Selecting Quality Children's Books:  A User's Guide

The information below was presented in a poster session during the ASHA Schools Conference in Phoenix, AZ in July 2006 by Lauren Lusinger, M.S., CF-SLP, and Dee M. Lance, Ph.D., CCC-SLP. It is provided here with permission from Dr. Lance. 

Abstract

The purpose of this presentation is to provide clinicians with guidelines for selecting quality children's literature for use in therapy. We will present information for book selection for both decoding and the beginning stages of reading. We will also discuss a checklist that can be used for evaluating texts.

Can Book Selection Facilitate Reading Development?

Independent reading experiences are most effective when coupled with appropriate texts (Adams, 1990; National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

Books read by children in the beginning stages of reading should reinforce the instruction and rules of literacy they have been exposed to in pre- and elementary school.

Basic Elements to Assess

Plot, setting, characterization, style, point of view, and theme should all be assessed when choosing a book for a new reader. Remember to keep it simple! Basic literature components should be straightforward. Try to select books with few complexities. Confusing and descriptive elements can negatively affect reading comprehension skills. 
· Plot:  Look for basic linear fashion and an easily identifiable objective. It should make the reader ask, "What will happen next?" 

· Setting:  Serves as scenery only. If it is too complex and interactive, the setting can cloud other simple aspects of the book. 

· Characterization:  One main character with little depth and life-like with personality traits of human beings is most appropriate. It should not change over the course of the book. 

· Style:  Authors need to use a language style that is similar to a new reader's vocabulary. New readers usually enjoy action in comparison to description. 

· Point of view:  First person is easiest to read and limits the thoughts & ideas that are read and portrayed to only the main character. 

· Theme:  It should not dominate the plot and should be obvious with no underlying meaning. All other basic elements of the book contribute to theme. 
Alphabet vs Picture Books
	Alphabet books
	Picture books 

	· Usually first books read independently 

· Can strengthen decoding skills, word play and vocabulary 

· Use of regular sound-symbol association is important 


	· Next type of book read alone by new readers 

· Illustrations can aid comprehension 

· Pictures should complement text without being over stimulating



Text Characteristics

The text in literature for children needs to include words that occur frequently in the English language (Laxon, Gallagher, & Masterson, 2002). It should also include words where the alphabetic principle can be applied, and text structure that helps to confirm meaning and comprehension (Hiebert, 1999.) 

Alphabetic Principle

Books for new readers should follow the alphabetic principle. The text should contain phonemically regular text including common and regular phonograms (i.e. -at, -an, -ap, -ip, -op, -ug) (Hiebert, 1999).

Page Layout

The page should contain a large font that leaves ample room to place pictures that correlate to the text containing the message (Alderson, 2000). Room for large font and pictures on a page prevent it from being too overpowering. When presenting longer, more complex sentences, they are better understood and read with more fluency if split into phrases. 

Font

The graphic elements of the typeface can either complicate or simplify children's abilities to phonetically decode the print of the book being read. The font should lend itself to easy letter-by-letter reading. Letters should be designed to be distinct, but still uniform to allow children to identify and discriminate one letter from another and form words. The design of the letters should be distinct, but not distracting. 

Discussion

Many books do not fit the following characteristics because they are meant to be read to children. The vocabulary, level of decoding difficulty, and page layout characteristics may vary so that adult readers and children find the book enjoyable.
Checklist for Evaluating Books Intended for New Readers
· Basic elements of story (i.e. plot, setting, characterization, theme, style, and point of view) are simple and not too complex. Confusing and descriptive elements can hinder comprehension. 

· Picture books are good books to use for independent reading because the illustrations contained in these books can aid comprehension. They use two mediums to convey meaning. 

· Choosing alphabet books for children's first interaction with text can strengthen decoding skills, word play, and vocabulary. 

· The illustrations that accompany the text should complement the story. They need to be visually pleasing, but not too stimulating. 

· Composition of the book needs to create an overall sense of balance and unity between the text and pictures. 

· Mainly familiar vocabulary, but with small percentage of new words to facilitate growth of vocabulary. 

· Text that is highly predictable, so the reader is able to anticipate what will happen next. 

· The graphemes used in books for new readers should only have one corresponding phoneme to a letter. 

· Fairly strict adherence to the alphabetic principle, so unknown vocabulary words are easily decoded. 

· Font that is uniform, but allows reader to easily distinguish one letter from another. 

· The layout of the page needs to contain large font and room for the pictures that accompany the message of the text on that page. Too many sentences on the page can intimidate the new reader. 

· The length of sentences in the book should be limited to five words, then later advancing to around ten words per sentence. 

· Pay careful attention to the author's biographical information. Be sure to notice whether he/she has formal education or enlisted the help of other experts before writing. 
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