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The series effectively melds in-depth information and entertaining illustrations into a useful reference guide. 

Scholastic Ultimate Guides—Top 10 Series Nonfiction
Booklist, April 1, 2011
Launching with two titles (on baseball and football, both 2010), this sports series has nothing but the good stuff: historical highlights and delicious ephemera, served with a distinctive design. The rare “browsing” series that kids will read straight through. 

Recent Reviews-Print and Digital
You Wouldn’t Want to…
The You Wouldn’t Want to…series has long been taking the stuffing out of both relatively glamorous personages (Cleopatra) and obviously doomed career choices (Salem witch). A bit of reverse psychology here and loads of irresistible historical details there combine with cartoony visuals and glib humor to make these titles plenty educational but just plain fun to read as well. You Wouldn’t Want to Be a Secret Agent during World War II! might just convince kids that they would want to be a WWII spy, trained in the fine art of subterfuge and outfitted with all kinds of real-life cloak-and-dagger gizmos. Readers go on a sabotage run behind enemy lines in German-occupied France, and the successful detonation will have them itching for the next mission. In You Wouldn’t Want to Climb Mount Everest! readers join John Hunt’s 1953 expedition during which Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay made the first successful summit. The dangers associated with climbing up to the top of the world are well outlined and only add to the thrill of making it to the peak. Architectural details abound in You Wouldn’t Want to Work on a Medieval Cathedral! which takes readers through years of apprenticeship, backbreaking labor as a journeyman, and finally a plum spot as master stonemason working on the Canterbury Cathedral. A few design tweaks, such as boxing and ordering some of the many blocks of texts competing for attention, would help the pages seem less cluttered, but these books are great treats to reward historically inquisitive minds. 
—Booklist, November 1, 2010 on You Wouldn’t Want to Be a Secret Agent during World War II!, You Wouldn’t Want to Climb Mount Everest!, and You Wouldn’t Want to Work on a Medieval Cathedral! 
This unique series explores the dangers of jobs from the past that few people would want today. Each book’s introduction places the reader as a person who stumbles upon a specific career choice. The books use appropriate lingo and portray how that life would be lived. Colorful illustrations read much like a graphic novel, with additional detailed information given as well. Eye-opening information, such as a gangster’s trick of using violin cases to store guns, provides details that show the dangers these people faced. “Handy Hints” that would have made life easier are scattered throughout the books. This series addresses important aspects of our history through the real people who lived it. This series will help students remember history. It is enjoyable and will lead to much discussion for teachers and students alike. Glossary. Index. Recommended. 

―Library Media Connection, August/September 2010 on You Wouldn’t Want to Be Joan of Arc!, You Wouldn’t Want to Be a Chicago Gangster!, and You Wouldn’t Want to Be a Shakespearean Actor!  

Torque
With its collection of super-technical titles, books in the Military Machines series, published under the reluctant-reader Torque imprint, dive headfirst into the specifics of the transportation modes that help our fighting forces move, protect, and attack. Browsers will cringe at the exacting detail, but struggling readers with a specific interest in the military will be sated by these succinct compendiums of tech specs, history, variations, and statistics. If the series has a failing, it’s the understandable but noteworthy reluctance to deal head-on with the deadly risk involved in operating these machines in combat. This is consistent with the design, which features photographs of the machines out of their original contexts, placing them over cool colors and hip backgrounds. Meanwhile, photos of crew members going about their duties are often shown without manipulation. AC-130H/U Gunships covers the ins and outs of the huge air force plane that provides gunfire cover for ground troops. AH-1W Super Cobras takes on the marine corps’ “powerful attack helicopter.” MH-53E Sea Dragons examines the navy’s massive (and almost weaponless) 55-person mine-detecting helicopter. With around 3,000 in action, the troop transport vehicles profiled in Strykers have “the power of a tank and the control of a Humvee.” Each book is bolstered with a glossary, list of further reading, and an index. 
Also recommended from this series: 

· Arleigh Burke Destroyers  

· F-35 Lightning IIs 
· Ticonderoga Cruisers  

· V-22 Ospreys  

—Booklist, November 15, 2010 on AC-130H/U Gunships, AH-1W Super Cobras, MH-53E Sea Dragons,  and Strykers 
Indy cars are a hot item in many parts of the U.S., and this attractively packaged title in the World’s Fastest series will draw in even marginally interested children. With brightly colored photos and simple, large type, this brief volume packs a punch that is appealing to the eye. Most pages have “Fast Facts,” with trivia about the sport, in addition to the regular text. The section on the future of Indy cars includes the need to size engines down in order to lower fuel consumption and the growing role of women in the sport. Boldfaced words have brief definitions in a glossary, and an index enables the young researcher to locate topics quickly. A brief bibliography of books and a website encourage further exploration of the topic. Perfect for reluctant or hi-lo readers, this title, published under the Torque imprint, is an effective addition to collections where easy-reading and visually appealing nonfiction has an audience.

—Booklist, April 1, 2011 on Indy Cars 

The Unexplained series is an ideal collection for reluctant readers struggling to make it through more sophisticated (and duller) texts. Yes, the sentences are simple and engaging, and the large, ominous, digitally created illustrations provide plenty of eye candy. But even better is the swift covering of ground that gives each book true scope—in very few pages, readers will get a sense of intellectual accomplishment and may well seek out other, more in-depth series. Alien Abductions begins, as all the titles do, with a story, before moving through the possible motives (study, attack) of those mysterious, nefarious Grays. Atlantis starts, naturally, with Plato, and makes great use of maps when offering up possible locations of ruins (and enticing us with the legend of a giant Poseidon statue that sunk to the bottom of the sea). Crop Circles covers what are almost certainly hoaxes, focusing on several admitted pranksters. Nostradamus explains the seer’s quatrains and the visions of his that might—or might not—have come true. Each book questions the validity of the various claims; it’s telling that the brief back matter of three of these four titles includes a glossary definition of skeptics. Light, fun, and sure to intrigue. 
Also recommended from this series: 

· The Bermuda Triangle 
· Bigfoot 
· ESP  

· Ghosts 
—Booklist, April 15, 2011 on Alien Abductions, Atlantis, Crop Circles, and Nostradamus
Designed for struggling readers, this series combines accessible writing, dynamic illustrations, and high-interest topics. Snazzy covers and an abundance of glossy, full-color illustrations provide appeal. With one paragraph per page, the writing is succinct but informative, as in Doft's outline of the famous mystic: “Nostradamus died in 1566. It is said he knew which day he was going to die. The predictions he left behind live on to this day.” Theories, historical references, and viewpoints from believers and skeptics give the material substance. For example, Helstrom explains that when an elaborate array of crop circles was found to form a mathematical pattern, “many believed that aliens were trying to use math to send a message. Others thought the crop circles were a hoax.” Form and function are solid partners in this engaging series.
—School Library Journal, April 2011 on Alien Abductions, Atlantis, Crop Circles, and Nostradamus
These slim volumes have a limited, but sufficient amount of information. Designed as introductory material, each volume briefly describes the history and use of the featured machine and provides a page listing its physical specifications; primary function, height, weight, length, top speed, crew, etc. Vocabulary is appropriate, with glossary words in boldface. “Fast Fact” boxes provide additional information. Illustrations are spread-filling, action-packed color photos that sometimes feature a smaller superimposed photo, adding detail. Each title has a color theme-green, blue, or burnt orange -with the pages matching the color of the cover. The photography has been digitally altered to permit the page color to dominate the photo background. There are a few captions, but the narratives are descriptive enough that they are not usually necessary. The only criticism is that the opening paragraph of each title is a contrived battle scenario, and the conclusions are a bit weak. Still, these books are good choices for libraries needing this genre and level.
—School Library Journal, May 2011 on AH-6 Little Birds, CH-46 Sea Knights, UH-60 Black Hawks, and Littoral Combat Ships
Blastoff! Readers
These four additions to the My First Sports series provide quick introductions to athletic pastimes. The series format features generously sized photos, each accompanied by a few sentences of large-print text, and all highlighted with plenty of colors in the photos, backgrounds, and borders. Each book touches on a sport’s history and equipment or dress. In Cheerleading, Green introduces the activity’s purpose, stunts, routines, and competitions. Fishing explains the use of bobbers and lures as well as rods and reels. Karate discusses training in this martial art, while the photos illustrate stances, strikes, and blocks as well as the ranking of different-colored belts. Wrestling explains the basic rules, moves, and scoring of the sport. While the illustrations in the volumes on cheerleading and wrestling show athletes in their teens and early twenties, those in Fishing and Karate focus more on younger kids learning these sports. Each book concludes with a glossary, a brief bibliography, and directions for accessing the publisher’s “factsurfer” website. Although the reading level is more challenging than one might expect from a reader series (even one designated by the publisher as “Level 4: early fluent/fluent”), the books’ topics, colorful design elements, and action photos will appeal to many children. 
—Booklist, March 15, 2011 on Cheerleading, Fishing, Karate, and Wrestling 
Three titles designed to introduce emergent readers to these animals. Each spread features one to two large-type sentences that face a full-page photo. Facts are basic: “Coyotes have bushy tails with black tips”; “A fox is a type of wild dog”; “Deer have big eyes. They see at night as well as they do during the day.” Some pages also include inset photos. As the coyote’s diet is described, the large photograph of a hunting coyote is offset with small circle-shaped pictures of the berries, grass, and insects it eats. Overall, these books are serviceable introductions for very early readers.
―School Library Journal, January 2011 on Coyotes, Foxes, and Deer 
These easy-to-read titles open with a very basic map and then go on to describe the country’s geography, wildlife, and people. Crisp, colorful photographs are large and plentiful, and the texts provide sidebars of information. The writing is clear and simple without being simplistic, making the books useful starting points for primary students doing research. One drawback is the omission of a chapter on history. Egypt does include a brief mention of “ancient Egypt,” while Vietnam has a few sentences about being a Communist country. Libraries that already own other simple nonfiction country books, such as the “Welcome to the World” series (The Child’s World) and the “Fact Finders: Questions and Answers, Countries” series (Capstone), might not need these, unless there is a strong demand. 

—School Library Journal, April 2011 on Japan, Egypt, and Vietnam
These profiles offer healthy but easily digestible doses of specific information about each country's major geographical features, wildlife, human populations, schools, festivals, and characteristic foods in a colorful, visually appealing format. Oversimplified maps aside, the presentations are much enhanced by plenty of bright color photos in various sizes and placements, pie charts showing where residents live and what kinds of work they do, and closing spreads of basic statistics with images of flags and currency. Ancient and recent history get only a few passing references, and while readers may be confused by an unexplained reference to “damaged buildings” in Afghanistan, the Taliban is mentioned, as is war in Iraq and Pakistan. Despite these issues and an account of the January 2010 earthquake in Haiti, the overall tone of the series is upbeat.

—School Library Journal, May 2011 on Costa Rica, Greece, Haiti, Kenya, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan, Denmark, and Switzerland
A True Book
This series answers questions regarding the Spanish mission buildings, which remain some 500 years after they were first erected. Beautiful color photos help illustrate the impact the religious structures had on Native American inhabitants and the Spanish Catholics who created new beliefs and cultures in the New World. Each book contains websites for more information, a glossary, and questions to encourage active reading. Spanish words are highlighted, making the books useful in beginning Spanish classes. History, geography, social studies, and language can all be studied using the titles in this series. Recommended. 

―Library Media Connection, August/September 2010 on The Spanish Missions of California, The Spanish Missions of Texas, The Spanish Missions of Arizona, The Spanish Missions of New Mexico, Spanish Missions, and The Spanish Missions of Florida 
This eye-catching, informative series breaks down westward expansion in the United States from the late 1700s through the early 1900s. Each book begins with a couple of true or false questions—yet only one is true. It is the reader’s job to find it. An amazing amount of detail is captured in the captioned pictures, which include artwork, old photographs, maps, and drawings. The difficulty reaching the West by the pioneers is relayed, as is the expense, hard work, and hardship suffered by those who actually make it. Students will love looking at the sod homesteads and chuckle about the bison chips used as fuel. Penned by different authors, some books flowed more easily than others and offered a few more details, but as a whole the books are great sources of easy-to-read information. Each book contains short outlines, true statistics, list of resources, helpful organizations and websites, and places to visit. Students and teachers will find this series visually and intellectually appealing. Glossary. Index. Recommended. 

―Library Media Connection, August/September 2010 on Life in the West, Westward Expansion, The California Gold Rush, The Oregon Trail, The Lewis and Clark Expedition, and The Transcontinental Railroad 
Part of the True Book: Ancient Civilizations series, this excellent overview of the Inca Empire comprises the geography, plants, animals, and art of the region; the empire’s power structure; its fall to the Spanish; and recent archaeological discoveries about Inca history. Dazzling photographs, statistics, a time line, a bibliography, a list of websites, and a glossary round out the text. The series also includes Jackie Maloy’s The Ancient Maya (2010). 

—Book Links, January 2011 on The Inca Empire 
Benoit brings the infamous Titanic debacle into focus in this entry in the True Book: Disasters series. After dispensing a few telling details that illuminate just how massive, opulent, and groundbreaking the luxury liner was, he dives right into the fateful April night in 1912. In a clear, readable account, he tells how a confluence of nasty luck, possible negligence on the part of a few key people, the crew’s baffling inexperience, and a dearth of lifeboats contributed to the terrible loss of life after the ship struck an iceberg, filled with water, snapped in half, and sunk to the ocean floor. Disaster stories have plenty of built-in appeal, and this one comes bolstered by a generous array of clarifying illustrations and

photos—none more haunting than the one showing what the ship’s remains look like now, dripping with rust and sea gunk. A good place to introduce one of the modern world’s defining disasters and a fine companion to Don Brown’s more dramatic All Stations! Distress! (2008).

—Booklist, April 1, 2011 on The Titanic Disaster 

Top Dogs
Just in time to stoke the flames of dog mania after last season’s crop of pet books, the Top Dogs series is another high-quality, colorful, photo-rich set that differentiates various breeds. Hailing from Germany (from a breed that is now extinct!), boxers were originally bred to find and restrain animals that had been shot by hunters. Now, of course, they’re short-muzzled rompers with energy to spare: “They act like puppies most of their lives.” Two-page chapters run through the very basics: what to look for when choosing a puppy, what size it’ll reach, grooming, and likes and dislikes. An awful lot of it is applicable to dogs in general, though boxed “Fast Facts” provide a few keepers: “Boxers hate getting wet! Keep this in mind when it’s time for your puppy’s first bath.” The design is great, and the photos—especially of a human baby surrounded by boxer pups—are potent enough to cause cuteness explosions. Actual owners will require a more complete manual, but this is a good starter kit.
—Booklist, April 1, 2011 on Boxers 
24/7: Science Behind the Scenes
Denega introduces tools and methods used by forensic entomologists. She presents three real-life cases to explain clues provided by insects in determining time and manner of death. The breezy writing style and busy layout create a tabloid feel consistent with the topic. 

—School Library Journal, May 2011 on Gut-Eating Bugs: Maggots Reveal the Time of Death! (from Bugged Out! Article- focus on insects) 

TrueFlix Review
School Library Journal, May 2011

Print, Meet Digital

Scholastic’s TrueFlix leverages a book series online

Indeed, we live in interesting informational times. Every time you turn around, the print and digital realms are combining in unusual and intriguing ways. Few nonfiction resources embody this union more noticeably than Scholastic’s TrueFlix. A mashup of the two forms, TrueFlix is kinda like reading a nonfiction book and sorta like using an online database. In the right setting, TrueFlix has the potential to be a useful tool for student learning.

 Scholastic TrueFlix
teacher.scholastic.com/products/trueflix_freetrial/index.htm

Grade Level: Scholastic TrueFlix is for students in grades 3–5.

Cost: List price is $795, reduced to $595 for schools. Multi-year discounts available. An early bird price of $395 applies to orders placed before May 31, 2011. Visit http://bit.ly/fNOB8N to request a free 30-day trial. Call (800) 387-1437 to find an account exec near you.

Overview: TrueFlix is the web-based counterpart to Scholastic’s True Books series. The site provides access to the ebook versions of 47 True Book titles across eight commonly taught science and social studies categories, along with lesson plans.  

Students can read True Books online through a built-in ereader and access a host of additional resources for each title, including video, related links, and activities. 

While BookFlix, another Scholastic online resource, is geared toward younger students, pairing fiction and nonfiction titles, TrueFlix is all-out nonfiction.

Look and Feel: Logging in gets users  to the TrueFlix home screen. Eight main topics—Continents, Ancient Civilizations, U.S. Government, Westward Expansion, Natural Disasters, Space, Human Body, and Ecosystems—are presented along the sides (People, Places, and History on the left, Science and Nature on the right), with a large area in the middle displaying True Books covers. Students can click on any cover to access the content for that title or click arrows to visually browse through other available titles. 

The page is well laid out, clear to read and navigate. In fact, it’s pleasantly distraction-free. Animation, loud background patterns, unexpected audio—TrueFlix has none of it. All buttons use the comic sans font. While much derided, the informal typeface is appropriate for this audience. Overall, the look is fresh, with plenty of white space and clear icons.

A Resources and Tools link in the top right corner of the home screen brings up a page that allows users to browse all the titles in alphabetical order, or by subject, category, or reading level. This is a good way for kids to get an overview of what TrueFlix has to offer.

How It Works: The navigation is pleasingly no-nonsense. After clicking on one of the eight broad topics from the home screen, users are taken to a page with more specific choices. Choosing Natural Disasters, for example, returns a page listing Earthquakes, Floods, Thunderstorms, Tsunamis, and Wildfires. The choices are presented visually, showing the covers of each True Book. Selecting from this page brings up the meat and potatoes: content. For those who may have made a wrong turn, the main categories appear on the left side of the page. This is a helpful consideration for younger students.

Each topic page is laid out in the same way. The focus is on the ebook and accompanying video, with both prominently displayed at the center of the page, with bright, bold type encouraging users to Watch It and Read It. 

Categories for additional information run down the left side of the page. When visited in order, these form a sort of webquest-like succession of relevant information. This will allow students to be self-directed learners, as they make their way through the content.

The video comes first, providing an overview. The ebook comes next, giving more depth. This is followed by sections that give learning extension opportunities (Explore More, Explore the Web) and allow for hands-on and interactive experiences (Project Idea, Activity Center). It’s easy to see students becoming mini experts after digesting all this additional content.

Those familiar with online resources (digital encyclopedias, for example) know that multimedia elements (images, videos) can be hit or miss. Common topics typically have related videos, while more obscure subjects are often lacking. Which do you think kids prefer? I was pleased to see that each and every entry in TrueFlix contains a video. These short clips all clock in at just over a minute and provide a nice overview of the topic. All videos start with an “Is it true…” question, mirroring the format of the books. Each video ends with a message to find out more by reading the book. The video quality is passable, with slight pixilation that becomes more noticeable when viewed in full-screen mode. Higher definition video is quickly becoming the norm, here’s hoping TrueFlix keeps pace. 

Clicking Read the Book opens the ereader environment. The controls are limited, keeping the focus on the content. The books are all around 50 pages and written at a level appropriate for students in grades 3–5. Each title opens with two statements—one true and one false. Students must read the book to find the answers. The font is large and pages are loaded with images, diagrams, time lines, and maps. Call-out arrows deliver facts and highlight important information. Back matter includes key statistics, suggested reading, places to visit, glossary, index, and of course, the answer to the true/false questions posed on the first page. Overall the tone is informal and engaging.

Arrows at the bottom of each page allow readers to turn the page. An orange table of contents button sits just above the “fold.” When clicked, the table drops down and links directly to each section of the book—a very useful feature for quick navigation. 

The read-along feature is effective, with clear, natural speech. Less accomplished readers will appreciate the ability to listen to a book’s audio version. When activated, words on the page are highlighted as they are read, allowing students to follow along. A minor concern: the narration doesn’t apply to all parts of the book. Students are on their own with the table of contents, stats, resources, and glossary sections. While there’s a handy on/off button to pause the narration at any point, you can’t begin the read-along mid page—narration starts at the top of the page only.

One tool that would improve the ereader experience is high-quality zoom. Some maps and captions have small print that’s difficult to read. In this regard, it would be better to have the actual book in your hands—a feeling one shouldn’t get while reading an ebook. When users mouse over bold words, a pop-up provides the definition right then and there. This is a simple, but useful feature that shows how technology can truly enhance the reading experience.

A useful Explore More section offers additional info, such as links to Grolier online encyclopedia articles, profiles of important people (such as a bio of James Richter in the section on earthquakes), primary sources, stories, poems, charts and tables, and multimedia. It’s an impressive collection that will help extend learning.

Students can select Project Idea for step-by-step guidance on creating diagrams, games, and reports. Some projects are basic, such as a “memory” style game using the facts and vocabulary learned. Others are ambitious, such as the disaster relief plan suggested for the page on tsunamis. 

The Activity Center has quizzes and a word match game related to each topic. The quizzes contain 10 knowledge level questions in multiple-choice format. At the end of the quiz, the number correct out of 10 is displayed. I was disappointed to learn that there was no way for students to see the correct answers for the questions they missed. 

The word match game tests vocabulary. Players are presented with a clue, and must select the correct answer from a group of nine virtual cards arranged in a 3x3 grid. Each correct answer flips the card, revealing part of a picture. Students work to uncover the entire thing. This is a simple and effective way to reinforce vocab skills.  

Selecting Explore the Web brings up a list of web links. These are a bit of a mixed bag. Most lead to reputable sites with engaging information. For instance, the Explore More links for black holes include the kid-friendly NASA site and a Hubble site containing a multimedia explanation of black holes. Occasionally, however, the links lead to content that is for older audiences and might go over student heads. Finally, each topic page has a More button, which directs users to other titles in the same category. 

While many of these sorts of video resources are available elsewhere (Discovery Education’s streaming service comes to mind), they are well organized here and unquestionably kid friendly.

Prospective subscribers should note that this is not a one-stop shop for all things social studies and science related. I suggest educators test drive before they buy to get a feel for the topics covered and how those match up with curriculum. The science section in particular is limited, with no coverage of some major topics, such as plants, simple machines, and the water cycle.  

For Students, Teachers, and Librarians: An obvious advantage for students is access. TrueFlix is available 24/7 from any computer with a DSL, cable modem, or higher connection, making the site useful for homework. Teachers and librarians who’ve had students bring unverified research from home can testify to the importance of this anywhere, anytime availability. Lack of effort isn’t the most common cause of poor research—it’s lack of easily accessible sources. 

There are resources for teachers as well. Every topic comes with a lesson plan, which includes small group activities and project ideas. These plans are fairly generic. Each lesson includes a basic discussion of the video, a review of vocabulary, and a small group activity. While most teachers will likely pass these over, opting to incorporate TrueFlix into their already existing lessons, they may come in handy for beginning teachers, or those looking for ideas.

TrueFlix is touted as an excellent resource to use with students via interactive whiteboard. This makes sense, as the videos and quizzes would work well for whole class consumption and participation. I can envision teachers pulling up the TrueFlix page to introduce a topic to students.

Those familiar with online resources know that generating awareness of a product can be the most critical step in its success or failure. TrueFlix smartly provides downloadable materials to help spread the word. Desktop icons and widgets are available for student computers and library/school web pages, allowing one-click access to the program. Parent, teacher, and library patron letters provide instructions on accessing TrueFlix from home computers.  

For schools that use the Lexile framework for determining reading level, each of the titles has a Lexile value assigned. Teachers could use this information to help guide students to titles that best fit their reading skills. For the data geeks among us (guilty), user stats are available. Librarians can use these numbers for informing staff and administration about the overall use of the product. It also helps for getting a handle on staff awareness of the product.

The videostreaming capabilities will depend on bandwidth. Institutions with slower connections may have to check the tech specs before diving in.

Verdict: While the TrueFlix library covers many common science and social studies topics, there are some gaps. However, if your school’s curriculum is a close match to the content, this could be an online resource with a lot of value. With helpful ereader capabilities and plenty of additional resources, TrueFlix has clear advantages over purchasing True Books in print. And maybe that’s the best way to look at TrueFlix—as a set of nonfiction books taken to greater heights through technology. 

