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Calling All Innovators

Despite the fact that the format and font make this set appears to be geared toward younger readers, the high-interest content will appeal to middle grade students. Filled with anecdotes, each volume begins with a historical look at its subject. Chapters follow with information about the current state of the field, warnings of possible pitfalls, and the jobs available within certain areas (for example, Video Games explains that game-lovers can become voice actors, testers, and/or designers). Interviews with individuals in highlighted vocations will enlighten readers about the professions and what commitment is needed to succeed. Included are time lines of business history, sidebars of additional information, and both historical and contemporary photos. A concluding career stats page is illuminating, though misleading as single figures are given, rather than a range. 
—School Library Journal (Series Made Simple), Fall 2013 on Computer Graphics, Roller Coasters, Toys, and Video Games 
This series explores the history and future of STEM careers that will appeal to young readers. Each book examines the development of new products and technology while explaining the career possibilities at each stage of development. Beginning with a history of the product, the timeline continues through the trends and innovations leading to modern products. Full-color photographs and graphics make these books engaging for both skilled and reluctant readers. Career statistics and references are included and will be useful to students conducting research or seeking additional information. While the rapid development of computer technology will date some of the content quickly, these titles will have a broad appeal. The extensive discussion of each industry and the design process make this series worthy of inclusion in collections seeking a variety of STEM-related career resources. Glossary. Index. Recommended
—Library Media Connection, May/June 2014 on Computer Graphics, Roller Coasters, Toys, and Video Games 
Rookies
This set offers concise historical information and an unbiased evaluation of the cultural significance of holidays. Every aspect of this series seems perfectly tailored to Common Core classrooms that strive to make nonfiction exciting. Clever chapter headings, such as “Meet a Furry Forecaster!” in Groundhog Day, draw students in. “Fast Fact!” text boxes and photo captions will grab their attention while providing additional information. Reproductions and gorgeous, glossy color photos will spark conversations. For example, one photo shows a woman holding an enormous groundhog aloft. Calendars invite numerical and spatial learning, and the arts-and-crafts projects will help readers synthesize facts. Even the tables of contents and glossaries are visually dynamic. Not a single inch of page space is wasted (e.g., page numbers are presented inside icons in the shape of the holiday’s symbol, such as a groundhog, heart or dreidel). Students will appreciate and be entertained by discovering new details with each read.

—School Library Journal (Series Made Simple), Fall 2013 on Groundhog Day, Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Thanksgiving, 100th Day of School, Christmas, and Valentine’s Day (Rookie Read-About Holidays)
Herrington explores seasonal changes in weather, plant and animal life, and people’s activities. Spreads consist of a few simple sentences, plus a fact box and/or caption opposite full-page color photos. The titles introduce concepts such as animal migration and hibernation, although only Spring notes that seasons in northern and southern hemispheres are opposite. Most of the stock photos are adequate. Some fall colors are garish, and people can look more posed than spontaneous. Each book includes a brief picture glossary and instructions for a simple science activity, such as making a sun print or rain gauge with adult help. Suggestions to take a nature walk or start a science journal encourage readers to continue observing seasonal signs. Accompanying publisher websites offer articles and web links from Grolier Online.
—School Library Journal (Series Made Simple), Fall 2013 on How Do You Know It’s Fall?, How Do You Know It’s Spring?, How Do You Know It’s Summer?, and How Do You Know It’s Winter? (Rookie Read-About Science—Seasons)
Part of the Rookie Read-About Science: Life Cycles series, this conveys the remarkable process by which an acorn becomes a mighty oak tree, with crisp photographs and consistent labeling that always points out elements on the page being discussed in the brief text. Captions help explain things that might seem obvious to adults but less so to children—for instance, a picture showing the buds on a tree in spring is paired with “These buds have new leaves inside.” Herrington goes through the entire life cycle, describing how the oak tree fits into the larger food chain, showing a squirrel eating an acorn, and mentioning that the squirrel becomes food for coyotes and other animals. Concluding with a visual glossary, this very clean and clear volume makes some earlier books on the topic look a bit dated.

—Booklist, April 1, 2014 on Acorn to Oak Tree (Rookie Read-About Science―Life Cycles)

For cogent and straightforward early introductions to famous people, you’d be hard-pressed to top the humble yet hardworking Rookie Biographies series. In 32 pages, the books use layers of info―large declarative sentences, smaller fast facts, and even smaller captions―to ease a reader’s path into an ever-deeper understanding. Every spread includes a well-chosen one-page photo that brings the text to life. Amelia Earhart benefits, as do all bios of the aviatrix, from Earhart’s effortless photogenic appeal, as she grins easily through a life during which she bucked trends as a matter of course, setting records and smashing ceilings before her mysterious disappearance in 1937. George Washington Carver is more than “the peanut guy,” as proven by this eye-opening look at his childhood as a slave, his education in agriculture, and his work in improving the quality of farmers’ soil. Jackie Robinson traces Number 42’s journey from high-school superstar to Negro League standout to the barrier-smashing icon of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Neil Armstrong always knew where he was headed. He had his pilot’s license at 16, led military missions in Korea, test-flew experimental aircraft, and, of course, did a nifty little moonwalk. There’s no real getting into to the minds of the subjects, but that’s okay―the facts, the pictures, and the back matter (a poem, life tips, a time line, and more) speak for themselves. 

—Booklist, April 15, 2014 on Amelia Earhart, George Washington Carver, Jackie Robinson, and Neil Armstrong (Rookie Biographies)
True Books

These comprehensive titles are expertly written. Readers are initially asked two true or false questions and are directed to find the answers in the book. Answers are given in the back. The font is large, and sentences are relatively short. Maps and lifecycle diagrams are included among the images. A “True Statistics” section at the end of every volume sums up interesting facts. For example, readers learn that the saltwater crocodile is the world’s heaviest reptile, and that the Goliath frog is the largest frog. Threats to the animals’ survival are mentioned in a section called “The Big Truth.” For example, in Birds, students learn that oil spills are devastating to seabirds. The books are loaded with big, colorful, and captioned photographs. Sound choices for report writing and pleasure reading. 

—School Library Journal (Series Made Simple), Fall 2013 on Birds, Mammals, Reptiles, Amphibians, Fish, and Insects and Spiders (A True Book: Animal Kingdom)
This entry in the ever-reliable True Book series covers its topic in detail and offers thought-provoking questions and ideas. An opening comparison of bats, orcas, and platypuses asks, “Do these animals have anything in common? And do they have anything in common with you?” The book goes on to describe mammalian physical characteristics, habitats, behaviors, food, life cycles, and means of communication. Species extinction is introduced, and Squire also discusses whether rats or humans are the more “successful” mammal. She also presents both sides of the controversy over wolves in Yellowstone National Park as a case study in conservation issues. The narrative is accompanied by plenty of big, bright color photos, as well as easy-to-absorb charts and fact summaries. A link at the conclusion leads to a generous set of online resources on the publisher’s site. Aside from one claim that platypuses “are found only in Australia” (they are also “found” in zoos worldwide) and another that mammals “are essential to life on Earth,” the information here is accurate, concise, and—a real plus—presented in ways likely to stimulate discussion.
—Booklist, February 15, 2014 on Mammals (A True Book: Animal Kingdom)
Each book in this series begins with a challenge to the reader to find which sentence of the two listed is not true. The books then go on to cover the life cycle, habitats, physical features, and reproduction of the species featured. Larger type text along with colorful sidebars, charts, and photos encourage the reader to keep reading and discovering fun facts. A quick fact chart in each book helps readers compare groups within the species with information on their diet, distribution, reproduction, and life spans. Readers also learn about current survival challenges and how to support threatened species. Statistics are listed at the end of each book as well as other resources to explore. Students will find this series helpful while researching or while browsing. Recommended
—Library Media Connection, August/September 2014 on Amphibians, Birds, Insects and Spiders, Mammals, and Reptiles (A True Book: Animal Kingdom)
These volumes all start with two statements, and readers are encouraged to “Find the answer in this book” to discover which one is true. Some of the titles are biographies of famous businessmen (for example, Walt Disney), while others are topical (for example, entrepreneurship), which shows a lack of focus in the series. The length of the books and the large font suggest a younger audience than the content indicates. The writing style is often choppy and stilted (e.g., “No one gets very far by being ignorant....If you studied hard and learned a lot, you’re going to do very well”). Chapters are short, with headings, large font, and plenty of captioned photos and reproductions, though some photos are grainy with distorted color. Overall, not an impressive set. 

— School Library Journal (Series Made Simple), Fall 2013 on American Entrepreneurship, The Global Economy, Henry Ford, Sam Walton, Starting Your Own Business, and Walt Disney (A True Book: Great American Business)
This practical series explores American business history and the characteristics of successful business visionaries. Large, clear print and numerous photographs will appeal to young readers. The biographies focus on the positive impact the subjects had in their fields and the characteristics that made them successful. The Global Economy describes globalization’s long history and provides many modern examples, while mentioning current issues. While businesswomen are briefly profiled in American Entrepreneurship, it is disappointing that a neither a woman nor a person of color is represented in one of the biographies. Still, this is a useful series for upper elementary students who want to develop their own business plans and need inspiration and practical advice. Glossary. Table of Contents. Index. Recommended
—Library Media Connection, August/September 2014 on American Entrepreneurship, The Global Economy, Henry Ford, Sam Walton, Starting Your Own Business, and Walt Disney (A True Book: Great American Business)

Blastoff! Readers
Aimed at newly fledged readers, these galleries pair barely average quality photos with one- to three-sentence descriptive captions. (“Monster trucks race along tracks. Their tires kick up mud.”) Along with drab or faded colors, the pictures rarely include human figures or some other measure to show scale. Furthermore, the appellation “monster” is overstretched, as Cars is actually about racing cars and Trains includes a random mix of standard passenger locomotives and freight trains. The subjects may be high-interest, but, considering the competition and mediocre production values, this set is supplemental. 

—School Library Journal (Series Made Simple), Fall 2013 on Monster Cars, Monster Cranes, Monster Diggers, Monster Dump Trucks, Monster Trains, and Monster Trucks (Blastoff ! Readers: Monster Machines)
Pilot

In these basic overviews, the authors describe each activity in a way both avid adventurers or novices will appreciate. The texts read smoothly, explaining each sport and the methods behind it. Safety is noted, such as caution that mountain climbers must always let someone know their whereabouts and when they plan to return. The images often appear altered or edited but they provide readers with enough visual aid to complement the texts. For the most part, insert captions provide quick and interesting facts, but there are a few instances in which they do not have any relation to the photos to which they are attached. Each book concludes with a suggestion for the best place to participate in the featured activity. Overall, these are adequate additions for communities in which these activities are popular or in libraries in sore need of updates. 
—School Library Journal, November 2013 on Bow Hunting, Deep Sea Fishing, Kayaking, and Mountain Climbing (Pilot: Outdoor Adventures)

This series tells about the bites and attacks of featured creatures. Each book begins with a true account from a victim. In a conversational style, information about the insect or animal’s habitat, unusual habits, and food are discussed. The symptoms victims suffer when bitten or attacked are clearly listed and readers are told what to do if bitten and how to avoid attacks, if possible. Large photographs, as well as sidebars, further illustrate the topic. The reader is encouraged to explore further information and additional resources. Fascinating book covers will entice the curious reader; books will be quickly borrowed from the display shelf. Glossary. Index. Recommended
—Library Media Connection, January/February 2014 on The Black Mamba, The Black Widow Spider, The Deathstalker Scorpion, Killer Bees, The Mosquito, and The Polar Bear (Pilot: Nature’s Deadliest)

Torque

These slim volumes provide basic descriptions of some famously haunted places around the world. Each book begins with a brief fictionalized scene in which readers find themselves at the notorious site, unsure of what will happen next. The narrative quickly moves on to give a historical overview of it, including any bloody events that may have taken place there. Most interesting are short anecdotes about hauntings and paranormal events that have been reported, both in recent history and in the most distant past. The text is peppered with highlighted words that are included in the glossaries, and the drawings and photographs are vividly colored and hauntingly creepy. Although these books are simplistic introductions to the places they describe, they would be useful additions for struggling or reluctant students interested in the topic. 

—School Library Journal, January 2014 on Alcatraz, Edinburgh Castle, Paris Catacombs, and Tower of London (Torque: The Scariest Places on Earth)

These books are a browser’s paradise. The bulk of the photography is impressive, filling the pages with gritty (but not grisly) images of explosions, crashes, and falls, as well as big vehicles and machinery. Rodeo Clown is definitely the best of the set, followed by Coal Miner and Ice Road Trucker. The photos in Stunt Performer are, however, underwhelming, and one of the opening shots in Fighter Pilot shows an (assumed) airman bailing out of a jet in tennis shoes, a rather unfortunate editorial oversight as it clearly suggests the parachutist is not military. That said, Gordon’s writing has an edge-of-your-seat tone that undergirds the photos, and all of the books offer interesting, accessible nuggets of information. Bold graphics rendered in red, yellow, and black complete these exciting volumes. While not in-depth enough for reports, these titles will find success in the hands of readers who might daydream about tacking an adrenaline-pumping profession some day. 

—School Library Journal, December 2013 on Coal Miner, Fighter Pilot, Ice Road Trucker, Rodeo Clown, and Stunt Performer (Torque: Dangerous Jobs)

This exciting series about some of the most dangerous jobs in the country delivers; the books are as exciting as they sound. They approach concepts surrounding injury, risk, and death with a controlled practicality. The short sentences and matter-of-fact tone make the books more appropriate than others that have attempted the same. The information reads more like a scientific pamphlet when it could have come across as sensationalized. All pages contain photographs that perfectly illustrate the words in which these people live. The books would have benefited from including more women and people of color. This is a perfect series for students who struggle to find motivation to read for pleasure. Bibliography. Glossary. Websites. Table of Contents. Index. Recommended
—Library Media Connection, January/February 2014 on Coal Miner, Fighter Pilot, Ice Road Trucker, Rodeo Clown, and Stunt Performer (Torque: Dangerous Jobs)

Rookie Toddler
The Rookie Toddler series of board books continues to present a useful array of titles spanning a broad series of general-interest topics. Clarity is the name of the game: the photos are precise, the text is large, the captions oversize, and the patterns repetitious. Baby Animals on the Farm offers up five two-page spreads that display the baby animal on one side and the adult version on the other. “A baby horse is called a foul,” Bondor writes, with the spindly legged version labeled as “foal” and the larger version labeled as “horse”. There are no sentences at all in Big and Little Things That Go, only labels. For instance, “big boat” beneath a luxury cruiser and “little boat” beneath a rowboat. Red Apple Green Pear: A Book of Colors replaces the series’ usual white backgrounds with bright colors, allowing readers to see how banana is yellow, though a different yellow from a lemon—and slightly different from the background yellow, too. What Rhymes? ranges from the simplest (“cat” and “hat”) to the more ambitious (“spoon” and “balloon”). Each book ends with an exercise and pointers for how parents and educators can extend the lessons. Nothing surprising here, but it’s flawlessly executed. 

—Booklist, November 15, 2013 on Baby Animals on the Farm, Big and Little: Things That Go, Red Apple, Green Pear, and What Rhymes? 
Also recommended from this series:
-Baby Animals at the Zoo

-Ears, Eyes, Nose

-What Happens Next? Caterpillar to Butterfly

-What Happens Next? Seed to Plant
Nature’s Children

Books in the long-running Nature’s Children series provide informative introductions to wild animals around the world. Throughout each book, full-page photos offer close-up views of creatures within their habitats. On the facing pages, the text discusses the animal’s features, behaviors, life cycle, relatives, contributions to its ecosystem, and (sometimes) endangered status. Features of particular interest to students include the range map in each volume and the opening, one-page “Fact File” feature, which briefly lays out basic information such as the animal’s species, distribution around the world, habitats, physical characteristics, habits, and diet. Geckos explores this surprisingly large family of animals and explains how adaptations on their feet enable geckos to climb apparently smooth surfaces. Introducing the world’s largest reptiles, Saltwater Crocodiles spotlights a crocodile at the top of its food chain in Southeast Asia and northern Australia. Snow Leopards presents a beautiful, elusive, and increasingly endangered big cat living in the mountains of central Asia. In Wolf Spiders, enlarged photos show a wide variety of the spiders in action, while the text describes attributes such as their web-free hunting prowess. With their clear organization, colorful photos, and straightforward presentation of facts, these books are well designed for students researching and writing reports on specific animals. 

—Booklist, November 15, 2013 on Geckos, Saltwater Crocodiles, Snow Leopards, and Wolf Spiders 
Also recommended from this series: 

-Artic Foxes

-Blue Whales

-Giraffes

-Jaguars

Cornerstones of Freedom
These titles offer clear and fast-paced narrative accounts of the events. Each one involves people who encountered great danger. They faced widespread disease (Panama Canal), a terrorist mastermind (Bin Laden), and an oppressive government (Massacre). Many died. Bin Laden is the most current topic and no doubt will prove instantly popular. Massacre and Panama Canal, however, are just as exciting. The authors point out when the history is a bit fuzzy. Exactly how Bin Laden was killed is not officially known, for example. Side boxes include eyewitness accounts, contemporary views from abroad and brief biographies. Photographs are abundant, and indexes are extensive. The cover tag “Bringing History to Life” refers to a general Scholastic website where readers can type in keywords to get more information in video format. Excellent for research.  

—School Library Journal, February 2014 on The Panama Canal, The Hunt for Bin Laden, and The Tiananmen Square Massacre 
The long-running Cornerstones of Freedom series takes topics and names with which young readers are familiar and puts them into context. Bill Clinton looks at the forty-second president of the U.S., his interest in politics from an early age; his political career; wife and political star Hillary Clinton; and, of course, the scandals that almost ousted him from office. Informative sidebars cover his family (although excluding his stepfather’s drinking seems an add omission); his current fine relationship with the president he beat, George H. W. Bush; and a look at the problems in Ireland and Northern Ireland, which Clinton worked hard to solve. Obviously, there is plenty of salacious material to be had here, but Gregory keeps things polite: Clinton and Monica Lewinsky had a “romantic” relationship. Gun Control discusses why there is a controversy over the Second Amendment, explaining that, historically, the U.S. was kept safe by its local militias, which is why that phrase appears in the amendment. Otfinoski goes on to look at how the amendment evolved into the ideal head by the NRA and others of unfettered access to guns. Several notable gun tragedies are examined in relation to the issue. The Supreme Court follows the high court’s evolution from inception through modern day. Famous cases are discussed; though, surprisingly, neither abortion nor controversial cases like that focused on Citizens United are mentioned. The series has a colorful, engaging design and uses plenty of photographs. A “Living History” section points out primary sources, and a map in each book pinpoints where important events happened. 

—Booklist, May 15, 2014 on Bill Clinton, Gun Control, and The Supreme Court 

Also recommended from this series: 

-Forms of Government

Enchantment of the World

Many students turn to the Internet for writing reports, but for reliably accurate, attractively presented and well-calibrated information, the long-standing Enchantment of the World series remains a superior choice. Each volume has been completely rewritten from a previous edition—in many cases to startling effect given recent political events. Although the basic structure holds true to past versions, the updated photographs are truly eye-popping and take care to portray the countries as modern—often opting for showing, say, a surgeon at work rather than a rural farmer. Brazil, with its spectacular cover depicting Carnival, conveys an excitement about the country and its people as well as its plentiful animals and plants. It might not be necessary for libraries to replace Ireland, since it hasn’t changed radically, but this is a solid offering with updated statistics. North Korea has a new author and a strong political focus, discussing life under the new leader, Kim Jong-un. Syria obviously can’t be completely up-to-date because of the ongoing rebellion, but it does a good job of explaining the roots of unrest, along with the usual topics of food, religion, and customs. Each volume in this reliable series includes extensive back matter with a detailed index. 
—Booklist, January 1 & 15, 2014 on Brazil, Ireland, North Korea, and Syria 

Also recommended from this series: 

-Italy
-United Stated of America
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