Transcript for “How Do You Choose
‘Essential’ Children’s Books?”

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:00:00] Reach Out and Read, where books build better
brains. This is the Reach Out and Read Podcast. I'm your host, Doctor Dipesh
Navsaria, a practicing pediatrician with degrees in public health and children's
librarianship. I'm a clinical professor of human development and family studies at the
School of Human Ecology, and a professor of pediatrics at the School of Medicine
and Public Health, both at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. At Reach Out and
Read, we dream of a world in which every child is read to every day. Our show
explores how children and families flourish and thrive through a combination of
individual well-being, confident parents, supportive communities, strong public
health, and good policy. Join us here for thought-provoking conversations on these
issues with expert guests, authors, and leaders in the field of early childhood health
and literacy. Research shows that reading physical books together brings the
strongest benefits to children. That's why we're happy to have Boise Paper, a
responsible paper manufacturer, as the founding sponsor of this podcast. Through
their paper with Purpose Promise, Boise Paper looks for ways to make a difference in
local communities. Thank you to Boise Paper for investing in our Reach Out and Read
community. Several months ago, | was surprised to receive an email from “The
Atlantic” magazine asking me to share my top few essential children's books.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:01:26] | was surprised to be asked and really honored. And |
had to think about this for a while, because a lot of people ask me this question and |
usually say, “oh, you know, there's no such thing as really a top book.” There's so
many different great books and all, but all right, this is going to force me to really
think about essential children's books. So, | had to think about all the books out
there. And how do | pick just a handful? Well, | sent that in. And to my pleasure, They
thanked me and then came back to me and asked me to write a few blurbs for a few
of the books that had also received some accolades from others they had asked a
few weeks ago. “The Atlantic” published their article “65 Essential Children's Books,”
and we're going to speak with the lead editor of that article today. Our guest is
Emma Sarapo, a senior associate editor at “The Atlantic.” She, of course, is someone |
worked closely with throughout this process. And after the article was published, we
reached out and asked her if she'd be willing to be on. And we're so glad that you
said yes. Welcome, Emma.

Emma Sarappo: [00:02:37] Thank you so much for having me. I'm really excited.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:02:40] So, this list is a little different than a lot of the ones
we see out there. There's a lot that are kind of end-of-year, “best of 2025,” or things



like that, but this is different. It's 65 essential children's books spanning a really broad
range of time. What prompted this?

Emma Sarappo: [00:03:02] So, we have been thinking kind of broadly about — |
don't know. The ambition is to share with readers books that are worth their time,
that are fantastic, that are beautiful, that are moving, that are essential. A couple of —
last year, we did a list. Last year, 2022, we did a list of the great American novels, and
that felt like a pretty natural fit for “The Atlantic,” which has been publishing for more
than a century and has a vested interest in American fiction. And that was a
wonderful project, and really generative and thought-provoking. But once we had
published that, we kind of wanted to keep a similar idea in mind that we wanted to
have a sort of timeless list that would help people find books that were really worth
their time, but sort of changed the scope a little bit. And so, we ended up with
children’'s books — not only because lots of my colleagues are parents or caregivers
or have children in their lives, but because everybody was once a child. That's really
been one of the best parts of the reaction to this list — is that it's truly something
that everybody can enjoy. Everybody remembers what they loved to read as a child
or the books that made an impact on them, and they want to talk about them. So,
that's sort of what brought us here.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:04:39] Does “The Atlantic” have a strong presence in
writing about children’s books in general? Because you mentioned how the novel
kind of is core, but | don't usually associate “The Atlantic” with children's books.

Emma Sarappo: [00:04:52] Yeah. | mean, | will admit that we are not typically
reviewing children's literature. But | do think that we care a lot about literacy
generally. And children's books are part of how that develops | think in a culture, and
| think we care about literary quality generally. That's another thing about this list —
that these books are beautiful and rewarding and gorgeous, not just for little kids,
although they are meant to be shared with little kids. Part of my criteria in defining
picture book was thinking of books meant for roughly second grade or lower, meant
as like an early — perhaps a child might be decoding it on their own a little bit, but
they're really meant to be shared with a grown-up.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:05:45] Yeah. These are all at the heart of rich shared
reading and that transition from completely shared reading to maybe starting to look
at things oneself. So, this is near and dear to our heart. And hey, if this brings the
depth and craft and joy of children's books to an audience that might not really think
about them in that way, all the better.

Emma Sarappo: [00:06:12] Yeah, | guess | will say, too, our audience really cares
about books generally. And so that includes, you know, these children’s books as
well. | think they're very kind of open-minded and interested. And like | said before,
everybody has an opinion here.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:06:29] Yeah. So, the folks who reached out to you like
myself — can you tell us broadly who are these folks? How did you choose them and
what were some of the characteristics about — how, what would they know anything
about children's books? What did you use as criteria?



Emma Sarappo: [00:06:47] Yeah. So, our list is not entirely based on jury votes, but
when we began the project, we reached out to a wide selection of people that we
kind of considered experts. So, you were one of them, but we were looking for
librarians. We were looking for educators. We were looking for authors of children's
books themselves — people who are invested in sort of this sphere of literature.
People who we thought had read a lot of these books. We asked, of course, people
from our own staff. We wanted both a mix of people who had opinions as adults on
these books, and also people who could convey some opinions from younger people
in their lives. And so, we ended up with a pretty wide selection of jurists, | guess — of
people who we asked to contribute books, who were all kind of experts in their own
way.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:07:43] Yeah, there's something to be said for kind of the
person who might spend their time thinking about and studying children’s literature,
and then the person who says, “my kid loved this book, and here's why.” And both
those perspectives are valuable in their own ways.

Emma Sarappo: [00:07:58] Totally.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:07:59] Yeah. So, turning to the title, you said “essential”
children's Books. It's kind of subjective, right, in some ways. What in your mind
qualifies a book as essential?

Emma Sarappo: [00:08:14] Yeah. | mean, it's definitely an interesting pick. It's
specifically not ranked. So, these are not “the greatest” 65 children's books that exist.
And it's not exhaustive or exclusive. There are probably others — there are other
essential children’s books that exist in the world. Our goal was to simply bring people
65 titles that were special, that would stay with our readers in some way, that are just
uniformly good additions to any child's library. And the idea here is, you know,
there's something for everyone. Maybe not all 65 are someone's cup of tea, but
they're so varied. And, as you said earlier, [they] come from such a wide set of places
and times that ideally, you know, there's something in here that will delight or
enthrall you.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:09:16] Mhm. Yeah. You started — like the earliest titles are
going back to the 1930s. Was there anything you considered from eatrlier.

Emma Sarappo: [00:09:27] Yes. But | think that the oldest title on the list is “The
Story of Ferdinand” from 1936. Something that we really wanted was a true picture
book, one where the illustrations and the words have to travel together. They exist as
one package. And so, we found that frequently older children's literature that is, you
know, no less important and wonderful was usually written with different — they'd be
republished with different illustrators. Take “Alice's Adventures in Wonderland” by
Lewis Carroll, and you would see many different versions of that of that text
illustrated by different people, in a way where it wasn't a sort of cohesive picture
book. And that's what we really see in “The Story of Ferdinand.” Munro Leaf and
Robert Lawson have created this collaboration essentially, where you need to see
Ferdinand sniffing the flowers at the same time that you're reading about him.



Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:10:36] The difference between a text that happens to be
illustrated versus where the illustrations are — to use the word —essential, right, to
the entire work. You can't remove them without affecting the whole.

Emma Sarappo: [00:10:50] Exactly.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:10:51] Sure, sure. Were there other books earlier than the
1930s that you think of as “almost made it?”

Emma Sarappo: [00:11:00] | can't really think of any. Yeah. | think we really find this —
that's sort of where we started. And that may just be a reflection on our jury pool or
our memories, but it also, | think, reflects how crucial the books that have lasted
almost a century are.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:11:24] | have a theory, or a theory I've heard some other
people express as well, that we didn't actually see a huge explosion in very creative
books for children that weren't alphabet primers or solely focused on religious
orientation or so on until the advent of immunizations, antibiotics, other public health
measures. Public health measures made it more possible for young children to live,
and it created a whole market, | think, for “my child has been born. | think it's likely
that they will be five and 12 and adulthood” versus “I don't know if they're going to
survive beyond the first five years.” And | wonder — | don't know that we can prove
that — but | think it's a reflection of how childhood has changed as well.

Emma Sarappo: [00:12:19] Absolutely. The development of childhood culturally is
definitely something that we're seeing sort of appear and track over time in this list.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:12:28] Mhm. Yeah. As you were thinking about which books
to select was there a desire to make sure you're reflecting different decades or had
you ended up with fantastic selections that were all like in the last 20 years, you
would have said, “oh well”?

Emma Sarappo: [00:12:49] Yes, | think there was definitely a desire to reflect
different decades, especially because we found that our suggestions kind of
clustered with our own childhoods and our children's childhoods. So, just given the
demographic — like | suggested a bunch of books that | just assumed were classic
children's books, just absolutely the essentials. And then | took a look at what | had
suggested, and the publication dates were like 1993, 1996, 1997, 1991. And | kind of
went, “hmm, okay — that's interesting.” We found a lot of books that were clustered
sort of around the ‘70s. Also, given the demographics of the people, | work with, a lot
of books from the early 2010s, when many of them had small children. And we
wanted to account for everybody's childhood, you know, in whatever way we could
and recognize that some of the things that we found most memorable just happened
to coincide with inflection points in our own lives. But that doesn't mean that books
from other decades weren't similarly memorable.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:13:58] Mhm. Yeah. | think it's — | was just in a conversation
just earlier this week with a younger staff member, fellow staff member in a program



I'm part of. And, they were talking about how much they loved their childhood and
the Harry Potter books being released. And I'm like, “okay, | feel old now.” Because
that was definitely post-my childhood.

Emma Sarappo: [00:14:27] Totally.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:14:28] Yeah. Were there any other things that you were
looking to kind of make sure got well represented —not beyond just when they were
written, but about genre or types of writers or topics?

Emma Sarappo: [00:14:42] Yeah, we really wanted sort of a broad selection —
especially because, you know, we weren't ranking the books. You know, we really did
track how many books were about, for example, city life or how many books were
about children dealing with grief. And, you know, we didn't necessarily — it wasn't so
crude as they all had to go head-to-head, but it was something that we kept tabs on,
because we didn't want to end up with “there are really so many wonderful books
about little kids growing up in Brooklyn,” for example, “but not every little kid lives in
Brooklyn.” And so, we wanted to make sure that we weren't overindexing on books
like that. And it also meant, | think in the case of grief books, there are a lot of really
lovely and wonderful and moving books for small children about grieving. But sort of
keeping tabs on how many of those there were meant, | think, that the ones that we
did pick really shine. | blurbed one, specifically Michael Rosen's “Sad Book” that |
think a lot about still. | think it's really gorgeous. And, you know, it also meant that we
were reflecting a lot of different experiences. You know, at one point we sort of ran
through the list and said, “hey, we could definitely use more books here about sibling
relationships.” And | think that made a more robust list overall.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:16:05] Hmm. Indeed. Indeed. Were there trends you noticed
in how books changed over time?

Emma Sarappo: [00:16:11] Definitely, definitely. We wrote about this a little bit in the
intro, but you can kind of see — for example, like in the ‘60s and “70s — you see kind
of the artistic priorities of the decades reflected in the books. You see more
adventurous illustration, more surreal images. You start to see in the 2010s a real
focus on showing different cultures and different ways of life. In the books you start
to see a real burst in sort of form, or going back even to the ‘50s. You can see books
that are really accepted, canonical texts that are maybe a little didactic, but also very
simple, straightforward, focused, great for kids. Yeah. So, we definitely saw
development of what a children's book could be over the almost century that it
covers.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:17:12] Sure. Yeah. It's a broad sweep of the field as we'd
expect based on everything we've discussed. And | might have mentioned to you
that | teach for a couple of weeks in one of my classes to undergraduates about
children's books, and | expect I'll be throwing this article at them to just orient some
of them who may not be thinking about how different and varied [books are] and
how books have changed over time.

Emma Sarappo: [00:17:39] Absolutely.



Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:17:40] Yeah. So, let's talk about some of the titles, because
I'm sure our audience listening to this, if they haven't already furiously clicked
through to the article itself, are wondering a bit about it. Let me start with this. Was
there a particular favorite or one that you felt strongly about? You mentioned
Michael Rosen's “The Sad Book.” Was there another one as well? I'm assuming that
the ones that you wrote blurbs for were the ones that you said, “no, I'm keeping this.”

Emma Sarappo: [00:18:11] Yes, definitely. In a few cases, the ones that | wrote blurbs

for were me sort of grabbing, saying, “that one's mine.” | blurbed “The Mitten” by Jan
Brett — which | love, which I think is just so gorgeous and funny, and | think | said it's
“the wildest avoidance.”

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:18:29] More about it.

Emma Sarappo: [00:18:29] Yeah. “The Mitten” is based on a Ukrainian folk tale in
which a little boy begs his grandmother for beautiful white mittens. She knows, as
grandmothers do, that if she gives her grandson these beautiful white mittens, he will
be losing them in the snow. And as soon as he drops them, they will be invisible. But
she makes them anyway, and he goes out and guess what happens? He drops them
in. So, a whole crew of woodland creatures come across it, and they think it's just so
cozy and so snuggly that they all kind of squeeze in together. And his grandma's
knitting is so strong that it manages to accommodate all of these animals until
somebody sneezes and it flies all the way back to the little boy who gets to come
home and avoid an “I told you so.”

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:19:17] Indeed, indeed.

Emma Sarappo: [00:19:18] And it's beautifully illustrated. It's very warm and full of
character. There are a lot of books, and that's one that | remember from my own
childhood, but there were books that | had never encountered before that are new
favorites for me — like “The Salamander Room,” which is just so gorgeous. This book
[is] really about respecting — affecting — the natural world, in which a little boy sees
just this gorgeous orange salamander. And, like many little kids, he wants to take it
home and have it as a pet. But in discussing this with his mom, he kind of comes to
this gorgeous realization that actually the salamander is happiest where it already
exists and we can appreciate it there. | remember “Stella Luna” from my childhood,
which I loved. | loved “Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That Type.”

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:20:08] That's a great one.

Emma Sarappo: [00:20:09] Just a fantastic little barnyard unionization — really great
one. But yeah, | mean, there were just so many fantastic ones.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:20:19] Yeah. Some of the ones that | had submitted and
written on was a delight to go back through — “Good night. Gorilla.” Listeners have
heard me mention my kids from time to time on this podcast, but they're 22 and 23
now, so I'm not reading board books to them anymore. | hadn't picked up “Good
Night, Gorilla” in a while, but | just had this for it. And digging out our worn copy and



going through it and just reminding myself of exactly like, “oh yeah — okay, | do
remember this plot.” And I'm remembering the laugh out loud quality of this gorilla
just hoodwinking this oblivious security guard and staging this breakout of the entire
z00 population and then just all the sight gags and so on were just such a delight to
really think about and re-examine.

Emma Sarappo: [00:21:20] Yeah. The sight gags are really some of my favorite parts
of a lot of these books where the illustrations and the words, you know, you're
teaching a kid — | guess, in formal terms about dramatic irony — but in the
experience it's just really funny. And the gorilla is really getting one over, | think in a
way that that really speaks to little kids just sort of outwitting the adults around
them. Another one that | love, | think you blurbed, is “Kitten's First Full Moon” by
Kevin Henkes. And | will admit that | am a fan of Kevin Henkes’ books about
precocious little mice. | really loved “Lily's Purple Plastic Purse” as a kid. | really loved
“Chrysanthemum,” but “Kitten's First Full Moon” is the favorite books of a an
important baby in my life who just turned one. And he adores it, and so | ultimately
fought hard for this one, and | think you're totally right about how the certainty of
the feline psyche collides with the reality of the world. It's just a great and timeless
book.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:22:29] Yes. Well, and we've had Kevin on this podcast just a
few months ago. Actually, he's a local author for us. He lives right in Madison.

Emma Sarappo: [00:22:39] Oh my gosh.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:22:40] Yeah. But this also resonated for me because, | have
a — no longer technically a kitten — but a young cat, and [she] was an extremely big
personality at home. And she just walks around like, “oh yeah, this is all mine. This is
all about me.” And rereading this book was like, “yeah, it's all in there.”

Emma Sarappo: [00:23:04] Absolutely. Yeah. | see a lot of my no-longer-kittens in
there as well.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:23:10] Indeed, indeed. Were there books that surprised you,
that maybe you had an impression of or a dim memory and you're like, “really, would
we do this one?” And then you re-looked at it and said, “oh, actually, there's a lot
here.”

Emma Sarappo: [00:23:28] Yeah. You know, | think so. | think maybe one is “Go, Dog.
Go!” which | remembered, you know — | think if you had asked me when we began
this project, like a P.D. Eastman, | might have said, “are you my mother?” And | guess
| remembered “Go, Dog. Go!” but | didn't recognize how whimsical it is. It is not just
sort of a counting book or an early literacy book or, you know, the sheer absurdity of
it all. They have a big party in a tree and they're all racing there. That was really fun
to me. We spent a lot of time thinking about what Doctor Seuss to put on the list.
And, you know, | think people will have a lot of strong feelings about what Doctor
Seuss belongs on the list. But “Green Eggs and Ham,” which is what we ended up
with, just really felt like a perfect sort of selection. He does so much with quite
literally 50 words, and it's funny. It's a little unexpected. It's pretty timeless. And, |



think, of the Seuss properties, it's also one that isn't quite —how do | say this — it's
not commercial in the same way. There aren't Sam-I-Am toys to buy. There hasn't
been a Green Eggs and ham movie, although I'd love to see it. And yet, it's still
indoors and | think that also said something for it.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:25:03] | will point out that | do own a green eggs and ham
bow tie, so.

Emma Sarappo: [00:25:07] Wow.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:25:08] Okay, so that that at least exists. And I'm very happy
it does. So, children's books can elicit very strong opinions, and | won't ask you to
reveal what your team — what major arguments happened, unless there's something
you do want to share there. But did you get any feedback from readers on what was
included or what wasn't included.

Emma Sarappo: [00:25:35] Yeah, we really have. | think part of what has been so
lovely about the feedback to this article is that you don't have to have children or
spend a lot of time around children to have strong reactions. | don't have children.
My friends are just beginning to have children. And so, | think we are certainly the
target demographic for this and that. We aren’t looking for books to buy for babies,
but we had very strong memories and reactions to what was on the list because
everyone has been a child. So, | trying to think of some of the most controversial
ones. | think honestly a lot of what we've gotten is “oh my gosh, | completely forgot
about that book, but | loved it so much as a child.” | think there are certainly fantastic
books that we didn't include. | think one of the major things is quibbling over what
book from what author we included. We have one per author on this list. And so, you
know, | definitely was sad to lose “Lilly's Purple Plastic Purse,” for example, in favor of
“Kitten's First Full Moon” or an author who has so many great ones — like Sandra
Boynton. We chose “Hippos Go Berserk.” | grew up reading “Blue Hat, Green Hat,
Green hat, Blue hat.” Yeah. Fantastic one. And flipping back through that one, |
hadn't thought about it in decades really, but the “oops” still hits — | think | laughed
out loud.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:27:06] Whereas | would have gone with “Dinosaurs”
Emma Sarappo: [00:27:09] Benkert, sure.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:27:11] Sure. Because that is high drama for toddlers, right?
Oh my goodness, don't you understand? | cannot sleep without my pink kit and you
keep telling me to go to sleep, Adult. And the narrative arc, the drama! | mean, this is
Greek tragedy before it even starts in medias res. | mean, you can go deep analysis
on this and then the resolution. Right? And everything's all well. Yeah. That is Greek
tragedy in a board book.

Emma Sarappo: [00:27:40] Yeah. And we definitely spent a lot of time agonizing
over what Mo Willems to put on the list. We ended up with “We Are in a Book,”
which is an “Elephant and Piggie” book. And that one, | think, is just great for the sort
of meta story as well. And we definitely wanted to point out or celebrate “Elephant



and Piggie,” who were very crucial to some [of] “The Atlantic” staffers’ childhoods
and their children's childhoods.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:28:07] The other thing that's great about that is it's such a
meta book, right? They’re self-aware that they're characters in a book and breaking
that sort of fourth wall and addressing the reader and so on.

Emma Sarappo: [00:28:20] Yeah. The bit of Piggie sort of realizing that she can make
the reader do something is fantastic because yeah, you are reading it out loud.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:28:30] Yeah, indeed. Well, we're about out of time here, and
| thought I'd ask you — this podcast has a feature we put on the end of every episode
called “The 33rd Page,” which is a reference to the 32 pages in the overwhelming
majority of picture books. So, it's our little something extra for our listeners. If you
had to, if you were putting on a 66th book, what might you select?

Emma Sarappo: [00:29:00] One that | don't think I've said that | really loved was
“Rainbow Fish” by Marcus Pfister, and | just — it was so evocative to me as a kid. In
the spirit of this project, | actually dressed up as “Rainbow Fish” for Halloween and |
walked into the party full of late 20 and 30-somethings. And | got a lot of
recognition. So, that felt very good.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:29:27] Excellent. Glad it did. Multiple duty there, in many
ways. Well, thank you so much for this conversation and for taking on this project. |
mean, | just so enjoyed having an excuse to think about the questions you posed and
to do a little writing that | don't typically get to do and to be part of this project.

Emma Sarappo: [00:29:49] Yeah, thank you so much for your contributions and for
having me on.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:29:56] Welcome to today’'s “33rd Page” or something extra
for you, our listeners. | had mentioned briefly during our conversation with today's
guest that | had submitted five books to be considered for inclusion in the list of 65
essentials. Three were selected. You may be wondering, “what were those other
two?” Well, one actually did make it in. | just didn't write the brief summary. That was
“Where the Wild Things Are” by Maurice Sendak. But one that did not make it in —
and it's fine, they had a tough job — was called “Close Your Eyes” by Kate Banks, and
it's a book that's illustrated by Georg Hallensleben. It’s reasonably known, but not as
well-known as many of the others. It's a wonderful goodnight tale and just the
illustrations and the text really are about a little tiger going to bed. The pictures get
progressively darker in terms of the night falling, and it's a classic bedtime tale in so
many ways that | think doesn't get as much attention as it should. | love Kate Banks’
work, and | think Hallensleben’s illustrations are amazing.

Dr. Dipesh Navsaria: [00:31:12] So, | thought I'd give you that maybe a little extra
66th essential for all of you. And that's today's “33rd Page.” You've been listening to
the Reach Out and Read podcast. Reach Out and Read is a nonprofit organization
that is the authoritative national voice for the positive effects of reading daily and
supports, coaches, and celebrates engaging in those language rich activities with



young children. We're continually inspired by stories that encourage language,
literacy, and early relational health. Visit us at reachoutandread.org to find out more.
And don't forget to subscribe to our show wherever you listen to your podcasts. If
you like what you hear, please leave us a review. Your feedback helps grow our
podcast community and tells others that this podcast is worth listening to. Our show
is a production of Reach Out and Read. Our producer is Jill Ruby. Lori Brooks is our
National Senior Director of External Affairs. Thank you to our founding sponsor,
Boise Paper, for making a difference in local communities like ours. I'm your host,
Doctor Dipesh Navsaria. | look forward to spending time with you soon. And
remember, books build better brains.



