. (series) 
 
Lowry, Lois.  Gooney Bird Greene. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2002. 
An unusual new student who loves to be the center of attention tells outrageous but true stories about herself. 
 
Maguire, Gregory.  Leaping Beauty: and other animal fairy tales. New York : Harper Collins, 2004. 
These take-offs on traditional fairy tales include Leaping Beauty -- Goldiefox and the three Chickens -- Hamster and 
Gerbil -- So What and the seven Giraffes -- Little Red Robin Hood -- The three little Penguins and the big bad Walrus -
- Cinder-elephant -- Rumplesnakeskin. 
 
McDonald, Megan.  Judy Moody.  Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press, 2000.  
On the first day of school, Judy Moody is in a bad mood until she gets an assignment to create a collage all about 
herself and begins creating her masterpiece, the Me collage. (series) 
  
McDonald, Megan.  Stink: The Incredible Shrinking Kid. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press, 2005. 
The shortest kid in the class, James Moody, also known as Stink, learns about the shortest president of the United 
States, James Madison, when they celebrate Presidents' Day at school. (series) 
 
McMullan, K.H. Dragon Slayers’ Academy: The New Kid at School. New York:  Grosset & Dunlap, 1997. 
Wiglaf , born to be a hero, begins his training at the Dragon Slayers’ Academy.  (series) 
 
Osborne, Mary Pope.  Blizzard of the Blue Moon. New York: Random House, 2006. 
Jack and Annie go back in time to New York City, during one of the darkest periods in the city's history--the Great 
Depression. Even worse, the city is in the grip of a terrible snowstorm.  (series) 
  
Osborne, Mary Pope.  Dragon of the Red Dawn. New York: Random House, 2007. 
When Merlin is weighed down by sorrows, Jack and Annie travel back to feudal Japan to learn one of the four secrets 
of happiness.  
 
Osborne, Mary Pope.  The One-Eyed Giant. New York: Hyperion Books for Children, 2002. 
Retells a part of the Odyssey in which King Odysseus fights the cyclops. (series) 
 
Pennypacker, Sara,  Stuart's Cape. New York: Orchard Books, 2002. 
Bored because there is nothing to do in the house to which his family has just moved and worried about starting third 
grade in a new school, Stuart makes a magical cape out of his uncle's ties and has a series of adventures. (series) 
 
Pennypacker, Sara,  Clementine.  New York: Hyperion Books for Children,  2006 
Eight-year-old Clementine’s not so good week includes getting several unique hairstyles while also helping her father 
in his efforts to banish pigeons from the front of their apartment building. 
 
Whybrow, Ian.  Little Wolf's Book of Badness. Minneapolis: Carolrhoda Books: 2000, 1995. 
Little Wolf has been behaving too courteously, so his parents send him to his uncle Big Bad Wolf’s school to learn to 
be a proper nasty wolf. 


