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EARLY READERS 
Bad Badger by MaryRose Wood, 
illustrated by Giulia Ghigini
Septimus is a very unlikely badger: he owns a cottage by 
the sea, adores opera, and finds solace in the simple things, 
like radiant sunsets and cups of chamomile tea. One day, 
Septimus befriends Gully, a quiet, friendly gull who lands 
on his porch railing. Together, they begin to share charming 

adventures like riding a tandem bicycle to the market, visiting the sea (though 
badgers do not like sand!), and enjoying their commonalities and differences 
as friends. But one day, Gully goes missing. Filled with worry, Septimus sets 
off on a mission to find his friend, and, along the way, learns more about the 
world beyond his seaside cottage and more about what it means to be a badger, 
too. This is a delightful read-aloud, full of quirky, funny lines and a narration 
that not only captivates but also explores the anxiety that can come with new 
friendships, and the deep sense of wholeness that follows when we realize 
we’re  not alone in the world.

Henry’s Picture-Perfect Day
by Jenn Bailey, illustrated by Mika 
Song
It’s picture day at school and Henry, a young boy with autism, 
is not excited. For one thing, he has to wear a new striped 
shirt with too many buttons and practice smiling which he 

has never done before. And worst of all, his front tooth is starting to wobble. Join 
Henry as he learns pictures don’t have to be perfect. They are about special times 
with special friends. 

GRAPHIC NOVELS 
A Song for You and I by K. O’Neill
Fans of The Moth Keeper and The Tea Dragon Society will enjoy 
another heartfelt installment from national bestselling 
author Katie O’Neill. A Song for You and I is an emotional 
coming-of-age story, filled with adventure and colorful, 
flowing graphic illustrations. Rowan is a young ranger-in-
training, determined to prove their strength and worth. But 

in their eagerness to demonstrate their skills, Rowan accidentally injures their 
beloved companion, the flying horse Kes. With Kes out of commission, Rowan 
is reassigned to a more grounded and less intense mission on foot, alongside 
Leone, a gentle and laid-back sheep herder who seems to be Rowan’s complete 
opposite. Yet, readers soon discover that opposites can bring out the best in 
each other. As Leone slowly chips away at Rowan’s harder exterior, an unlikely 
friendship begins to blossom into something more tender and vulnerable. A Song 
for You and I gently invites readers to reflect on how love, purpose, and strength 
can take unexpected forms. 

MIDDLE GRADE READS 

A Work in Progress by Jarrett Lerner
Something happened in 4th grade to change Will’s self-image, 
a kid called him “fat”. After that ,Will sees himself differently 
and starts to shut himself off from his friends. He enjoys 
drawing and keeps a notebook full of sketches and journal 
entries that showcase his emotions. After years of loneliness 

and self-loathing, he makes a surprising new friend when Marcus moves to his 
school. This book is written in poetic verse and illustrated with drawings by the 
author that give us an insightful look into the mind of this middle school boy.

And Then Boom! by Lisa Flips
Fipps pulls at all the heartstrings in this book about a middle 
school aged boy living with poverty, hunger, abandonment 
and housing insecurity. Joe Oak loves comic books and wants 
to overcome his problems like the superheroes he admires. 
Their “And then, Boom!” moments always come with a great 

change that turns chaos into normal. He keeps his problems to himself, not 
even telling his best friends until a storm brews and shows him it’s okay and 
sometimes necessary to let people help you. This book will make you laugh and 
cry and everything in between. It may even push you to be on the lookout for 
ways you can help others.

Candle Island ** by Lauren Wolk
 Author Lauren Wolk does not disappoint in this latest read 
and she gets it right in describing Maine Island life and the 
angst of early adolescence. Even though Lucretia (Lucy) and 
her mom, have moved from rural Vermont to  an island in 
Maine, the locals are skeptical as to how they fit in since 
they are moving into a house with a troubled past. There are 

secrets literally and figuratively hidden that slowly peel away like and onion 
or petals falling from  an aging flower. As she cares for Mahogony or Hog, her 
horse or Gulliver, an orphaned Osprey, she learns to cherish their companion-
ship and fosters new friendships carefully. Surprises abound, friendships evolve, 
and trust develops among friends, and community members on Candle Island, 
as Lucy comes to know who and what is important to her. Most importantly, 
she comes to know herself, delicately and beautifully described by Ms. Wolk. 

****Our Top Picks for the Whole Book Approach
What is the Whole Book Approach?
The Whole Book Approach asks children to look at books in their whole 
art form, including examining the endpapers, the jacket, the cover. By 
asking open-ended questions about the book and its visuals, we can 
create an interactive, rich learning experience.

Books can transport us to new places and 
experiences and the books within  invite us 
on adventures like climbing 46 peaks in the 

Adirondacks, experiencing life on an island in Maine, 
exploring a cave to learn about stalactites and 
stalagmites, or jumping onboard a locomotive for 
a journey on the transcontinental railroad. Which 
adventure will you embark on? It’s only a page away…  

If you’re not borrowing but purchasing books, one way 
you can support the Booklist is by using IRW’s affiliate 
link on BOOKSHOP.ORG  to purchase any of the books 
on the Booklist—10% of your purchase will support our 
programming! Bookshop.org is an online bookseller that 
supports independent bookstores and nonprofits.

HAPPY READING!
Celine Martin, Engagement & Communication Coordinator 

**Maine Authors & IRW Alumni
IRW seeks out books by authors and illustrators who live in or have strong 
connections to Maine, and keeps our readers up to date on new books 
from the authors & illustrators we work with.

Looking for an adventure? Check out this summer’s booklist!

http://bookshop.org/shop/irw


Grace Notes: 
Poems about Families 
by Naomi Shihab Nye, 
illustrated by Lynne Avril
Beloved poet Naomi Shahib Nye writes her prose 
with such eloquence and simple authenticity one is 
transported by her words, and “found” at the same 
time. The whimsical artwork on the cover and black and 

white sketches at each section remind us of where we come from and what family 
actually means. She has us ponder about family members, chosen friends who 
become family and our larger community to think about who loves us and who 
we love, and how we show that love. She makes reading poetry approachable, 
familiar and addictive as you read through the collection of 117 short verses. 

Louder than Hunger by John Schu
As Kate DiCamillo notes in her foreward, “Telling your story 
can save your life. It may save someone else’s life too.” 
Written in verse, this beautiful and painful novel about 
a young man with an eating disorder, will be a lifeline of 
familiarity to many readers. For others, it is an opportunity 
to see and understand the difficult journey many youngsters 
are on as they navigate and claim their identity. It is a story 

of torment yet determination. A story of self-loathing and the growth it takes to 
move beyond. This is a must read. 

Max and the House of Spies: 
A Tale of World War II 
by Adam Gidwitz
There’s a lot to love about this historical fiction novel 
- frightening high stakes, hilarious hi jinks, and main
character Max’s heart of gold. After a Kindertransport boat 
drops Max off in England, in hopes that removing him from 
Nazi Germany will save his life, Max decides he has to get

back to his family and there’s only one way to do that - as a spy for the British. 
With two tag along travel buddies, a kobold named Berg and a dybbuk named 
Stein, always by his side, Max trains physically, mentally, and emotionally for a 
mission that requires not only skills in espionage, but incredible bravery. As Nazi 
Germany becomes increasingly more dangerous for Jewish families, will Max be 
able to avoid capture and reunite with his parents?

Not Nothing by Gayle Forman
Twelve-year-old Alex is sent to live with his 
unenthusiastic aunt and uncle and feels he’s a burden. 
To top it all off, he is forced to do community service at 
a nursing home where he meets Josey, a 107-year-old 
resident of the nursing home who hasn’t spoken since 
arriving there 5 years ago. When the two meet, there is 
a connection as Josey sees something of himself in Alex. 
Josey starts talking and tells his stories to Alex and we 

learn of Josey’s WWII Polish concentration camp escape and his love, Olka while 
finding out more of Alex’s hardships. The two learn that by working together 
and finding common ground they both can begin to heal.

Popcorn by Rob Harrell
Middle school and anxiety seem to go hand in hand. But 
what if you add being bullied AND having a grandma with 
Alzheimer’s disease? Oh, and a bit of OCD to boot. This is the 
life of Andrew Yaeger. And yet, he navigates it all with a little 
help from his friends (and family, and teacher, and principal, 
and therapist). This story is funny, and heart wrenching, 

and real. And about having a network of people who care. With drawings that 
highlight how anxiety feels sprinkled throughout, the reader is fully immersed 
and gains a true understanding of what life is like for a kid with some big 
challenges.

Safe Harbor **
by Padma Venkatraman
Moving to America will be the fresh start they need, 
thinks Geetha’s mother. Geetha is not so sure. Her 
anger and resentment have created a wall around 
her that only she can break down. When she finds 
an injured seal pup on the beach, it is through her 
passion for nature and love of wildlife that she finds 
the courage to open herself up to others who care. This 

is a story of hope and resilience, finding family where you are, and about making 
a difference against all odds.

The Tenth Mistake of 
Hank Hooperman 
by Gennifer Choldenko
When eleven year old Hank’s Mom doesn’t come home, 
he has to take on the adult responsibility of taking care 
of his three year old sister. After a week, they are running 
out of food and money and Hank needs to make some 
tough decisions about who to ask for help. Hank tries 

his best in an impossible situation and doesn’t want to mess up and make a 
mistake. If he asks the wrong person and child protective services become 
involved, they could be separated and sent to foster care.  Although a heavy 
topic, it is a healing story about how complicated families can be. Readers will 
be cheering for Hank throughout the book. 

The Trouble with Heroes 
by Kate Messner
Finn, a seventh grader struggling with the death of his 
Dad, is caught on camera kicking down a gravestone in 
an angry moment. The grave belongs to a legendary, 
local mountain climber. In reparation, her daughter 
makes him an offer‚ climb all 46 peaks in one summer 
and they call it even. Written in verse, this book is bound 

to be a Newberry contender and is an  absolute treasure. You will laugh, cry and 
cheer for Finn as he meets challenges and learns about himself.



PICTURE BOOKS 
Words with Wings and 
Magic Things 
by Matthew Burgess,
illustrated by Doug Salt
“To reach the place of things unseen, words can be 
your trampoline.” This joyful poetry collection cele-

brates the magic of words through poems spanning a wide range of topics, from 
kaleidoscopes to bravery to dragon piñatas. Some poems encourage us to look 
closely at everyday wonders—like a tomato or a puddle—while others invite 
the imagination to soar. Poems are steeped in rich, concrete language with playful 
rhymes, repetition, occasional nonsense words, and creative spatial arrangements 
of words. Caldecott medalist Doug Salati’s colorful, whimsical illustrations add to 
the magic. This book is sure to be enjoyed by fans of Shel Silverstein and Jack Pre-
lutsky. A delight for the imagination and senses!

Being Home **** 
by Traci Sorell, 
illustrated by Michaela Goade
It’s moving time! The hustle and bustle of the city 
just doesn’t resonate with this Cherokee family. 
They need to connect to their people. Their ances-
tor’s land where the tempo is aligned with nature 

and they can explore and build community. “Close enough to gather, eat, laugh, 
dance, and share.” A beautiful celebration of going home.

Comet Chaser, The True Cinderella 
Story by Caroline Herschel, The 
First Professional Astronomer 
by Pamela S. Turner, 
illustrated by Vivien Mildenberger
Getting relegated as the household maid by her mother 

didn’t stop Caroline Hershel and her passion for the universe. Thankfully, her 
brother sent for her when he landed in London and proceeded to educate her. 
She “breezed through” her maths “mastering it all.” Together they built telescopes 
and made new discoveries. Against the odds, Caroline Herschel brought the 
astronomical world closer to us. A fascinating tale of curiosity and persistence.

Hello, I’m an Axolotl ** by Haley 
Rocco, illustrated by John Rocco
Did you ever wonder where the adorable Axolotl comes 
from? This book has all the answers. You’ll learn about 
this amazing creature, its origin, relatives, how it 
breathes and turns colors and most of all how it helps 

scientists learn ways to improve human health. The end papers have lots of 
historical information and an explanation of why they are endangered. Told in 
the first person with humor, the Axolotl is sure to win your heart. P.S. There’s a 
shout out to the MDI Biological Laboratory too!

Home **** 
by Matt de la Pena, 
illustrated by Loren Long
Matt de la Pena and Loren Long do not disappoint in 
this beautiful, lyrical book, filled with illustrations 
and lines that transport the reader right into the 
heart of the story. In experiencing this book, you’re 
not just observing what “home” means to different 

people, but with life-like illustrations, you’re also living it, if only for a brief 
moment. With lines like “home is a tired lullaby and late-night traffic that 
mumbles in through a crack in your curtains,” readers will be drawn into the 
quiet beauty of how differently each of us defines home. The book invites deep, 
thought-provoking reflection as the author gently asks in his own lyrical way: Is 
home really a place? Or is it a feeling? Filled with moments of quiet tragedy and 
bountiful hope, Home is sure to stir emotion, bringing both tears of sadness and 
joy. A must-read, and even more, a must-experience. 

Home in a Lunchbox 
by Cherry Mo
Moving is hard. Moving across an ocean is really hard. Not 
knowing the language of your new home is even harder 
still. When young Jun moves and starts school, she feels 
isolated and sad. But her lunch box contains foods that 
bring her joy, warm her heart, and remind her of home. 

Sharing her food becomes a way to connect to others. The illustrations drive the 
story with warm tones and wordless spreads. Magnificent!

In Between Places **** 
by Alex Killian, 
illustrated by Grady McFerrin
In-Between Places is a book of comfort, hope, and wisdom 
with beautiful art on every page. Children will recognize 
many in-between places - bridges, slides, bus rides - and 
are presented with subtle in-between places that we can 

inhabit in our daily lives. Sometimes taking a leap in between one place and the 
next can land us exactly where we need to be! This picture book is a perfect read-
aloud that encourages interaction and conversation and sticks with you after the 
last page is turned.

Jimmy’s Rhythm and Blues 
by Michelle Meadows, 
illustrated by Jamiel Law
Home is brick brown, Harlem uptown, trains rumbling 
by. Jimmy was an avid reader and lover of words but 
so much more than that. He loved music, theater, 
visual art, and nature. Detailing his many mentors and 

travels emotionally and physically, this picture book biography is a wonderful 
exploration of the life of one of America’s most prized writers. 



Locomotive ** by Brian Floca
Jump on board Locomotive and experience an exciting 
journey from Omaha, Nebraska to San Francisco, 
CA on the Transcontinental Railroad in 1869. All the 
sights and sounds of the locomotive are captured in 
expressive language and illustrations that bring the 
trip to life. You’ll meet the men who lay the track, the 

conductor who runs the train, the fireman who keeps the engine fed and learn 
all the amazing features of train travel and more. Don’t miss the book’s end 
pages and back matter. They are filled with historical notes and maps.

My Book and Me by Linda Sue 
Park, illustrated by Chris Raschka
“This is my book. My favorite book. I carry it with me wher-
ever I go.” And so starts a sweet story about the joy found in 
reading a book. Do you remember a favorite picture book 
from when you were young? A book that you treasured and 
read over and over again? My Book and Me captures the joy 

of a favorite book and all the places you can find to read it with charming illus-
trations that capture various children with their favorite book reading in favorite 
places over and over again.

My Daddy is a Cowboy **** 
by Stephanie Seales, 
illustrated by C.G. Esperanza
This book is pure JOY! A vibrantly illustrated celebration 
of parent child bonding through a shared passion. 
Setting out before the dawn breaks to have riding 
time before the hustle and bustle of the day begins a 
father and child breathe in the colors of the day, honor 

the horses they are privileged to ride, and laugh about the pleasure of being 
together for some special time. Gorgeous and uplifting.

Old Blue is my Home *
by Lita Judge
Through her newest picture book, and based on her 
own childhood, Lita Judge gives readers a glimpse 
of what it’s like to experience home insecurity. With 
emotionally moving illustrations and words, this story 
is told through the heart of a family’s youngest child. 

While she feels unsure, disconnected, and alone often times, she also uses her 
imagination and gratitude to express her connection with Old Blue, the van that 
offers her and her family some safety and sense of home. Back matter includes 
further information about Lita’s experience and also about home insecurity. 

Ruthie Rose’s Big Idea 
by John Schu, 
illustrated by Holly Hatam 
Ruthie Rose wakes up one morning with an idea. 
“A big,bright, beautiful idea.”  She shares it with 
some special adults and friends and so “The Poetry 

Place: a place for readers and writers to gather to celebrate poets, poetry and 
possibilities” begins at her school library.  Another winner from John Schu about 
encouraging creative ideas. Look for verse from classic poets in the collage 
illustrations and...Surprise! The dust jacket is a poster! 

Seven Little Ducklings ** 
by Annette Leblanc Cate
Seven little eggs waiting to hatch. When Mama 
is asleep, sound asleep, they all hatch and off 
they go. How will she find them and bring them 
all home? By counting of course. But pretty 
soon Mama’s counting goes all wrong. This is an 

adorable counting book where it really doesn’t matter in the end. Because they 
all belong, according to Mama duck.

Slippery, Spicy, Tingly: ** 
A Kimchi Mystery  
by Yangsook Choi
The fact that Kimchi can be at the heart of a mystery is 
enticing enough, but the fact that author and illustrator 
Yangsook Choi has brought to life such a heartwarming 
story in lighthearted verse and delightful pictures 

makes it all the more fun. The melodic words are almost slippery and tingly 
themselves as you read them aloud. When Halmoni (grandmother) comes to 
visit, we can all relate to the joys and anticipated boredom of intergenerational 
time together. But this “super senior” cares about many things and Keo doesn’t 
quite believe her when she says that she cares most about him. Through the 
songs, the preparation and process of traditional kimchi making with many 
hands, and the mysterious underground curing process, the simple words and 
images solve the mystery: we are each others most valuable treasure!

Stalactite and Stalagmite **** 
by Drew Beckmeyer
A unique picture book that will fill the reader with 
wonder about our Earth millions of years ago. A 
stalactite (a mineral formation that hangs from the 
ceiling of caves, tunnels, or other underground spaces) 
and a stalagmite (a similar formation that rises from the 
cave floor, usually directly below a stalactite) become 

friends and bear witness to the transformation of the Earth! From the earliest 
days of trilobites to the era of humans and beyond, the two form a friendship 
and share their wonder for the planet transforming before their eyes. Perfect 
for children, adults, and science lovers who wonder what the world was like 
before humans, and what it might become after our existence. Be prepared for 
lots of questions and lively discussions when diving into this book, in the best 
way possible! 

The Five Sides of Marjorie Rice **** 
by Amy Alznauer, 
illustrated by Anna Bron
Five Sides of Marjorie Rice; How to Discover a Shape, is 
a beautiful book, especially for anyone who thinks 
visually. The natural world, Marjorie’s story and 
historical perspective sometimes collide from page to 

page but like any puzzle, the pieces do weave together. The most important 
message in this story is to LOOK, OBSERVE, and never stop WONDERING. One 
doesn’t have to be a mathematician or professional to think and imagine and 
create. Author notes and resources are helpful tools and a launching pad to 
continue the journey of imagination - maybe discovering a 16th pentagon 
shape! 



The Gift of the Great Buffalo **** 
by Carole Lindstrom, 
iIllustrated by Aly McKnight
Rose, a young Metis-Ojibwe girl, is determined to 
help her Pa in the annual buffalo hunt, but this task 
that has become increasingly difficult as settlers 

and “iron horses” (trains) drive the buffalo farther from their homelands. Despite 
this Rose’s determination sets her out on her own, as she listens closely to the 
land and seeks guidance from the spirit of the mashkode-bizhiki (buffalo). 
Rose’s call to the buffalo spirit is answered as her connection to her ancestors 
and the natural world leads her to the buffalo’s path, allowing her to guide the 
hunters in the right direction. The author invites readers to deeply acknowledge 
the lasting harm done to Indigenous peoples and their ways of life. This is an 
important picture book with one that offers space for healing, understanding, 
and the hope for future restoration. 

The Yellow Bus **** 
by Loren Long
We’ve all seen them. The abandoned 
yellow school bus filled with junk or 
overgrown with weeds. But have you ever 
stopped to wonder about the life that 
bus had? That’s exactly what Loren Long 
does in this brilliantly illustrated story. 

It’s a story of beginnings and endings and all that comes between. A story of 
community and finding purpose when unexpected changes happen. Be sure to 
read the back matter to learn about Loren’s artistic process. Fascinating.

We are the Wibbly! A Tadpole’s 
Tail **** by Sarah Tagholm, 
illustrated by Jane McGuinness
A fun story about the frog life cycle told through 
the perspective of one tadpole who doesn’t like 
change. One tiny “soon to be tadpole” is enjoying 
life in the wibbly (the tadpole egg cluster) when 
suddenly things start to change. His friends start 

growing arms and legs! This reluctant tadpole takes us on his growth journey in 
a humorous way. Great fun!

What’s Inside a Bird’s Nest **** 
by Rachel Ignotofsky
If you ever wanted to learn about birds, look no 
further! This delightful picture book is FULL of facts 
about birds from why they behave the way they do 
to life cycles and how they hatch. The illustrations 
are colorful and engaging to young readers with fun 
captions and speech bubbles. A great summer read to 

take outside and learn about birds.
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