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ar shaineolas na scríbhneoirí san iris seo, 
is iontach an acmhainn í do mhúinteoirí, 
scríbhneoirí, maisitheoirí, leabharlannaithe, 
tuismitheoirí agus do gach duine ar spéis leo 
leabhair do pháistí.
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Welcome to the spring issue of Inis 
magazine. It’s been a year at home, and 
much of this issue is written from that 
perspective – a behind the scenes look at 
how things are working with all of us in our 
back bedrooms and at our kitchen tables. 
From his shed at the end of the garden, Rob 
Biddulph talks to Juliette Saumande about 
#DrawWithRob, a lockdown phenomenon 
that nourished young artists and their 
families who were hungry for online content 
and creative activities to help fill those 
early days of the pandemic. But through 
all the change of the last year, an army of 
illustrators continues to tune in to draw 
along with Rob, in what we can only hope 
will be a lasting positive from this time. 

Another silver lining is the number of new 
library members and users of the libraries’ 
online services, an area that may have been 
underappreciated before last March but 
which has now exploded. Sadhbh Devlin 
gives us an insight into what happened 
behind closed doors while our public 
spaces were no longer accessible. Librarians 
have remained quietly at the heart of our 
communities, as they always have been, 
doing so much more than they get credit for. 

Many of our most frequently asked questions 
are to do with what happens in publishing, 
at every stage of the process. So Gráinne 
Clear’s case study of a non-fiction title from 
idea to shelf is a fascinating insight into the 
thinking behind information books – their 
subjects, how they’re presented and who 
they’re for. 

In his role as chair of the judging panel, 
Pádraic Whyte also lifts the curtain and 
reflects on the judging process for this year’s 
KPMG Children’s Books Ireland Awards. 
Through the most challenging year we 
can remember, our judges persevered, read 
almost one hundred books, met online and 
arrived at a shortlist we can be proud of. We 
are so grateful to our judges – in particular 
our young judge, Sarah Fitzgerald –  
for their patience, stamina, expertise and 
good humour. Congratulations to all the 
shortlisted artists. We will be sending 
shortlisted books to Junior Juries all over 
the island as usual, and doing our best to 
support teachers, librarians, reading groups 
and book clubs as they read, discuss, debate 
and ultimately submit their scores to decide 
the winner of the Junior Juries’ Award. The 
winners will be announced by Rick O’Shea 
in an online ceremony on 25 May – keep an 
eye on our social media and newsletter for 
more details.

And finally, from our own team at 
Children’s Books Ireland, we give you 
a glimpse into how we’ve been working 
to support our youngest readers with a 
look at two of our projects for babies and 
preschoolers. These are part of a whole suite 
of book-gifting interventions that help us to 
deliver on our strategic aim of inspiring and 
enabling more children and young people to 
become readers for life. 

For those of us who are on that journey – 
especially us big kids in adults’ clothing – we 
have a swathe of new reviews for you. Bígí 
linn ar Twitter, Instagram agus Facebook 
freisin, where we can remind you that new 
reviews are posted every Friday, and where 
you’ll get all the latest news from the team 
at Children’s Books Ireland. Have you seen 
our new Mind Yourself resource pack, to 
encourage conversations about mental health 
and wellbeing? Or browsed the selection 
of over thirty themed reading lists on our 
website? Please do go and explore! We’ll 
look forward to bringing you another issue 
packed with new reviews, interviews and 
features in the summer.

Elaina Ryan 
CEO Children’s Books Ireland



If you were to generate a 
word cloud of 2020, it would 
probably make for grim reading. 
But a quick scan of writer–
illustrator Rob Biddulph’s social 
media walls tells an entirely 
different story – one of fun, of 
excitement, of learning, of love: 
the story of #DrawWithRob.
by Jul ie tte  Saumande

oasis of
joy



5 APRIL 2021APRIL 2021

A little over a year ago, in March 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic finally hit the UK and 
Ireland: schools were closing and lockdown 
being put into place. In many homes, there 
was a lot of scrambling for ways to keep 
things ticking, work done, kids educated 
or, at the very least, entertained. With 
three daughters of his own, Rob Biddulph 
knew the feeling. ‘I remember thinking of 
all those parents, of people like me, and it 
suddenly struck me: I could do draw-alongs 
and record and share them twice a week.’ 
One tentative post later to float the idea 
to the Twitterverse and the reaction was 
fantastically positive. 

The first video, ‘Draw a Gregosaurus’, 
inspired by Rob’s Dinosaur Juniors series, 
was recorded on the Monday, published 
on YouTube on the Tuesday and by 
Thursday Rob was sitting in the studio of 
BBC Breakfast. The response, he recalls, 
was ‘instant and massive’ and took him 
entirely by surprise. Those were stressful and 
downright scary times, where uncertainty 
seemed the only certain thing. But suddenly, 
there was Rob’s social media standing out 
as this ‘oasis of joy’, populated by photos 
of kids proudly showing off their dinosaur 
pictures. ‘People probably responded to that 
as well,’ analyses Rob, who also remembers 
how the whole children’s books community 
pulled together to offer story times, 
illustration demos and lots more besides in 
those early days.

The format didn’t change much after the 
inaugural video: a quick hello from Rob 
(whose face remains off camera at all times), 
a step-by-step draw-along of a character or 
object often inspired by Rob’s books, a sped-
up colouring sequence, and an invitation 
to share your art on social media using 
the hashtag #DrawWithRob. All of it in a 
ten- to twenty-minute video, accompanied 
by upbeat, jazzy music (by Bensound.com) 
and Rob’s radio-worthy voice dishing out 
tips, making everyone feel comfortable and 
competent and chatting to you, the artist, as 
if you were both creating in the same space.

The videos are now a well-oiled operation, 
with Rob recording them live at the 
weekend, in blocks of two to four, with 
plenty of planning but limited editing. 
Early on, Rob enlisted the help of his 
eldest daughter to put ‘the Grid’ together: 
a compilation collated from the thousands 
of pictures sent in by families after each 
‘session’. That’s the entirety of the Draw 
With Rob ‘team’. ‘It feels like I’ve two full-
time jobs,’ Rob admits. ‘I love it and it’s 
great fun, but I just wish there were thirty-
six hours in the day!’

With a step-by-step model, you might 
worry about the risk of all the students’ 
output looking the same. Is it the case? 

‘Not at all,’ says Rob. ‘We all have the same 
starting point, but then each picture is 
different, imbued with its own character 
and characteristics. I love that!’ The idea 
of doing step-by-steps originally stemmed 
from a comment Rob hears repeatedly from 
kids and grown-ups: ‘I can’t draw.’ His 
take on this is that ‘everybody can draw’, 
but what many can’t do is ‘break it up into 
little shapes and that’s where I can help’. As 
he goes along, Rob gives options, suggests 
tweaks, and the viewers’ personalities and 
skills do the rest.

The zen zone 
Messages, tags and requests started flowing 
in from the get-go. ‘I’m moved to tears at 
least once a week by somebody’s message 
about how it’s helped them in ways I never 
expected it would.’ The past year really 
brought into focus the many benefits of 
drawing for Rob and, it seems, for his 
followers. As a writer–illustrator who 
has always found the writing part of the 
process much harder, Rob sees drawing as 
a meditative and sometimes therapeutic 
activity. The ‘zen state’ you reach as you 
let your pen do the thinking has been a 
welcome distraction in the past year, a way 
for many to forget all the worry. The other 
major benefit that Rob has witnessed first-
hand (besides all the good drawing does for 
your brain, problem-solving skills, attention 
span and focus) is how it can strengthen 
the family unit. ‘Drawing and especially 
drawing together is an easy and important 
way to make your children know and feel 
they are part of the family unit; that they 
are loved and valued.’ Rob’s social media is 
full of photos featuring several generations 
proudly holding up their pictures and none 
is better than another.

After a recent video on steam trains, Rob 
received a picture made by a six-year-old 
artist. ‘It was better than mine! It could 
have gone straight into a picturebook!’ Rob 
marvels. ‘Young kids draw with abandon, 
they’re not self-conscious at all and there is 
so much character in their drawing.’ As they 

get towards the end of primary school, they 
might notice one of their peers is the ‘class 
artist’ and they become self-conscious about 
their own art. That’s when drawing tails off 
for lots of people or when everyone starts 
drawing in the same way. ‘They don’t draw 
from the heart,’ Rob sums up. ‘And that’s a 
shame.’ Another surprise result from a year 
of Draw With Rob has been the number of 
adults reconnecting with this creative side. 
Rob feels very grateful: ‘It’s lovely to be the 
starting point for all this creativity.’

And a starting point is truly all you need. 
That and to keep going. This is the one piece 
of advice Rob finds himself sharing over and 
over again: ‘Drawing isn’t a binary thing, 
there is no right and wrong, there is no such 
thing as a mistake.’ So if something goes 
wrong with your picture: keep on drawing, 
draw through that, those ‘mistakes’ are often 
what imbues the picture with life. And that’s 
a rule Rob tries to apply to himself when 
recording the videos: whatever happens 
happens, and nothing is edited out (unless 
Rob’s dog Ringo gets involved …). 

From screen to page 
Very quickly, it felt like Rob couldn’t put 
up enough videos for art-hungry viewers. 
With many deadlines hanging over him (his 
schedule is full until 2024!), two a week was 
all he could manage, yet people ‘wanted 
more’. This is when the idea of an activity 
book that could keep families going in 
between videos came about. HarperCollins 
were immediately behind it and the 
turnaround was pretty record-breaking 
by industry standards, with the artwork 
produced in two weeks (working night and 
day), and the timeline between signing the 
deal and the book hitting the shelves kept 
under four months.

It was perhaps an obvious step, but moving 
from video to book wasn’t without its 
challenges. To translate the step-by-step to 
paper, you need to break up the image into 
nine or twelve panels maximum, which can 
be tricky. At the end of the day, you just have 
to trust the kids to observe and reproduce 
what differences they notice with each new 
panel. The team at HarperCollins put a lot 
of effort into this production, with editors 
Alice Blacker and Lydia Barram having huge 
input at the conception and writing stages, 
a choice of nice paper that doesn’t bleed or 
show through and, the ultimate stroke of 
genius, perforated pages that can be torn off 
and framed or pinned to the wall to display 
every piece created by the young artist. This, 
too, was a hit: Draw With Rob quickly made 
it to the bestsellers list and was followed by 
Draw With Rob at Christmas (which throws 
craft elements into the mix) and Draw 
With Rob: Build a Story, which takes young 
creatives through the stages of writing and 
illustrating their own tales.
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Don’t be fooled by those books’ almost 
instant apparition. There is method here and 
reflection. Flicking through the pages of 
the first title, you notice how the drawings 
increase in complexity; the games in 
between the step-by-steps are purposefully 
designed to sharpen observation, to get 
artists thinking specifically about patterns, 
colours, textures and even lettering, and 
to allow them to use their new-found 
knowledge and skills in free drawings. There 
is definitely a progression, so that when you 
come to the end of the book you’ve really 
earned that detachable certificate proving to 
all (including yourself ) that you are ‘an Ace 
Artist’. You might as well frame it!

Record breaking 
With over fifty-four thousand subscribers, 
thousands of tags every week, three books, 
wide media coverage (from The Bookseller to 
The Independent via the BBC, The Sun and 
Vogue among others), Draw With Rob fast 
became a fixture in the lockdown landscape, 
brightening the lives of people all over the 
globe. The scale was huge … but it was 
going to reach new heights. In April 2020, 
Rob was approached by Art World Records, 
an organisation founded by entrepreneurs 
looking to put a corporate marketing 
budget to good use, now that it was ‘floating 
around’ in these locked-down times. The 
idea was to get hold of some of that money 
and direct it towards high-impact charities 
in their COVID-fighting efforts. Draw 
With Rob was to be the ‘hook’ to draw that 
money out. That and a Guinness World 
Record attempt at the Largest Online Art 
Class. 

Rob, as a fan of the Roy Castle Show and an 
avid reader of the Guinness World Records 
books in his younger days, was immediately 
on board. On the day, 21 May, after a lot of 
publicity work, the stress levels soared. With 
minutes to go, only about two thousand 
households were logged in when the 
minimum required was in the region of ten 
thousand. Then the numbers started going 
up, reaching dizzying heights, and another 
kind of stress set in: ‘I’m an Arsenal fan and 
I started picturing myself walking into that 
stadium full of people and my mouth went 
dry.’ 

For this very special session, Rob had picked 
a blue whale (a record holder in itself ) 
blowing a hopeful rainbow over its head. 
He had also selected ‘whale facts’ to throw 
in every now and then, as this entirely live 
episode had to last for forty minutes (twice 
the normal length) and retain sufficient 
viewers for the duration. ‘It was a lot of 
talking!’ he remembers.

The record was not just broken, it was 
smashed, with the official number of 
participants coming in at 45,611 – and over 

£50,000 raised, the total brought over that 
line by an auction of Rob’s own whale. 
A printable certificate was delivered to 
everyone who had registered for the attempt, 
declaring them a ‘World Record Breaker’ – 
because this record doesn’t belong to Rob or 
any one person in particular, but to the tens 
of thousands who took part. 

Welcome to the club 
And this sense of community is what is at 
the heart of the Draw With Rob adventure. 
In September 2020, Rob did a socially 
distanced live drawing session in the window 
of The Village bookshop in Dulwich in 
South London. Word got out and fans 
started streaming in, clutching their well-
thumbed copies of the activity book and 
folders full of their own artwork. The 
bookshop organised an impromptu outdoor 
signing session; it turned out to be the 
biggest the shop had had since J.K. Rowling. 
‘What a surreal experience!’ Rob recollects. 
The kids knew their Draw With Rob 
episodes backwards, asked about Ringo the 
dog and requested ‘I draw … You draw …’  
be inscribed in their books. ‘That’s when I 
realised I had a catchphrase!’

Rob knows not to over-analyse this 
astonishing success (and he doesn’t have 
the time anyway), but one thing he feels 
has strongly contributed to it is that he is, 
genuinely, ‘quite good with kids’. With three 
daughters and years of birthday parties 
under his belt, he knows the difference 
between talking to children and talking 
down to them. Anyone watching one of his 
videos or reading one of his books would 
have to agree. 

Rob’s added strength, when it comes to 
his books, is his ability to chat wordlessly 
to his audience. With prereaders firmly in 
mind, Rob admits: ‘I love adding layers of 
detail in my stories and mini sub-stories 
that run alongside the main plot.’ In his 
latest picturebook, Dog Gone, the pictures 
work even harder than in any of his previous 
titles, adding depth and texture in areas 
that the text doesn’t reference at all. You 
will need your eyes peeled to find out about 
the season, the weather, the extraordinary 
cast of dogs, the rest of the squirrel story, 
the magpie (for sorrow), the second magpie 
(spoiler alert: for joy!) and that’s before we 
get to the cameos from Rob’s family and 
other, more public figures – and books. 
If you think you’ve spotted the complete 
Harry Potter series, Peter Brown’s Wild 
Robot, Rob’s own Odd Dog Out or Philip 
Ardagh walking Furry Purry Bean Cat, then 
you probably have. And then there are the 
Beatles. Musically minded picture sleuths 
will delight in spotting the five or so nods 
to the Fab Four, but here’s the most obscure 
one, given to you for nothing by Rob 

himself: the number and letter magnets on 
the fridge door in the kitchen scene spell out 
the VW Beetle licence plate on the Abbey 
Road cover.

New horizons 
At the time of printing, Rob has published 
nearly eighty videos (plus lots of ‘specials’) 
and has nailed down his topics for another 
twenty, taking him to August 2021 and a 
hundred episodes (‘I’m a planner’). And 
after that? Nobody knows for sure, but one 
thing is for certain: none of the work that 
goes into this colossal project will be in vain. 
Draw With Rob has been great practice and 
research, allowing Rob to dream up new 
potential heroes. The other plus is that social 
media stats let him see which characters the 
public respond to most strongly (like the 
blue-footed booby) or not so much (like the 
puffin). ‘I do believe it will affect my future 
project work,’ he says. ‘Nothing ever goes to 
waste. Just like the first picturebook I made, 
Kevin, eventually became my fifth published 
book.’

In the more immediate future, Biddulph 
and his fans have plenty to look forward 
to: another Draw With Rob book, a new 
picturebook (Odd Dog Christmas) and the 
first instalment in a trilogy publishing with 
Macmillan this September. Peanut Jones and 
the Illustrated City follows eleven-year-old 
Peanut who finds a magic pencil that makes 
everything she draws with it real, from 
apples she can eat to doors she can open. 
Which she does. This is tons of fun and 
packed full of two-colour illustrations which 
readers of eight and up will lap up. Rob is 
proud and excited about this new strand of 
his work (so are we all) yet considers himself 
‘a newbie’ in the land of middle-grade 
fiction.  

Whether he is making picturebooks, activity 
books or highly visual novels, illustrating 
covers or longer fiction for others, creating 
art as World Book Day illustrator or drawing 
for the camera and tens of thousands 
of fellow artists around the world, Rob 
Biddulph is keeping the oasis of joy on the 
map. Better still, he is expanding it, one 
picture at a time.

Juliette Saumande is a children’s writer, 
translator and professional bookworm. 
Her latest book is My Little Album 
of Dublin with Tarsila Krüse and The 
O’Brien Press.
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How a great non-fiction title is 
created – from commission to 
publication.
by Gráinne Clear

laying out  
the facts



At the mention of the phrase ‘children’s 
book’, most people’s minds jump 
immediately to the image of a traditional 
fairy-tale collection, a magical adventure 
with an unlikely hero or a beautifully 
illustrated story picturebook. But a whole 
other – and very substantial – section of 
the bookshop is being overlooked in that 
picture: non-fiction. This area of publishing 
makes up a large percentage of the young 
people’s book market in Ireland –  
approximately 35 per cent, not including 
textbooks and those specifically intended 
for use in schools. While children’s and YA 
fiction are the largest chunk of the market 
and our bookshelves by quite a stretch, the 
rise in popularity of leisure non-fiction has 
been quite remarkable. In October of 2020, 
it was valued at about €3 million year-to-
date, up 26 per cent on the same time last 
year – with the Christmas sales boom still to 
come. Of course, we can relate some of this 
rise to the pandemic, to home-schooling and 
trying to keep young people engaged and 
entertained while stuck at home, but non-
fiction has actually been seeing a boom for 
some time. 
In 2014, a new renaissance of children’s non-
fiction was kicked off by the arrival of large 
format, highly illustrated gift books – 
instigated by titles such as Shackleton’s 
Journey by William Grill and Maps by 
Aleksandra and Daniel Mizielinski, 
published in 2014 and 2015 respectively. 
These titles were gamechangers, creating 
a boom for the next five or six years and 
demonstrating to a new generation of both 
children and parents/guardians that non-
fiction could be big, beautiful and worthy 
of a place on their coffee tables as well as in 
their home libraries. And the effects were 
seen not just in this specific type of book, 
but across the whole non-fiction market.
But how is non-fiction for children actually 
made? How do you take what is often a 
complex subject, break it down into the key 
information and decide on an approach that 
makes it not only manageable for the reader, 
but entertaining, inviting and popular? In 
this piece, I’ll break down how a successful 
non-fiction is put together, from start to 
finish – and because the making of a book 
varies so much from one case to another, I’ll 
explore that process through one particular 
title, with input from some of the key people 
involved in the making of it. My case study 
will be Kids Fight Plastic, written by Martin 
Dorey and illustrated by Tim Wesson, a 
timely non-fiction book for nine- to eleven-
year-old readers published by Walker Books 
in 2019. 
This doesn’t fall under the large hardback 
giftbook section of the non-fiction market, 
but another that has been consistently 
popular for decades and is also on the rise: 

the middle-grade, black-and-white, novel-
sized title. There are some well-established 
series in this genre – Horrible Histories and 
Football School to name just two – but, 
essentially, they are non-fiction books made 
to be enjoyed as middle-grade adventure 
fiction is: shoved into backpacks, read 
under the desk at school and tucked under 
the pillow at bedtime. And from the adult 
perspective: for learning by stealth. 
The first thing to say about the making of a 
non-fiction book is that it is often – 
much more often than fiction titles – 
commissioned by an editor. This means 
that the editor (sometimes with input from 
the sales team) has noticed a subject that is 
or will be of interest to young readers and 
their associated adults (parents, guardians, 
teachers, etc.) that is currently underserved 
in the market. In the case of Kids Fight 
Plastic, awareness of plastic pollution, lack 
of effective recycling and over-consumption 
of single-use plastics was very much on the 
rise and evident across all forms of media. 
Children around the world were becoming 
more and more aware of the climate crisis 
facing our planet, and campaigns by the 
likes of Greta Thunberg were awakening 
young people to the realisation that, while 
the fault for the state of the planet did not lie 
with them, responsibility for remedying the 
situation and taking action to mitigate its 
effects did. They wanted to act, and  
quickly – but where could they begin?
In response to this need, Daisy Jellicoe, 
Senior Commissioning Editor at Walker 
Books, set out to make a handbook for 
young readers – one that was informative, 
empowering and (crucially) entertaining on 
the subject of plastic. 

The process of making a book like this 
begins with deciding the age group at which 
to aim the book. According to Daisy, ‘we 
could have created a picturebook, and 
there are all kinds of wonderful ways to 
approach big subjects like this one for a 
very young age – but what the market 
wanted was something really practical and 
hands on.’ Since what was needed was a 
book that educated and inspired young 

people to action and gave them the tools 
to act, the reader needed a certain level of 
independence. The upper end of primary 
school, age nine to eleven, seemed perfect –  
the age at which children are reading 
independently but the book is still a family 
experience, and so, as Daisy put it, ‘a parent 
or guardian could buy the book for the 
family to do together’. Of course the teen 
market was also an option, but, in Daisy’s 
experience, ‘teen readers can sometimes 
be harder to engage, because they have to 
find the books for themselves and motivate 
themselves’.
With the topic and age group in hand, 
the next step was choosing the writer. In 
thinking about non-fiction, and particularly 
writing about a big and complicated subject, 
there are a few different ways to go about 
this. One approach is to team up with an 
organisation that works in the area; another 
way is to find a non-fiction writer (for adults 
or for children) with expertise in the subject; 
or one could approach a celebrity with an 
interest in the cause. 
After some careful thought about the nature 
of the book, Daisy’s first choice was Martin 
Dorey. As an established non-fiction writer 
for adults on the subject of sustainability 
and the value of the outdoors and a healthy 
planet, he had already demonstrated his 
ability to write clearly and engagingly and 
his interest in the relevant subjects. Since 
2013, Martin had also become well known 
for his work with the #2minutebeachclean, 
a social media movement he initiated after 
large storms washed up a huge amount of 
rubbish and debris onto his local coastline. 
When he saw that it was going nowhere fast, 
he started gathering it himself and posting 
pictures alongside the hashtag, encouraging 
others to join in, as he ‘wanted to find 
something that people could get behind 
to make litter picking seem easier. The 
#2minutebeachclean was born! We now have 
over 900 cleaning stations around the UK.’ 
This approach to climate action – one 
that put responsibility on the individual 
in a way that was empowering, that built 
a sense of community and was achievable 
in small chunks of time – was something 
that immediately seemed to align with 
Daisy’s vision for what this book could be: 
empowering in a way that was manageable 
for a young reader. 
This #2minute element of Martin’s approach 
to climate action also informed the next 
big decision: the structure and the ‘hook’. 
Daisy and Martin ‘felt very strongly that 
we needed a hook on which to hang the 
framework of the book. We needed to 
choose something that would get kids both 
excited and motivated.’ Because Martin 
was already the founder and creator of the 
#2minutebeachclean project, this seemed a 
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natural system to bring to the page – and it 
wasn’t long before they landed on the idea 
of the #2minutesuperhero. These everyday 
superheroes pepper the interior of the book 
in the form of top trump cards and are, 
in Martin’s words, ‘someone who makes a 
difference through simple achievable actions. 
It’s anyone who does something positive – 
human or animal.’
Alongside these superheroes came 
#2minutemissions, which were specific 
actions that the reader could take to improve 
the plastic situation in the world around 
them, and with each action they gained 
a certain number of points. This gentle 
gamification element gave readers not only 
definite goals, but also rewarded them for 
achieving those goals by asking them to 
count up all their points by the end of the 
book and see what level of superhero they 
had reached. The tone is careful not to make 
the reader feel bad for any lack of action, but 
only to positively reinforce what they have 
achieved – and encourage them to continue 
and carry out more and more missions. 
It creates an atmosphere of action being 
achievable – and something to be proud of.
This device also proved useful in 
approaching the big question of climate 
action books: how to balance the sense 
of urgency and seriousness of the plastic 
situation with not overwhelming the reader. 
Climate anxiety is a very real thing among 
people of all ages, but has been found to 
be particularly prevalent in young people 
who stand to lose the most. Martin’s way of 
dealing with this was through ‘saying what 
the issues are but always giving answers. 
Also emphasising that YOU MATTER and 
that anything you do is important, that 
you can’t leave it to others or blame others. 
Everybody has work to do and to break it 
down into two minute chunks can help to 
make it palatable, accessible and seemingly 
achievable.’

Once these ideas of pragmatism and 
inspiration had been established, the 
structure of the book fell into place quite 
easily. As can be seen at a glance on the 
contents page, the book is broken down into 

different areas of a child’s life where they 
can have a positive impact, taking physical 
spaces, such as the garden or the kitchen, 
and places specifically relevant to a young 
person, such as their packed lunch and 
their pocket money. This specificity also 
recognises the limits to a young person’s 
control: they do not have the buying power 
within the home, or much control over their 
lives in general, so motivating them in the 
right way is key. 
Another important aspect of non-fiction 
writing for children is tone and style. In 
choosing Martin as the author, Daisy 
said, ‘Martin has got the right tone very 
instinctively and he understood exactly what 
we were trying to do – you don’t want to 
talk down to children, but you want it to 
be clear.’ In Martin’s adult writing, which 
includes a series called Take the Slow Road 
(on travelling by van across the British Isles) 
and No More Plastic, he had already proven 
himself to be a skilful communicator, with 
a simple and direct style that is easy to 
read, informative and highly inspirational. 
Indeed, Dorey’s background included years 
of experience in ‘writing pithy, to-the-point 
copy for ads, the back of packs and websites’. 
This established skill lent itself naturally 
to writing for young people, and when I 
asked Martin how he handled that leap 
from writing for adults to writing for nine- 
to eleven-year-olds, he said, ‘I think I was 
probably halfway there’ through his other 
work, where everything ‘has to be clear, 
concise, and easy to understand quickly … 
although I also loved the process of sense-
checking each section to make sure it could 
be understood [by a young reader] and 
writing within a set number of characters, as 
it’s also a great discipline for clarity.’
The next step is to begin breaking down 
the subject into sections and chapters that 
are manageable and engaging. Generally 
speaking, this is something that the editor 
and the writer work closely together on, 
particularly if the writer hasn’t written 
for a young audience before. In Kids Fight 
Plastic, there isn’t an extensive amount of 
‘body copy’ or straightforward chunks of 
text. Instead, there are bullet points, fact 
boxes, challenges for the reader, profiles 
of the ‘superheroes’ and challenges that 
always appear against the same coloured 
background – making them easy to follow 
and find. Much of this is isolated by the 
editor, who from the first draft is trying to 
visualise how the page might be laid out in 
the most engaging way for the reader and 
will suggest rewording paragraphs as lists 
or, as in one example Daisy highlighted, 
turning statements of intent to clear up 
plastic into a letter that the child reader can 
sign. 

Once the text is mostly agreed, a new team 
comes into play in the making of the book: 
the editor and the designer/art director. The 
editor will talk the designer through the 
type of book it is, any repeated elements 
(such as the tasks) that need to be displayed 
consistently throughout the book, the age 
group, whether they see it as a colour or 
black-and-white book, and the format. 
Daisy told me that this is her favourite part 
of the process: when the text is taken by the 
designer, laid out on the page and the magic 
starts to happen. I can testify that this is one 
of the most exciting moments of any  
project – when it starts to look like a real 
book. 
The designer and art director of Kids Fight 
Plastic, Maria Soler Canton, said that she 
knew from early on that this would be a 
highly illustrated, colourful and engaging 
book. While the subject might have been 
serious, the tone of the text was playful and 
light, and the target was nine- to eleven-
year-olds. Both of those factors combined to 
create quite a clear picture in her mind of a 
book that was friendly and bright, while not 
undermining the seriousness of the topic. 
The format of the book and design choices 
are always influenced by its place within the 
market, which generally means where the 
publisher imagines it sitting in a bookshop. 
In the case of this book, the editor and 
sales team saw it on the shelves alongside 
other black-and-white B-format (novel-
sized) non-fiction books, but also alongside 
more gifty and fun activity books – which 
meant going for a full-colour interior – and 
of course on any table displays that might 
be based around the subject of climate 
action. Looking at what this book might 
be competing with also influenced design 
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choices: seeing how the book could clearly 
align itself with others in the same age 
group and genre, but crucially still stand out 
with a point of difference. For Maria, that 
difference would be found in going with 
a fun and active illustration style, lots of 
graphic elements in the form of text boxes 
and illustrated lists, and high quality print 
and packaging. 
With all this in hand, the next stage is to 
start laying out the text and experimenting 
with fonts suitable for the age group. 
This decision is informed by the clarity 
of the type, what will work well with 
the illustration, and the point size – it’s 
important to consider what looks accessible, 
is easy to read but isn’t too young or silly 
for the age group. Also key at this stage is 
looking at how long the book will be and 
making sure that text and information have 
room to breathe on the page – too much 
clutter of illustration and design can also 
overwhelm the reader or make legibility 
difficult.
As in many non-fiction books, the 
illustrations do a lot of work in Kids Fight 
Plastic – accurately displaying tasks, 
superheroes and activities, but also reeling 
the reader and buyer in and giving an overall 
fun feel. Choosing the illustrator is much 
like how Daisy went about choosing the 
writer, as Maria described: ‘you have to be 
aware of the market and the target audience, 
and that will indicate the kind of style you 
want to go for’. The style and humour of the 
text, then, also inform a choice of illustrator, 
as you’ll need to work with someone who 
can bring that feeling to the page. In this 
case, Tim Wesson was the perfect choice. 
Tim also brought many of his own ideas to 
the display of information, on what could 
make different elements most engaging to 
the reader and what looked best on the page, 
and was another key perspective working 
alongside the editor and designer. 
Kids Fight Plastic was of course aimed at the 
British and Irish market, being produced by 
a British author, illustrator and publisher –  
but Walker Books (and many children’s 
publishers) have always placed huge value 
on international publishing and making 
books that appeal to children all over the 
world. For this book, Martin said that 
‘of course, because of where I live, it was 
written from that perspective, but that’s 
just circumstantial. The issue of plastic 
in the ocean is the same everywhere so 
the solutions must be largely the same. 
The roots of the problems – convenience, 
consumerism and carelessness – are 
universal.’ Some details may have changed, 
such as statistics that were specific to plastic 
use and disposal in the UK or the wording 
of the hashtag, but the content, style and 
tone of the book remained consistent in its 

publication, now in fifteen languages, across 
the world. This is also thanks to the care 
taken in the choice of illustrator – whose 
style appeals internationally – and in design, 
with Maria making sure to create text only 
in the black-ink layer of the files, so that, 
when it came to print, the French or Russian 
publisher could simply translate the black 
text layer and potentially join the print runs 
of other publishers around the world. 
Thinking a little more generally about non-
fiction, and why it has always been such a 
mainstay of children’s publishing despite the 
advent of the internet and easily accessible 
information online, Daisy reminded me that 
parents, guardians and educators appreciate 
that ‘if you want to understand a subject 
in the bigger picture, you trust in a book 
to take you on that journey. Non-fiction is 
more than just facts, it’s about the approach 
to the facts. The idea that non-fiction 
publishing is a sort of encyclopaedia or a 
Google really isn’t the case any more. Even 
non-fiction that looks deceptively simple 
on the surface – for example a collection of 
twenty biographies for six-year-olds – is a 
result of so much thought about who those 
twenty people should be and the way they’re 
being presented, and then the way that the 
text is framed and written to appeal to those 
readers.’ 
Taking a large subject and breaking it down 
for a young reader in a way that is not only 
manageable but also exciting is the great – 
but extremely rewarding – challenge of non-

fiction. As I hope I’ve conveyed, the making 
of a book is something that the editor and 
the writer work closely together on as a team, 
and then the editor and the designer, with 
the baton then lifted by the designer and the 
illustrator to create the final book (and that’s 
without speaking about the huge input of 
production, sales, publicity and marketing –  
which could fill a whole other article). At 
every stage, the team members of the book 
are thinking of the reader – how to keep 
them interested and engaged and, in the case 
of this book, how best to empower and ready 
the next generation for the world they will 
soon inherit. 
As Daisy put it, ‘brilliant non-fiction is at 
its best when you don’t know that you’re 
reading non-fiction – you don’t feel that 
you’re being taught, you just feel that you’re 
being interested. A great non-fiction can be 
more gripping than any novel; truth is often 
far stranger than fiction.’

Gráinne Clear is a commissioning 
editor at Walker Books, working mostly 
on f iction but with a fascination for 
how great non-f iction is made. She 
previously worked at Little Island Books, 
hosted children’s book programmes for 
RTÉ Radio and was president of IBBY 
Ireland.
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The KPMG Children’s Books Ireland 
Awards have been running since 1990. 
Now, more than ever, it is vital that we 
recognise and celebrate the excellence of 
Irish children’s literature. Books have been 
a source of solace and hope for many of us 
over the past year. Indeed, despite the closing 
of our beloved libraries and our favourite 
bookshops, book sales are up; it seems that 
in this time of crisis and uncertainty we have 
turned to reading. Perhaps this is an attempt 
to find stories that will help make sense of 
it all, that might explain the inexplicable. 
Or maybe it’s to escape from the news, the 
numbers, the fear, the illnesses, heartache 
and tragedy. The lives of younger people have 
been particularly impacted by these events: 
the closing of schools and clubs, the inability 
to interact with friends and peers or to find 
their own space in a crowded household 
(and everything else in between). When the 
restrictions make our world feel smaller, the 
books we turn to can make it bigger again, 
opening it up to new ideas, possibilities and 
journeys. Irish children’s books have been a 
central part of our survival kits.
The KPMG Children’s Books Ireland 
Awards are a celebration of contemporary 
Irish children’s literature, a recognition of 
some of the incredible works created by Irish 
illustrators and writers for younger readers. 
On a national level, the shortlist is not only 
a moment of acknowledgement: it also 
presents opportunities to debate and discuss 
the current status of literature for children 
in Ireland and to ask questions about what 
is being created, how this is achieved and 
why it might be done in a particular way. 
As well as this, the awards process is a way 
of showcasing the amazing talent of Irish 
writers and illustrators, and the shortlist 
demonstrates that Irish books are on a par 
with (if not surpassing!) children’s texts 
honoured by major international awards 
such as the Greenaway, Caldecott, Carnegie 
and Newbery. As we celebrate the best of the 
best at home, the rest of the world sits up 
and takes notice.

This year’s judging panel was presented with 
a wonderfully eclectic mix of material – in 
English and Irish – to inspire and challenge 
young readers. I had the honour of acting 
as the (non-voting) chair of this panel, 
who faced the difficult task of discussing, 
debating and evaluating such a diverse range 
of children’s books from across different 
genres and reading ages. In total, ninety-
nine books were read, covering everything 
from myth and fantasy to fact and fiction, 
from poetry and prose to picturebooks, 
illustrated texts and young adult novels. We 
read books that were uplifting, provocative, 
thought-provoking and expertly illustrated.
Each year, great care is taken to put together 
a judging panel that covers a range of 
skillsets, interests and approaches. The 
judges come from different backgrounds 
connected to the children’s literature sector 
and bring with them a wealth of expertise. 
This includes representatives who are 
teachers, librarians, academics, writers, 
illustrators, booksellers and reviewers, as 
well as young readers. Over a period of 
six months the judges were provided with 
batches of books to read and then met 
regularly over Zoom to discuss the books 
in detail. Each judge has an equal voice in 
the process and each book is given the same 
time, attention and respect. Throughout the 
discussions, many books were considered 
to be very good and some were great. But 
by the end of the six months, we had to 
decide on what was truly excellent. At the 
final meeting, the judges made oftentimes 
passionate arguments about texts they 
believed should make it onto the shortlist, 
actively listened to the views and opinions 
of fellow judges, and eventually reached a 
consensus.
When judging, ‘excellence’ is always the 
guiding principle and is based on specific 
criteria presented at the outset of the 
process. Within this context, an excellent 
children’s book is extremely well conceived, 
structured and written or illustrated (or 
both); appeals to an audience of children 

or young people, without patronising or 
exploiting that audience; entertains and 
engages the sustained interest of its intended 
readers; offers its readers a stimulating and 
satisfying aesthetic, imaginative, intellectual 
or emotional experience that goes beyond 
the banal and the obvious; and develops or 
challenges the reader’s inner life, sense of self 
or understanding of and engagement with 
the world.
The shortlisted books meet the full criteria 
of excellence and present an impressive 
and powerful picture of the status of 
contemporary Irish children’s literature. 
Through skilful storytelling, Anna Carey’s 
The Boldness of Betty offers a detailed insight 
into the plight of workers in Dublin in 1913; 
Oein DeBhairduin and Leanne McDonagh’s 
Why the Moon Travels shares superb stories 
from the Irish Traveller community; 
Pádraig Kenny and Edward Bettison’s The 
Monsters of Rookhaven is a dark and gripping 
adventure full of expertly realised characters; 
The Haunted Lake, by world-class illustrator 
P.J. Lynch, takes the reader on a journey 
from this land to a ghostly otherworld; the 
chilling story of the Children of Lir receives 
a magnificent retelling in Savage Her Reply 
by Deirdre Sullivan and Karen Vaughan; 
Ciara Smyth’s witty and engaging coming-
of-age novel The Falling in Love Montage 
shows we cannot control the future, no 
matter how hard we try; Sheena Wilkinson’s 
excellent Hope against Hope is a moving story 
of a young woman facing prejudice and 
violence in a divided society; and Míp, by 
Máire Zepf and Paddy Donnelly, presents a 
humorous tale of space adventure through 
the marvellous interplay of text and image. 
Congratulations to all the illustrators and 
writers on this year’s shortlist. And many 
thanks to the judges and everyone at 
Children’s Books Ireland for their stellar 
efforts (despite the significant challenges!) 
in ensuring we have this opportunity to 
celebrate the brilliance of Irish children’s 
books.

by Dr Pádraic Whyte
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Máire Zepf and Paddy Donnelly
MÍP 
Futa Fata, ISBN 9781910945582
When scientists send their hardworking 
robot Míp on a mission to Mars, they’ve 
great hope that she’ll make significant 
discoveries; ach ní raibh eachtrán le feiceáil in 
áit ar bith. Or so it seems to Míp – but not 
to the reader. This humorous and dynamic 
picturebook is an excellent example of 
counterpoint at its best, with words and 
pictures telling different stories. Zepf and 
Donnelly show respect for child readers in 
this playful and accessible narrative where 
younger readers know a lot more than the 
clever scientists.

P. J. Lynch
THE HAUNTED LAKE 
Walker Books, ISBN 9781406395563
Jacob and his father, Reuben, are the 
only people brave enough to fish on the 
mysterious lake created when a dam was 
built and a town flooded. On land, Jacob 
falls for a young girl named Ellen, but 
something keeps drawing him to the lake 
late into the evening. This tale of love, loss 
and perseverance is told by Lynch through 
words and masterful illustrations, bringing 
the reader on a ghostly journey from the 
world of the living to the eerie depths of the 
town that lies beneath.

Anna Carey
THE BOLDNESS OF BETTY 
The O’Brien Press, ISBN 9781788491235
Set in Dublin in 1913, this is the tale of 
young Betty Rafferty who leaves school to 
work in a cake shop, only to end up on the 
picket line as the whole city goes on strike. 
This is an extremely well-researched book 
that really brings the period and the city 
to life. Carey’s brilliant characterisation 
of Betty has the reader rooting for her 
throughout. This narrative of social 
solidarity fittingly resonates with debates in 
contemporary Irish culture and reveals the 
hope and potential that accompanies positive 
action.

Pádraig Kenny and Edward Bettison
THE MONSTERS OF ROOKHAVEN
Macmillan Children’s Books,  
ISBN 9781529050509
Mirabelle is a monster who lives with her 
family (also monsters) in Rookhaven, 
a mansion protected from the outside 
world. That is, until two humans – Jem 
and Tom – stumble into her life. Kenny’s 
gripping narrative – with wonderfully eerie 
illustrations by Bettison – draws upon 
established gothic and horror motifs in 
providing readers with an utterly original 
adventure. Full of darkness and light as 
well as brilliantly realised characters, this 
is a page-turner that explores ideas of 
acceptance, tolerance and true friendship.

Oein DeBhairduin and  
Leanne McDonagh
WHY THE MOON TRAVELS 
Skein Press, ISBN 9781916493506
The twenty stories in this extraordinary 
collection come from the Irish Traveller 
community, the Mincéirí, the Pavee. 
Collected by DeBhairduin and retold with 
passion and lyricism, these are tales of giants, 
foxes and owls, of friendship, love and 
hunger, of famine, heartache and loss. In 
these stories, this world and the otherworld 
are intertwined, the personal is often used 
to explore the universal, and storytelling 
becomes a means of making sense of our 
surroundings. This is a beautifully written 
and ground-breaking book, celebrating 
and sharing a rich tradition that may be 
unfamiliar to many readers.

Ciara Smyth
THE FALLING IN LOVE MONTAGE 
Andersen Press, ISBN 9781783449668
Everything is about to change for Saoirse: 
her mother is ill, her father intends to 
remarry and she has one summer left before 
she heads off to university. When she meets 
Ruby and they embark on what Saoirse 
hopes will be a short-term and light-hearted 
romance, things don’t go according to plan. 
Unafraid to engage with darker themes, 
Smyth writes a brilliantly witty, clever and 
funny coming-of-age narrative centred 
on a young protagonist with a clear and 

distinctive voice.
Sheena Wilkinson
HOPE AGAINST HOPE 
Little Island Books, ISBN 9781912417421
This remarkable historical novel is the funny 
and moving story of Polly, who runs away to 
Helen’s Hope hostel in Belfast and lives in a 
cross-community feminist space of tolerance 
and inclusion. Set in 1921, when Ireland is at 
war with Britain and a border is introduced 
on the island of Ireland, this is an original 
and expertly written exploration of an aspect 
of Irish history largely ignored in children’s 
literature. Wilkinson’s skilful prose captures 
the sense of the unknown as characters face 
prejudice and violence while struggling to 
remain hopeful for their future on a divided 
island.

Deirdre Sullivan and Karen Vaughan
SAVAGE HER REPLY 
Little Island Books, ISBN 9781912417643
Many of us may be familiar with the 
story of Lir’s children, transformed into 
swans and forced to travel from lake to 
lake for hundreds of years, but what of 
their stepmother’s version of events? This 
fantastic re-versioning of the myth from 
Aífe’s perspective offers an insight into 
her mistreatment at the hands of Lir and 
her reasons for seeking revenge. Written 
in wonderfully lyrical prose, this is a tense 
and haunting tale that explores heartache, 
loss and forgiveness, while giving voice to a 
woman silenced for generations.

Dr Pádraic Whyte is associate professor 
of English and the director of the 
Children’s Literature MPhil programme 
at the School of English, Trinity College 
Dublin. He has published widely in the 
area of Irish children’s literature and 
is co-founder of the award-winning 
National Collection of Children’s Books 
project.
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Labhraíonn an scríbhneoir 
pictiúirleabhar Sadhbh Devlin 
le leabharlannaithe ar fud na 
tíre faoin obair atá ar siúl acu ó 
dhún na doirsí ar leabharlanna 
na tíre ag tús phaindéim 
COVID-19.
le  Sadhbh Devl in

gan daoine,  
ní leabharlann é



Tá leabharlanna i gcroílár gach pobail. 
Tacaíonn siad le réimse mór daoine, idir óg 
is aosta, le cabhair, leabhair agus tuilleadh. 
Táim féin ag freastal ar leabharlanna mar 
úsáideoir chomh fada siar agus a théann 
mo chuimhne agus táim ag freastal orthu 
mar ealaíontóir ó foilsíodh mo chéad 
leabhar in 2017. Tá leabharlanna úsáidte 
agam mar áit le domhain nua a aimsiú 
maidin Dé Sathairn agus mé óg, mar áit le 
staidéar a dhéanamh mar mhac léinn agus 
mar áit fháilteach le dhul le beirt pháiste 
fiáine agus mé i mo thuismitheoir nua. Le 
blianta beaga anuas tá siad úsáidte agam 
mar áit le leabhair a scríobh agus mar áit le 
ceardlanna agus eile a reáchtáil don phobal. 
Cé go mbíonn caighdeáin éagsúla ag baint 
le leabharlanna ag brath ar na hacmhainní 
agus na buiséid a chuirtear ar fáil dóibh, 
níor bhuail mé le leabharlannaí riamh nach 
bhfuil seribhís d’ardchaighdeán á cur ar fáil 
acu. Go ginearálta, bíonn siad iomlán tugtha 
dá bpost agus creideann siad go smior go 
gcuireann leabhair barr feabhais ar shaol an 
duine. Ach céard a tharla nuair a dúnadh na 
doirse orthu go tobann anuraidh? An bhfuil 
na leabharlanna folamh agus ciúin ó shin? 
Bhuail an chéad dianghlasáil COVID-19 
i lár Sheachtain na Gaeilge 2020. Is coicís 
chraiceáilte í a mbím féin ag súil leis agus 
a chuireann eagla orm freisin. Is ceann 
de na tréimhsí is gnóthaí den bhliain é 
d’éinne a bhíonn ag obair trí Ghaeilge, go 
háirithe má dhéanann tú obair ar bith a 
bhaineann le páistí. Bíonn na leabharlanna i 
gcónaí gníomhach ag an am sin den bhliain 
agus, toisc sin, is gnáth liomsa a bheith 
ag rith is ag rásaíocht idir scoileanna agus 
leabharlanna, ag scéalaíocht agus ag cruthú 
le páistí óga. Bím buíoch i gcónaí as an 
tacaíocht a fhaighim ó na leabharlanna agus 
as an deis a thugann siad dom mo leabhair a 
chur faoi bhráid a bpobail. In 2020 bhí breis 
oibre le déanamh agam ná mar a bhíonn de 
ghnáth toisc go raibh mé i gcroílár agus ag 
buaicphointe mo thréimhse mar Scríbhneoir 
Cónaithe le leabharlann dlr LexIcon i nDún 
Laoghaire freisin.
Ní hamháin go raibh mé ag reáchtáil dhá 
cheardlann nó trí cinn in aghaidh an lae, 
bhíos ag obair ar chúpla togra breise freisin –  
an togra ‘Adopt an Author’ mar chuid den 
fhéile Mountains to Sea agus ag cóiriú 
taispeántas faoin scríbhneoir clúiteach Eilís 
Dillon le comóradh a dhéanamh uirthi céad 
bliain ó rugadh í. Dhá oíche sular fógraíodh 
den chéad uair go raibh orainn fanacht sa 
bhaile, bhí mé i measc slua mór (an cuimhin 
leat nuair a bhíodh sluaite móra ann?!) ag 
seoladh an taispeántais i leabharlann dlr 
LexIcon. Ba é an bhailchríoch ar chúpla mí 
oibre é agus bhí mé an-tógtha leis an gcaoi a 
raibh gach rud tar éis teacht le chéile, a bhuí 
le cabhair agus comhairle ó mhuintir Dillon. 

Bhí mé ar bís go mbeadh deis ag daoine 
cuairt a thabhairt air agus tuilleadh eolais a 
fháil faoin mbean spreagúil seo.
Ag an staid sin den phaindéim, bhí tuiscint 
de chineál éigin ag gach duine ar a raibh 
ag tarlú mórthimpeall orainn, ach bhí an 
t-atmaisféar éadrom go leor fós féin agus 
daoine leath ag magadh faoi na cúinsí 
aisteacha. Bhí bean ag an seoladh an oíche 
sin a raibh masc bán á chaitheamh aici. Bhí 
cuma neamhgnáth uirthi. Sheas sí amach 
ón slua – amhlaidh is go raibh rud éigin ar 
eolas aici nach raibh ar eolas ag an gcuid 
eile againn – agus bhraith mé mo shúile ag 
sleamhnú ina treo an oíche ar fad. Ní raibh 
mé cinnte ag an bpointe sin ar chóir dúinn 
uilig a bheith ag caitheamh maisc nó an 
raibh sise ag dul thar fóir. Is léir gurb aici atá 
an focal scoir ar an ábhar sin, áfach! Laistigh 
de cheithre uaire is fiche an chloig, cuireadh 
stop le gach rud agus d’fhanamar sa bhaile. 
Thar oíche, bhí mé tar éis dul ó sceideal lán 
go teach lán agus bhí athrú ollmhór tagtha 
ar shaol gach duine. 
Ar feadh coicíse nó mar sin, bhí sé ar nós go 
raibh an stopchnaipe brúite ar an domhan. 
Cuireadh imeachtaí ar ceal ceann i ndiaidh 
a chéile. Chaith gach duine a gcuid ama 
taobh thiar de dhoirse dúnta ag brú refresh 
ar shuíomhanna nuachta agus ag dul i ngleic 
le scoil sa bhaile nó obair ó bhaile – nó an 
dá rud – den chéad uair. Ach cé go raibh 
formhór den tír bun os cionn, ní dóigh liom 
gur stop foirne na leabharlann ar feadh 
soicind. Cé go raibh a ndoirse dúnta don 
phobal, chuir leabharlanna ar fud na tíre 
dlús lena gcuid oibre láithreach agus níor 
stop siad ó shin. Ar luas lasrach, bhí foirne 
leabharlann i ngach comhairle contae ath-
imlonnaithe le líne chabhrach a chur ar 
fáil chun comhairle an rialtais a chur ar 
na daoine a ghlaoigh orthu. Nuair a chuir 
seanóirí, daoine faoi mhíchumas fisiciúil 
nó daoine a bhí ag iarraidh ciall a bhaint as 
na rialacháin nua glao ar an uimhir, is iad 
guthanna leabharlannaithe a chuala siad 
agus a chuir chomhairle orthu. 
Cé gur obair fhíorghnóthach a bhí ann sin 
(sna luathlaethanta ach go háirithe) bhí slám 
eile den fhoireann chomh gnóthach céanna 
ag iarraidh gnáthsheirbhísí na leabharlann 
a chur ar fáil a mhéad ab fhéidir leo. Bhí 
áthas ormsa go pearsanta gur cuireadh cuid 

den taispeántas faoi Eilís Dillon ar líne go 
han-tapaidh. Bhraith mé sásta go raibh 
daoine in ann teacht air, i bhfoirm éigin, 
tar éis an méid oibre a bhí déanta ag gach 
duine a bhí bainteach leis – ach ba bheag 
an rud é sin i gcomparáid leis an méid eile 
a bhí ar siúl ó bhí mí an Mhárta 2020 ann. 
‘Tá ról na leabharlannaithe athraithe as 
cuimse,’ arsa Susan Lynch, Leabharlannaí 
Sinsearach le leabharlanna dlr. ‘Bhí cuar 
géar foghlama ann, go háirithe i dtaobh an 
teicneolaíocht a úsáid chun nasc a chothú le 
húsáideoirí. Lena gceart a thabhairt dóibh, 
bhí an fhoireann solúbtha agus breá in ann 
na róil nua a ghlacadh agus tionscnaimh 
nua a bhainistiú. Bíodh is scéalaíocht ar 
líne ann, ealaín a chruthú do mhálaí agus 
ábhar priontáilte a bhain leis an “Book Drop 
Scheme”, nó tairiscintí nuálacha cosúil le 
hábhar do na meáin shóisialta a chruthú, 
mar shampla “doodle of the day”, “share 
your shelf”, físeáin lámhcheardaíochta agus 
rudaí eile a bhí spriocdhírithe ar gach uile 
aoisghrúpa chun cabhrú leo agus cúrsaí mar 
atá.’
Mothaíonn Karen McCague, Leabharlannaí 
Feidhmiúcháin i gCo. Mhuineacháin, gur 
dhéileáil an fhoireann acu siúd go maith 
leis na srianta freisin agus go ndeachaigh 
siad i dtaithí ar chúinsí go tapa chun 
modhanna malartacha a chruthú lena 
seirbhísí a chur ar fáil. Chuir siad tús le 
scéim den chineál céanna agus a bhí i 
bhfeidhm ag leabharlanna dlr, a bhfuil breis 
is 8,000 leabhar seachadta acu chuig daoine 
leochaileacha ó mhí Aibreáin 2020. ‘Ní 
raibh seirbhís seachadta go doras ar fáil i 
Muineachán riamh roimhe seo ach, laistigh 
de cúpla seachtain tar éis do na leabharlanna 
a bheith dúnta, bhí ceann faoi lán seoil 
againn. Ina theannta sin, chuireamar físeáin 
teagaisc le chéile d’úsáideoirí ag míniú 
dóibh conas teacht ar na hacmhainní ar 
líne (r-leabhair, irisleabhair leictreonacha, 
nuachtáin, srl.) chomh maith le físeáin 
teagaisc faoin mbealach le Crann Ginealaigh 
a rianú agus seisiúin scéalaíochta do pháistí 
óga.’  
Tá seirbhísí ar líne den scoth ag leabharlanna 
na tíre seo agus bhí le fada an lá, ach is 
cosúil nach raibh cur amach ag mórán 
daoine orthu go dtí gur tháinig COVID-19 
chomh fada linn. Is fearr go mall ná go 
brách, is dócha, agus is maith an rud é go 
bhfuil an tuiscint seo ag an bpobal anois 
agus is mór an leas atá bainte ag daoine as 
BorrowBox, RBDigital, PressReader agus 
an réimse leathan cúrsaí ar líne atá ar fáil trí 
Universal Class agus Transparent Language 
Online ó bhí an t-am seo anuraidh ann. Le 
bheith cruinn faoi, tá méadú 363% tagtha go 
dtí seo ar an úsáid a bhaintear as acmhainní 
ar líne na leabharlann ar fud na tíre!
Ach cé go bhfuil sé go hiontach go bhfuil 
fáil ag daoine ar na hábhair dhigiteacha 
sin, is an nasc pearsanta leis na húsáideoirí 
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atá ag croílár na hoibre i leabharlanna na 
tíre i gcónaí agus is ar an nasc sin a chothú 
agus a choimeád atá siad ag díriú agus iad 
fós ag déileáil leis an ngéarchéim seo. Cé 
nach bhfuil cead ag an bpobal dul isteach 
sna leabharlanna fós, tá siadsan ag síneadh 
a lámha (díghalraithe!) amach chugainn. 
Tá na mílte imeachtaí ar líne curtha ar fáil 
ag leabharlanna na tíre do spriocghrúpaí 
éagsúla. Tá ceardlanna ‘beo’ ar líne curtha 
ar fáil do ranganna scoile, m.sh. cuairteanna 
ó údair agus maisitheoirí, eolaithe agus 
ealaíontóirí. Tá na mílte daoine ag glacadh 
páirt i leithéidí seisiúin ‘Tráth na gCeist’ 
sheachtainiúla, ina mbíonn teaghlaigh 
iomlána ag glacadh páirt ó áiteanna chomh 
scartha amach le Baile Átha Cliath, Cathair 
na Mart, Londain agus Cape Town! Tá 
seandaoine in ionaid cúraim ag glacadh 
páirt in ‘chair yoga’ agus seisiúin ‘knit and 
knatter’ trí na scáileáin chomh maith. Tá 
Clubanna Leabhair, Ciorcail Chomhrá, 
cainteanna do thuismitheoirí, agallaimh le 
húdair, féiltí éagsúla agus go leor leor eile 
ann freisin.
Ní hamháin go bhfuil na ceardlanna beo 
uilig ann, ach tá leabharlanna ag comhoibriú 
le healaíontóirí cosúil liomsa chun físeáin 
réamhthaifeadta a chur ar fáil freisin. Bhí 
sé sin úsáideach go háirithe do leithéidí 
Chruinniú na nÓg agus an Children’s 
Book Festival agus tá sé ar intinn ag roinnt 
seirbhísí leabharlainne leas a bhaint as do 
Sheachtain na Gaeilge 2021 freisin. Deir 
Maedhbh Rogan-McGann, Leabharlannaí 
Feidhmiúcháin Sinsearach le leabharlanna 
Cho. na Mí, ‘Bhí na himeachtaí CBF ar 
fad réamhthaifeadta, rud a thug an deis 
do scoileanna breathnú ar an méid a ba 
mhian leo agus ag an am is fearr a d’oir 
dóibh. De ghnáth, bheadh thart ar 4,500 
duine ag freastal ar na himeachtaí seo. In 
2020 bhí breis is 22,000 duine ag glacadh 
páirte.’ Is léir gur mór an freastal atá ar 
imeachtaí digiteacha na leabharlann, ach tá 
leabharlannaithe airdeallach faoin ‘deighilt 
dhigiteach’ atá ann agus nach bhfuil teacht 
ag an-chuid dá bpobail ar na seirbhísí 
iontacha seo – go háirithe agus na scoileanna 
dúnta. 
Mhínigh Maedhbh Rogan-McGann dom 
freisin go raibh siad ar bís bheith in ann 
tacú le daoine atá ag streachailt leis an 
ngné seo den phaindéim le déanaí. ‘Bhí 
an t-ádh dearg linn deontas de €809,100 
a fháil ó Facebook leis an tionscnamh 
“Laptops for Loan” a chur i bhfeidhm 
chun cabhrú le mic léinn agus teaghlaigh 
atá faoi mhíbhuntáiste díréireach i ngeall 
ar phaindéim COVID-19. Go dtí seo, tá 
breis is 900 ríomhaire glúine ceannaithe 
agus scaipthe ar mheánscoileanna agus 
eagraíochtaí deonacha i gCo. na Mí a 
bhíonn ag obair le daoine faoi mhíbhuntáiste 
oideachasúil, sóisialta nó eacnamaíochta.’ 

Is obair thábhachtach é seo a léiríonn cé 
chomh tiomanta is atá na leabharlanna 
naisc a chothú le gach cuid den phobal agus 
bacainní a shárú. ‘Tá an phaindéim tar éis 
taispeáint dúinn go bhfuil go leor úsáideoirí 
ag iarraidh an leabharlann a úsáid ach 
go bhfuil an iliomad cúiseanna ann nach 
dtagann siad isteach inár bhfoirgnimh,’ arsa 
Susan Lynch. ‘Tá cúiseanna ilchineálacha 
leis seo – ó chonstaicí inrochtana cosúil 
le fad ón leabharlann, uaireannta oscailte, 
brú ama, cúraimí chúramóra, go constaicí 
fisiciúla cosúil le míchumas agus córas 
iompair. Tá an-áthas orainn go bhfuilimid 
in ann nasc a chothú le lucht féachana nua 
ar líne.’
Agus, cé gur ar na seirbhísí digiteacha 
atá an teacht is éasca (d’fhormhór na 
ndaoine) agus an t-éileamh is mó i láthair 
na huaire, tá iarrachtaí á ndéanamh i 
gcónaí ag leabharlannaithe tuilleadh a 
chur ar fáil. Nuair atá sé ceadaithe, bíonn 
seirbhís ‘contact and collect’ á reáchtáil ag 
leabharlanna na tíre do dhaoine atá ag lorg 
fíorleabhar seachas leabhair dhigiteacha nó 
closleabhair agus cé nach bhfuil an tseirbhís 
sin ceadaithe faoi shrianta Leibhéal 5 faoi 
láthair, tá an tseirbhís seachadta go doras fós 
á reáchtáil acu do dhaoine atá ag clutharú. 
Tá spéis ag roinnt leabharlanna leanúint 
leis an tseirbhís seo sa todhchaí freisin, 
ach bíonn sí á cur ar fáil ag an leabharlann 
shoghluaiste i roinnt ceantracha faoi láthair 
agus beidh na socruithe le hoibriú amach. 
Tá feidhm speisialta bainte as an spás taobh 
amuigh den leabharlann dlr LexIcon le cúpla 
mí anuas freisin, rud a léiríonn nach bhfuil 
stop le cruthaitheacht na leabharlannaithe 
ach oiread! Mar thogra deireanach i mo 
ról mar Scríbhneoir Cónaithe 2019/2020, 
d’oibrigh mé leis an bhfoireann le ‘Scéal 
Trail’ a chruthú as mo leabhar nua le Róisín 
Hahessy, Geansaí Ottó, a scríobh mé sa 
leabharlann chéanna. Tá an leabhar leagtha 
amach mar thaispeántas lasmuigh, agus 
is féidir siúl tríd agus é a leámh. Rinne 
cniotálaí áitiúil na crainn a mhaisiú le píosaí 
cniotála, spreagtha ag téamaí ón scéal. Bhí 
clár imeachtaí beo ar líne againn freisin a 
bhí bunaithe air, agus a thug deis do pháistí 
sa cheantar aithne a chur air. Ba shiombail 
álainn agus teachtaireacht láidir don phobal 
é an ‘Scéal Trail’, a chuir in iúl go mbeidh 
na leabharlanna agus, níos tábhachtaí fós, na 
leabhair fós ann dúinn nuair atá sé sábháilte 
cuairt a thabhairt orthu arís.
Táimid uilig ag súil leis an am sin agus, 
mar is dual dóibh, tá na leabharlanna chun 
tosaigh orainn agus ag pleanáil cheana féin 
don athoscailt. Tá siad i mbun traenála in 
ábhair cosúil le Comharthaíocht Dhigiteach, 
Scéalta Céadfacha agus tá siad ag cur feabhas 
ar sheirbhísí laistigh de na foirgnimh freisin 
agus iad ag súil leis na sean-úsáideoirí a 
mhealladh ar ais chomh maith leis na grúpaí 

nua atá tar éis tús a chur leis na seirbhisí 
leabharlainne a úsáid le bliain anuas. Tá sé 
d’aidhm acu roinnt rudaí a athrú, bunaithe 
ar an méid atá foghlamtha acu le dhá mhí 
dhéag anuas. ‘Tá an chuma ar an scéal go 
mbeidh meascán d’imeachtaí ar líne agus 
imeachtaí fisiciúla á reáchtáil le linn 2021 
ar a laghad agus, is dócha, ina dhiaidh sin,’ 
arsa Celine Broughal, Oifigeach Foirne 
Leabharlainne le leabharlanna Chill Dara. 
‘D’fhéadfaí socruithe a phlé freisin i dtaca le 
freastal ar dhaoine atá ag iarraidh leanúint 
leis an obair ón mbaile.’
Pé cinntí a dhéanfar maidir leis an méid sin, 
is féidir a bheith dóchasach go mbeidh na 
leabharlanna níos láidre ná mar a bhí riamh 
nuair a osclaítear na doirse arís. Bhí gach 
leabharlannaí ar labhair mé leo maidir leis 
an alt seo den tuairim chéanna faoi ábhar 
amháin – an rud is mó a bhraitheann siad 
uathu ná na leabhair, na daoine agus an deis 
an dá rud sin a thabhairt le chéile. Mar a 
deir Aoife O’Kelly, Cúntóir Leabharlainne 
le leabharlanna na Gaillimhe, agus í ag caint 
faoi bheith ag obair ón leabharlann fad is a 
bhí sí dúnta don phobal san fhómhar, ‘Tá na 
leabhair ann ach, gan daoine, ní leabharlann 
é.’ Tá súil agam nach fada a bheidh sé go 
dtí go bhfuilimid uilig le chéile arís – an 
pobal, na leabhair agus, go speisialta, na 
leabharlannaithe!

Tá trí phictiúirleabhar scríofa ag Sadhbh 
Devlin. Is breá léi a bheith ag gabháil 
den lámhcheardaíocht agus ag cabhrú 
chun cláir theilif íse a chruthú freisin. 
Bíonn sí le feiceáil ar Cúla 4 ar Scoil faoi 
láthair.
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A study on children’s reading motivation 
identifies parents/guardians and 
teachers as ‘social agents’ with the 
potential to positively influence 
children’s exposure to and pleasure in 
early literary and library experiences. 
How, then, to best assist parents/
guardians and teachers so that children 
have positive reading-orientated 
experiences from the cradle to The 
Graveyard Book? 

Children’s Books Ireland undertook two 
pilot projects, underpinned by national 
and international research, focused on 
integrating books into children’s lives at key 
stages of infancy and early childhood. 

Bookseed is a pilot universal book-gifting 
scheme for babies, funded by the JP 
McManus Benevolent Fund and the then 
Social Innovation Fund, Ireland (now 
Rethink Ireland). It is a two-year project and 
is being delivered in areas of specific need 
in Limerick city and county. This initiative 
involves the distribution of three high-
quality children’s books by Irish authors and 
illustrators, along with guidance information 
for parents and guardians and details of 
free story-telling sessions at local libraries. 
Public health nurses provide the parents/
guardians with a Bookseed pack containing 
the information and one book at the baby’s 

developmental check when the baby is 
three months old. It was recognised that, in 
some homes, this might be the only book 
that the child owns, so the books needed 
to be of the highest quality, sturdy and 
durable, and attractive to families. This was 
duly achieved with the selection of Marie-
Louise Fitzpatrick’s Owl Bat Bat Owl, a 
wordless picturebook suitable for all homes 
including those where language barriers or 
literacy challenges might otherwise limit 
engagement by parents/guardians. These 
considerations were also factored in when 
selecting the subsequent books: Good Night 
Like This (Mary Murphy) and Shh! We 
Have a Plan (Chris Haughton). The second 
book is presented to parents/guardians at 
the seven-to-nine-month check. The third 
book can be collected from a local public 
library when the child is one year old. A 
research team in Mary Immaculate College, 
Limerick, with expertise across the spectrum 
of early literacy, shared reading practices, 
child health, wellbeing and psychological 
development, undertook the evaluation of 
the Bookseed scheme. There is an extensive 
body of research on reading with infants and 
factors that support shared reading in the 
home. 

Some necessarily selective highlights include: 

•	 the more parents/guardians read to their 
children, and the more books there are in 
the child’s home, the better a child will 
perform in terms of their later academic 
and social performance 

•	 maternal attitudes to reading at birth 
predicted reading behaviour when 
infants were six months old

•	 in addition to promoting literacy, reading 
to infants and children also promotes 
socio-emotional development (such as 
learning about peer relationships, self-
expression, self-regulation, empathy and 
developing self-esteem)

•	 involvement in new-born literacy 
programmes has a positive effect on 
parenting behaviours and attitudes, 
including a greater enjoyment of reading 

•	 ready access to books in the home 
environment (e.g. books in the kitchen 
or living area) will encourage or ‘nudge’ 
parents and guardians to read with their 
small child

•	 even when parents/guardians know how 
important it is to read to their young 
child, encouragement, such as being 
involved in a book-gifting programme, 
may prompt them to read regularly from 
an early age

16
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Book-gifting initiatives operate in many 
countries, thereby supplying research-
informed evaluations of existing schemes 
and meta-analyses across multiple schemes. 
The evidence is compelling for the benefits 
associated with shared reading from a 
young age and on effective book-gifting 
programmes as promoting and facilitating 
the practice of shared reading. The 
evaluation team collected quantitative and 
qualitative data from hundreds of parents/
guardians who participated in the scheme 
and multiple stakeholders who were involved 
in its delivery, and from this they established 
the impact of the scheme for parents/
guardians, infants and families. Although 
the pandemic restrictions interrupted its 
delivery, the success of the pilot project has 
been remarkable nonetheless:

•	 All parents/guardians were enthusiastic 
about receiving books for their babies 
and responded positively to the scheme

•	 Parents/guardians reported that three 
months is a good time to introduce 
books to their infant and that the 
information provided as part of 
Bookseed was useful

•	 More parents/guardians were reading to 
their infant at seven to nine months than 
at three months

•	 All participating parents/guardians 
of seven- to nine-month infants had 
children’s books in their home at that 
point. By comparison, 19% of parents/
guardians of three-month-old infants 
indicated they did not have any 
children’s books in their home

•	 The majority of parents/guardians of 
seven- to-nine-month infants indicated 
that Bookseed had somewhat or 
definitely encouraged them or their 
partner to read with their infant, 
had somewhat or definitely increased 
their awareness of reading with their 
infant, and they had benefitted from 
participating in Bookseed

•	 Bookseed encouraged parents/guardians 
to buy books for their infant

•	 Bookseed encouraged some parents/
guardians to join the library

Crucially, by the time their child had 
reached seven to nine months of age, the 
findings indicate that the Bookseed scheme 
had encouraged 97% of participants to read 
more with their infant. Comments from the 
parents/guardians allow us glimpses into 
their experiences. Parents/guardians reported 
that what they most enjoyed during shared 
reading was the baby’s response (laughing, 
babbling, pointing) and spending quality 
time with their baby. In many cases, the 
reading engaged other family members such 

as grandparents and siblings: ‘And then 
with this one, the latest one, Shh! We Have 
a Plan, so my three-year-old loves that and 
he was making the “shh” noises and getting 
my baby, well, trying to get my baby to say 
the words and stuff’, while another parent/
guardian was alerted to the versatility of Owl 
Bat Bat Owl by one of her older children: ‘I 
think it was a good idea that the book can 
be read from both sides. I didn’t realise it, 
but my older daughter brought me the book 
and told me that you can read it from the 
other side, and it reads a different story.’ One 
unforeseen aspect of a wordless picturebook 
is that it can be more of a burden: ‘if you’re 
tired, you’re really not in the mood to try to 
make up the story – it takes time and energy 
… it is easier to just read.’ Other challenges 
that some parents/guardians reported were 
a lack of time and living arrangements 
that were not conducive to shared reading 
activities. 

Parents/guardians were aware of the 
importance of reading for language 
development and improved cognitive 
outcomes. They described introducing their 
babies to new vocabulary and encouraging 
them to become familiar with the experience 
of the book as an object: ‘It’ll definitely get 
her to recognise shapes, words, pictures 
so her vocab will be better’; ‘she’s got into 
the habit of sitting for the book but I will, 
I will just kind of keep talking and she’ll 
turn the pages and, you know, I might rub 
whatever the tactile thing is on the page 
and encourage her to do the same.’ Parents’ 
and guardians’ aspirations for their children 
to adopt the reading habit and maintain 
it into the future were clear: ‘what I am 
hoping for is that they will be interested in 
books down the road, at least giving them 
a good start with books and forming a 
good relationship with books rather than 
tablets and all that sort of stuff’; ‘this baby, 
I want him to love it, to go to the library 
often, we were there last week and he met 
his friend there, a baby girl, and they were 
playing together with books’. A 2015 study 
of the National Assessments of Mathematics 
and English reading, which considered 
contextual factors in relation to the reading 
performance of second- and sixth-class 
pupils in Ireland, identified that membership 
of a public library was found to be related 
to reading achievement even when taking 
into consideration the number of books 
in the home, which suggests that library 
membership offers something extra in terms 
of reading achievement, not simply access to 
a high number of books. 

The Bookseed scheme also encouraged some 
parents/guardians to commence reading 
earlier, and more regularly, with their baby 
than they otherwise would have done. A 
study of nine-month-old infants using data 

from the longitudinal study Growing Up 
in Ireland has demonstrated that shared 
activities with a language focus, such as 
reading, are associated with beneficial 
outcomes for future language, literacy 
and cognitive development, and makes 
the important point that many parents 
and guardians may not realise that such 
outcomes do not depend on the infant 
understanding the content of what is being 
read to them. Comments from parents/
guardians show how Bookseed prompted 
parents to alter their shared reading 
behaviours and preconceptions regarding 
infant reading: ‘I probably started a bit 
earlier because of the book scheme’; ‘I hadn’t 
thought about [reading] with her till the 
book scheme’; and ‘I wouldn’t have started 
with her at all at this stage’. 

Bookseed had three overarching benefits: 
fostering positive relationships with the 
infant, enhancing language development, 
and developing a general interest and 
positive relationship with books. The 
evaluation identified some considerations 
that merit attention for further refining and 
developing of the pilot scheme and potential 
upscaling. These recommendations will be of 
valuable assistance in informing government 
planning, should the adoption of a national 
book-gifting scheme become feasible. 

While ideally all young children would 
be read to frequently at home, and this 
would be an enjoyable experience for 
parents/guardians and children, there are 
many factors which mean that this is not 
the case in every home. Early Learning 
and Care (ELC) settings, therefore, are 
another vital context in which a love of 
books can be fostered in young children, 
as well as supplementing the experience of 
children from reading-active households. 
The National Strategy to Improve Literacy 
and Numeracy among Children and 
Young People (2011–2020) recognises 
the critical position that those involved 
in Early Childcare Care and Education 
(ECCE) occupy: ‘It is essential that the 
ECCE workforce continues to become more 
skilled and qualified if the challenging 
targets associated with supporting the 
development of early literacy and numeracy 
are to be achieved.’ The Small Print pilot 
project, funded by the Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs, was designed 
to enhance and develop ELC professionals’ 
existing skills in utilising picturebooks with 
preschool children in creative and engaging 
ways. Children’s Books Ireland curated 
a selection of ten excellent picturebooks 
for young children (aged two-and-a-half 
to six), drawing on the principles of early 
learning and development and the themes 
of Aistear, the early childhood curriculum 
framework. Fifty ELC settings across the 
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country were selected to receive a set of these 
books, a large poster to encourage parents 
and guardians to read with their children, 
and a commissioned resource booklet for 
staff members to guide their engagement 
with the books. The resource booklet not 
only illustrates how to enrich the reading 
experience specifically with the ten books 
supplied as part of the project, but extends 
its application beyond this scope with 
adaptable activities and additional thematic 
book suggestions. 

Pandemic closures and restrictions had 
repercussions for the extent to which settings 
could implement use of the picturebooks and 
guide. Nonetheless, the project had notable 
successes even within these limitations. 
Some of the key findings from the Small 
Print evaluation include:

•	 Increased confidence: 65% of 
respondents reported increased 
confidence in their skills for reading 
with children after using the Small Print 
picturebooks (for 29%, it is too early to 
say as yet)

•	 Small Print resource booklet: 100% 
of users would recommend it to other 
professionals working with young 
children

•	 Small Print has helped to nurture a 
reading-focused culture within settings

•	 Encouraging a love of reading: 92% 
report that the picturebooks stimulated 
the children’s imaginations

•	 Existing book stock has been enriched 
with diverse, current, quality titles 
(featuring picturebooks by artists 
connected to Ireland)

•	 The picturebooks complement and assist 
in the delivery of Aistear

A report on the place of the arts in early 
childhood in Ireland reminds us that 
learning and development is not a linear 
trajectory but rather a continual process of 
meaning making. It notes that engagement 
with stories and books is central to 
development, incorporating learning 
through problem-solving and repetition 
activities such as drama, songs, rhymes, 
dance, music and story. Practitioners shared 
some of the ways through which they 
personalised and reinforced the thematic 
areas underpinning the Small Print 
picturebooks. These included book re-
enactments; child-led story-making using the 
wordless picturebook; a ‘mini-beast’ nature 
hunt; a workshop day during which children 
designed and made their own books; 
recreating animal habitats; and participating 
in a special work-out to get fit for space 
exploration. Goodnight World was praised 
for its introduction of world languages, 

prompting one five-year-old child to share 
that ‘my daddy goes to China for work 
sometimes and he says “wan an” to me on 
the phone’, while How Much Does a Ladybird 
Weigh? was reported by one respondent as 
a favourite book which generated much 
discussion and wonder amongst the children, 
including ‘I can’t believe that one swan 
weighs the same as those ladybirds. Like, 
that’s a lot of ladybirds.’ 

Small Print also helped to promote 
and extend a reading-focused culture 
within participating settings. Reported 
changes include that the picturebooks 
have stimulated staff members’ interest 
in children’s literature (68%), prompted 
knowledge-sharing on creative reading 
approaches (53%), and raised the profile 
of the importance of reading with young 
children (66%). Regrettably, promoting the 
latter to parents/guardians was curtailed by 
pandemic restrictions. Although settings 
found alternative ways of communicating 
this with parents and guardians, such 
as through a monthly newsletter and by 
sending a photo of the Small Print poster, 
only 24% of respondents reported that the 
picturebooks had contributed to a greater 
awareness among parents/guardians of the 
importance of reading with their children. 
One comment makes explicit the extent 
of the pandemic’s influence on staff in the 
setting: ‘COVID-19 has had a massive 
impact on the delivery of services. We have 
been forced to change our staff who work 
in the preschool and they are generally less 
qualified and experienced. There have been 
few opportunities, as yet, to provide them 
with training and support in using the 
books. We hope to be able to do that in the 
near future.’ A survey conducted in 2019 
showed that 65% of Early Years professionals 
do not expect to still be working in the 
sector within five years if pay and conditions 
do not improve. Such a loss of organisational 
knowledge is very concerning and highlights 
the importance of initiatives like Small Print 
that include a resource booklet (available 

online), sustaining the accessibility of the 
tips and learning as new staff members join. 
Of respondents who had used the booklet, 
100% reported that the suggestions and 
tips were clear and easy to understand, and 
that the approaches could be applied to 
picturebooks generally, not just the Small 
Print collection. 

Bookseed and Small Print demonstrate how 
initiatives to assist adult stakeholders in 
young childrens’ lives can be instrumental in 
priming children to have positive experiences 
and associations with books and reading 
from an early age. Dymoke and Griffiths 
ask whether books in the home are regarded 
as ‘everyday objects, to be handled, left 
about the house, used, talked about, shared 
together at bedtime as part of a familiar set 
of literacy events and practices, participated 
in by all those who live there? Or are 
they alien objects, feared or treated with 
suspicious reverence and tucked out of reach, 
unthumbed?’ Bookseed seeks to incubate the 
former and preclude the latter, with Small 
Print building on or compensating for the 
reading culture in the home. One of the 
Small Print participants reported that ‘we 
wish this was an initiative that could happen 
every year’. If this were a fairy tale instead of 
a factual article, this wish could be granted; 
however, we at Children’s Books Ireland 
are committed to an Ireland in which every 
child is a reader and will continue to seek 
funding and advocate for the continuation 
and expansion of programmes which nurture 
the habit of reading for pleasure. 

Dr Mairéad Mooney was Research & 
Evaluation Off icer at Children’s Books 
Ireland until March 2021. Her PhD 
thesis focuses on children’s literature 
and identity in the post-independence 
period. She also holds a master’s in 
children’s literature, and a post-graduate 
diploma in library and information 
sciences.
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Welcome to the latest issue of Inis, brought 
to you by a dedicated and inventive team 
of reviewers who have shown relentless 
resilience over the course of the last few 
months. We as editors are in awe of their 
commitment to reviewing the best children’s 
books we can find. And that’s our job: to 
source and to champion the best stories for 
the readers who deserve them the most. 
This issue comes out of the strange days 
of our third national lockdown, a time of 
restrictions and sacrifice that has asked 
even more of us than we thought possible. 
At times like these, stories are at their most 
powerful because they remind us that we are 
not alone. 
Our resolve is being tested and this is a 
theme that resonates within the books 
selected for our ten–Young Adult section. 
Here we find characters pushed to their 
limits, who must adapt and endure, 
surviving in the most complex of contexts. 
It’s plain to see that the courage and 

compassion on display here mirror the 
resilience shown by children and young 
people across the country, and we celebrate 
their endeavours by showcasing demanding 
and rewarding narratives that will inspire 
them.
As we continue to stay at home (or within 
5 km of it) our daily lives may feel small, 
but our interior lives can be made bigger, 
brighter and more expansive through 
reading. There is a shared yearning for the 
wider world – for adventure, excitement 
and escape. For younger readers, we have 
a selection of books to spark curiosity and 
fuel the imagination: non-fiction titles with 
lavish and lively illustrations of animals and 
nature, and picturebooks that speak to the 
power of the imagination. The books in this 
issue will transport younger readers to places 
both real and imagined – from deserted 
islands to the savannah to outer space. 
While we stay apart from friends and 
relatives, the family with whom we share 

our home has become our world. Among 
the selection of books for younger readers 
are stories that celebrate family – mothers, 
fathers, guardians, grandparents, siblings 
and aunts – reminding the reader that 
they are connected and cared for, that they 
belong. And we could all use some fun and 
laughter in our lives so there are books in 
here to lighten the mood and tickle the 
funny bones! 
Agus na laethanta ag dul chun síneadh mar 
a deir an t-amhrán, táimid ar fad ag súil go 
dtiocfaidh laethanta níos gile sar i bhfad. 
Cé go bhfuil taithí rómhaith againn go léir 
ar dhianghlasáil faoin dtráth seo, táimid 
fós buíoch go bhfuilimid in ann scéalta a 
roinnt le chéile agus sinn scartha go fóill. 
Is comhluadar maith scéal maith agus fé 
mar a ghiorraíonn beirt bóthar, b’fhéidir go 
ngiorródh leabhar maith ón eagrán seo lá 
fada ar dhuine óg.
Becky, Kim and Muireann

 reviews/léirmheasanna

Denotes an Irish author/illustrator/publisher 
údar/maisitheoir/foilsitheoir as Éirinn

‘Be a tree. Stand tall. Stretch your branches up to the sun.’ 
At first, this book reads like a yoga session. The short, simple 
imperatives invite readers and listeners to be mindful of their 
bodies as they move through various postures or as they go 
through their daily lives. Gianferrari’s words effortlessly draw 
parallels between human and tree anatomies, turning feet into 
roots, heads into crowns, skin into bark, aligning people-time to 
vegetal-time and growing forests from individuals. Sala’s trees 
are magnificent, strong, solid, with mesmerising colours and 
patterns, a visual invitation for anyone to climb them. 
Now that our metamorphosis is complete (‘You are a tree’), 
the book can transform too and read like a documentary on 
the secret wonders of forests. In her author’s note, Gianferrari 
mentions Peter Wohlleben’s surprise bestseller, The Hidden 
Life of Trees, as major inspiration. Be a Tree! wears this 
expert knowledge very lightly, keeping just enough of fungal 
networks, mother trees protecting younger trees and vegetal 
communication to intrigue and wow. 
Gianferrari doesn’t stop there but encourages us to bring our 
new-found knowledge out of the woods and apply it to the 
human forest: ‘a family, a community, a country, a cosmos. 
There is enough for all.’ Be a Tree! is now a parable for humanity 
and its many connections, as well as a plea to protect our 
natural environment. All those layers are expertly and seamlessly 
distilled through Sala’s artwork too, where the intricacies of 
connectedness become things of beauty. Wonderful. Non-
fiction, Poetry, 5–8
Juliette Saumande

This is a wonderful book – haunting and sad yet hopeful. It is the 
story of Boy, who lives alone in a caravan at the edge of the woods. 
His mother is no longer living with him and his father is in prison. 
Bad Men (as they are referred to within the story) come visiting and 
Boy learns to evade them and tell them what they need to know.

Boy finds a lost old dog called Molly in the woods, and he befriends 
a girl called Sophie who is staying nearby on holidays. He survives 
on money his father’s lawyer drops to him, which he carefully ekes 
out, shopping for food as well as foraging in the woods. A vivid 
picture of loneliness, poverty, hunger and deprivation is painted for 
the reader. Until Boy’s father returns.

The novel’s second half tells of Boy and the relationship with his 
troubled, angry father. The book becomes more intense, describing 
Boy’s constant fear and anxiety – fear of what his father, who suffers 
from PTSD, might do and what will become of him and Molly.

The book is unsettling, emotional and raw. The reader is drawn 
to Boy and you feel his pain and his fear. It’s difficult to read at 
times, and the writing makes you think about those who live on 
the peripheries of life. Whilst the subject matter is serious, the short 
chapters and fast pace of the novel make it suitable for all levels of 
reading ability. Young Adult

Penny Wiggle

Maria Gianferrari 
lllustrated by Felicita Sala

BE A TREE!
ABRA MS BOOKS FOR  
YOUNG READERS, APRIL 2021 
HARDBACK, 40PP, £13.99 
ISBN 9781419744228

Jason Cockcroft

WE WERE WOLVES
ANDERSEN PRESS, M AY 2021 
HARDBACK, 216PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781839130571
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Marion Deuchars

LET’S LOOK AT … SHAPES
L AURENCE KING PUBLISHING, M ARCH 2021 
BOARD BOOK, 24PP, £6.99 
ISBN 9781786277787

Marion Deuchars’s books are always 
an awful lot of fun. Her playful mixed-
media illustration unfailingly catches the 
attention of readers of different ages, tastes 
and sensibilities, and there is something 
both exciting and a bit bold about all those 
fingerprints that turn into animals, people 
or objects with the simple addition of dots 
or lines. It’s usually enough to make you 
want to try it out yourself …

In Let’s Look at … Shapes, there are no 
fingerprints, but an appealing mix of 
broad ink washes and finer detail that 
manages to bring to life the simplest of 
shapes: a diamond becomes a mouse, a 
square a bear … Each double page follows 
the same rhythm: on the left, a white 
shape on a vibrant background shows an 
animal obviously asleep; on the right, the 
animal is awake, and the colours have been 
swapped. This repetitive pattern makes the 
final spread all the more effective; it’s not 
often you get an early concept book that 
manages to also bring in a sense of story.

The written text is kept to a strict 
minimum, but the strength of 
Deuchars’s book lies in the wide range 
of opportunities her pictures offer the 
reader (adult and child alike) to ask 
questions, start conversations and spark 
imaginations. Let’s Look at … Shapes 
manages to get young and old talking 
about shapes, colours, animals, day and 
night, awake and asleep, facial expressions 
and feelings, seeing and dreaming and as 
much or as little else as its readers want. 
Pretty good for a ten-word book! 0–4

Juliette Saumande

Shawn Harris

HAVE YOU EVER SEEN  
A FLOWER?
CHRONICLE BOOKS, M AY 2021 
HARDBACK, 48PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781452182704

 
Most of us have seen a flower before. In 
fact, we’ve probably seen thousands. But 
have we ever stopped to really, truly see? 
What about seeing it with our noses? Or 
taking the time to feel the veins that run 
down the petal? Have we ever stopped 
to ask what we have in common with a 
flower?

We join a young girl as she escapes from 
the oppressive greyness of the city to a 
countryside that is a riot of colour and 
life. Harris is an experienced and award-
winning illustrator, here making his début 
as an author. It is clear that he thinks 
visually. The text is sparse, bordering on 
enigmatic, but the illustrations leap off the 
page. He uses lush, vibrant lines to evoke 
rolling hills and a breath-taking field of 
blooms, and even to represent what a 
flower smells like.

The text is presented as a series of 
questions, which can encourage fun 
and stimulating conversations. More 
literal-minded children may object 
to the metaphorical use of words and 
psychedelic sensibility, while others will 
be delighted. Either way, this story offers 
a launchpad for discussing perception 
and the importance of going outside into 
nature, taking a breath and connecting 
with the earth. At a time when children 
are necessarily spending more and more 
time looking at screens, this feels like an 
especially empowering message. 0–4

Rachel Sneyd

Jörge Mühle 
Aistrithe ag Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin

AM FOLCTHA,  
A CHOINÍN BEAG!
FUTA FATA , FEABHRA 2021 
CLÚDACH CRUA , 12LCH, €8.95 
ISBN 9781910945698

Seo an tríú leabhar sa tsraith álainn faoi 
Choinín Beag. Leabhair idirghníomhacha 
atá iontu, ina gcabhraíonn an léitheoir 
óg le Coinín Beag lena ghnáthimeachtaí 
laethúla. Sa leabhar seo, tá sé in am folctha 
ag Coinín Beag, agus iarrtar ar an bpáiste 
glaoch ar an gcoinín, braoinín seampú a 
chur ar a cheann, séideadh ar a chluasa 
chun iad a thriomú, agus a leithéid. 

Bainfidh léitheoirí beaga fíorthaitneamh 
as an leabhar seo a léamh le duine fásta 
mar tá go leor le déanamh agus tá ról 
gníomhach ag an bpáiste sa scéal, fiú mura 
bhfuil caint aige nó aici fós. Aithneoidh 
léitheoirí beaga na rudaí a tharlaíonn do 
Choinín Beag – tá uisce ar a éadan! – agus 
gheobhaidh siad cleachtadh ar stór focal a 
bhaineann leis an saol laethúil.  

Tá na léaráidí lán le beogacht agus le 
gluaiseacht. Is álainn an íomhá de chluasa 
an choinín ag séideadh siar nuair atá an 
léitheoir beag ag séideadh orthu chun iad 
a thriomú. Úsáidtear réimse teoranta de 
dhathanna boga, agus cuireann sé sin le 
hatmaisféar séimh socair an leabhair. Tá 
an chlófhoireann go deas séimh chomh 
maith. Leabhar beag cairtchláir atá ann, 
mar sin beidh sé oiriúnach do na lámha is 
lú. Go hálainn ar fad. 0–3

Siobhán McNamara
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Matt De La Peña 
Illustrated by Christian Robinson

MILO IMAGINES THE WORLD
T WO HOOTS, FEBRUARY 2021  
HARDBACK, 40PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781529066319 

As he takes his monthly train ride through 
the city with his sister, Milo keeps his 
emotions in check by imagining the 
possible lives of passengers around him. 
He sketches as he goes, creating mini 
narratives for each of his subjects – a 
glamorous bride about to be whisked away 
in a hot air balloon and a solitary man in 
an apartment teeming with animals are 
just two of his playful imaginings.

The sheer diversity of city life bounces off 
each spread. Underground scenes feature a 
colourful cast of people from all walks of 
life, going about their day-to-day business. 
From a distance these urban characters 
lack detail; up close, simple facial features, 
clothing and accessories help to bring their 
stories to life. This truly is the world as 
seen through the lens of a child and the 
result is both beautiful and touching.

Most importantly, this is a story hinged 
on first impressions. Little ones may have 
their own thoughts about why Milo’s sister 
is so dismissive or why he feels ‘shook 
up’ like a soda. But just as Milo learns 
when he encounters a fellow passenger at 
the end of his journey, first impressions 
don’t always tell the full story. What 
better message is there to teach little ones 
learning to make sense of the world than 
that? A wonderfully poignant story for all 
families, not just those with an absent or 
incarcerated parent. 0–4, 5–7

Lindsay Quayle

Paddy Donnelly

THE VANISHING LAKE
YEEHOO PRESS, APRIL 2021 
HARDBACK, 40PP, £11.50 
ISBN 9781953458032

The Vanishing Lake is a wonderful read for 
adults and children alike, as it is a journey 
of discovery. We experience this journey 
through the eyes of a little girl, Meara, 
and in the opening pages, we see what she 
sees as she travels through the beautiful, 
rolling countryside. The illustrations are 
richly textured and in themselves tell a 
story of the ever-changing beauty of the 
countryside. Meara visits her grandad, 
who lives by Lake Loughareema, which 
disappears and reappears for no apparent 
reason. Meara is a kind and determined 
girl who does not believe her grandad’s 
stories, but eventually she discovers the 
real reason for the disappearance. My 
favourite sentence in the book comes from 
Grandad, who says, ‘Do you only believe 
what you can see?’

We are brought on this curious journey 
to Lake Loughareema – under the 
water and over hills – by the distinctive 
and enchanting voice of the author, 
encouraging us all to discover the magic 
and wonder of the story. When read 
slowly, this picturebook explores the 
cyclical nature of life, with a lovely ending 
leaving the reader wanting to know more. 
Donnelly grew up on the north coast 
of Ireland and the story is based on a 
real lake close to his childhood home. 
The Vanishing Lake is a picturebook 
that explores many themes such as the 
importance of family, curiosity and the 
wonders of the natural world. This book 
encourages children to discover the world 
around them with family and friends. 
0–4, 5–7

Maria O’Donovan

Barry Falls

ALONE!
PAVILION CHILDREN’S BOOKS, M ARCH 2021 
PAPERBACK, 40PP, £6.99  
ISBN 9781843654674

 

Billy McGill lives all alone on the top of 
a hill. He likes it that way. Away from the 
noise and the rush of the city below, his 
splendid aloneness is without a sound  
until … a horrible scratching and 
squeaking disturbs him. A mouse! So, 
Billy gets a cat to chase the mouse away. 
When that doesn’t work, he gets a dog. 
Then a bear, then a tiger … with a terrible 
cold. Before too long, Billy’s peaceful 
house is filled with noise and CHAOS! 
With every solution creating a bigger 
problem and more noise, what can he do? 
He has to think fast and discovers it’s not 
so bad having friends around … but only 
on Tuesdays.

When the chaos of the invading animals 
(and their need for care) overwhelms 
Billy’s desire for solitude, it causes quite a 
dilemma. A lot of creative thinking and 
madcap events unfold to create a workable 
solution for all. Billy is shown just as he is: 
someone who loves being alone. But the 
introduction of so many characters into 
his life and the new feelings they bring 
add that certain ‘something missing’. 
The casual yet obvious acceptance in the 
tale sends a gentle, positive message for 
those introverts out there. You can have 
both! With a rollicking rhyming text and 
colourful, zany illustrations, this is a story 
that finds the balance between happy 
aloneness and social interaction with 
understanding and outrageous displays of 
laugh-out-loud humour. A multilayered 
picturebook filled with compassion, 
respect, friendship and fun. 0–4, 5–7

Mary Esther Judy
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Blanca Gómez

BIRD HOUSE
ABRA MS BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS 
APRIL 2021 
HARDBACK, 32PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781419744082

If ever a picturebook were a keeper, this is 
it! So few words and so much to see, both 
with our eyes and our hearts. Bird House 
is a soul-warming picturebook that reveals 
to younger readers the lasting power of 
compassion and connection. An everyday 
urban setting is brought to life through 
warm colours, vivid illustrations and 
only the most important of words. This 
small story with massive heart slows the 
reader down to a kind of pace that maybe 
only gentle snowfall, spring flowers and 
grandparents’ homes can bring.

There is a special kind of patience in 
this tale. From inside Abuela’s cosy and 
‘fantastic’ city home, we can see the 
seasons change, from snow to spring, while 
an injured little bird is minded indoors 
until mended: something which could 
not have happened without the gentleness 
Abuela has for the natural world and 
for her small grandchild too. We get the 
feeling that care and tenderness can make 
the most vulnerable of tiny creatures feel 
safe and at home. A little adventure goes 
a long way in this refreshing book that 
reminds us just how strong and powerful 
gentleness really is. 0–4, 5–7

Anne McDonnell

Caryl Hart  
Illustrated by Bethan Woollvin

MEET THE OCEANS
BLOOMSBURY CHILDREN’S BOOKS 
M ARCH 2021  
HARDBACK, 32PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781526603647

Take a trip through the world’s oceans 
and seas aboard an adorable submarine 
(with a lovely character and their dog!) in 
this beautifully illustrated picturebook. 
Meet the Oceans is the follow-up to 
the successful Meet the Planets by the 
same author and illustrator duo and, in 
similar fashion, it explores in a gentle 
yet informative way the most wonderful 
and also not-so-great things currently 
happening in our oceans today.

Every single page of Meet the Oceans is 
filled with little details and characters, 
inviting readers to search and discover 
what every place has to offer. Written in 
rhyme and in short paragraphs, featuring 
either a different sea or ocean on every 
spread, the text personifies the locations 
visited, making for a fluid reading 
experience in an easy, fun and entertaining 
way.

Woollvin’s illustrations are superb, with 
plenty of movement and interest. Each 
ocean or sea has a specific facial expression 
that is enhanced by the use of the waves 
and other elements around them, and 
the use of a limited colour palette is 
harmoniously applied throughout the 
book, working both in warm and cooler 
climates as well as for each specific animal 
in both wild and marine life.

The balance between text and illustration 
is beautiful. Meet the Oceans is a lovely 
book that will surely engage little ones that 
enjoy being read to and those becoming 
more independent readers who absolutely 
love animals, the oceans and sea creatures. 
Non-fiction, 0–4, 5–7

Tarsila Krüse

Jennifer Farley

SCOUT’S BEST DAY EVER! 
A DOGGY ADVENTURE 
AROUND IRELAND
THE O’BRIEN PRESS, FEBRUARY 2021 
HARDBACK, 32PP, €12.99 
ISBN 9781788491747

It’s hard to resist the madcap enthusiasm 
that the irrepressible Scout brings to every 
page that he bounds across. Daisy is going 
on holidays with her dad and her dog, 
Scout, leaving Gran at home to mind Cat. 
Cat doesn’t look too impressed, but never 
mind: Scout will send a postcard from 
every place they visit, telling all about his 
best bits. For Scout, every day with his 
family is the best day, as they tour around 
Ireland visiting vibrant towns and cities 
and enjoying activities in places of natural 
beauty. Scout is happy just to be out and 
about with his family and finds something 
to enjoy wherever he goes.

The illustrations are bright and colourful, 
full of movement and motion, as Scout 
never stays still for long – his friendly 
hairy face is a focal point for each page, 
and his bright yellow form is easy to spot. 
Young readers will enjoy spotting all the 
different dogs on each page; the pictures 
are vivid, entertaining and full of detail. 
The humour of each situation is playfully 
shown in each picture – my favourite 
scene is Scout’s slightly undignified rescue 
from the side of the mountain while Daisy 
giggles looking on. 

This is a cheerful book that gently 
showcases a family with Dad as the main 
caregiver at the centre of a story that 
celebrates the fun that can be had just by 
hanging out with our favourite people. 
0–4, 5–7

Jessica McCarry
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Chris Haughton

MAYBE
WALKER BOOKS, APRIL 2021 
HARDBACK, 40PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781406385526

 
When I was a child we didn’t ‘push 
the envelope’ or ‘test boundaries’, but 
sometimes we were naughty. And when 
we were, we were usually chastised for 
challenging authority. Children’s books 
reflected this view with a variety of 
cautionary tales, but luckily nowadays 
storytelling is not so dark. In his bright 
and happy picturebook Maybe, Chris 
Haughton explores the behaviour of three 
little monkeys who go right ahead and do 
exactly what was forbidden. They escape a 
potentially nasty outcome by the (almost 
literal) skin of their teeth, but no way 
will readers be left in fear and trembling. 
Rather they will share in the monkey 
mischief and see how the monkeys made a 
silly and dangerous choice.

Chris Haughton’s award-winning 
illustrations with their vibrant blocks of 
colour and glove-puppet-character features 
allow the reader to fill in the emotion and 
enter fully into the story. His trademark 
animals are friendly, not fierce, and 
wonderfully expressive. The spare text 
moves across the page so a reader of any 
age can literally follow the movement of 
the story. As he says, children can ‘read 
without words’ and understand the story 
‘just by looking at it’. And, for those 
who do care about the moral value of 
teaching a lesson, the ending invites a 
gleeful prediction of ‘what do we think 
will happen next?’. This is a wonderful 
addition to the Chris Haughton collection 
of picturebooks – to be read and enjoyed 
with the very young. 0–4, 5–7

Jan Winter

Aurore Petit 
Translated by Daniel Hahn

A MOTHER IS A HOUSE
GECKO PRESS, M ARCH 2021 
HARDBACK, 48PP, £11.99 
ISBN 9781776573233

Translated from Aurore Petit’s original 
French by Daniel Hahn, this stylish 
rhyming picturebook takes the reader on 
a simple journey through the first months 
of family life with a new baby. The story 
opens with the pregnant mother, literally 
a ‘house’ for her child, on the sofa with 
the child’s father. He is not mentioned in 
the text at all but through the illustrations 
he is a constant presence on the pages and 
in the story, and in this first image it is 
the delightful expression on his face that 
draws the reader in.

Petit’s illustrations are cartoon-like, with 
strong black outlines and flat colour, and 
they are full of heartwarming humour 
and quirky detail. The book describes 
motherhood by comparing this particular 
mother to, amongst other things, a shell, 
the moon before dawn, a port in a storm 
and a tall tree. It is a pleasure to read aloud 
as the rhyming text scans so well (the 
rhythm allows the rhyme to sing as the 
rhyming words hit the beat right on cue). 
Given that this is a translation, I must 
commend Hahn’s success in keeping the 
sense and rhyme going while matching the 
illustrations!

Young children will love pondering the 
pages of this book as they listen to it, 
not least as they recognise elements of 
their own lives – scattered toys, parents 
hoovering, outings to the seaside and 
the park, meal and bath times – and the 
growth of the baby into a young child as 
the pages are turned. A gentle story that 
little ones will want to have read to them 
again and again. 0–4, 5–7 

Lucinda Jacob

Jeanne Willis 
Illustrated by Paddy Donnelly

HOM
ANDERSEN PRESS, M ARCH 2021  
HARDBACK, 32PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781783449958

Following a storm at sea, a shipwrecked 
boy forms an unlikely friendship with a 
creature named Hom – the last surviving 
member of his kind, who inhabits an 
otherwise deserted island. Their days 
are filled with carefree play and shared 
learning … until a rescue ship lands 
ashore. Will the draw of home be strong 
enough for the boy to abandon his new life 
and best friend?

Willis isn’t afraid of tackling emotive 
issues in her stories, and the moral 
dilemma facing the boy at the end of 
Hom is bound to spark questions about 
friendship, family and letting go. The 
emotional connection between Hom and 
the boy lies at the heart of the beautiful 
child-centred world that Willis has 
created, so it’s only right that children 
themselves decide if it’s a fitting end to the 
story.

In the meantime, they can marvel at the 
book’s vibrant spreads, bursting with 
tropical greens, dramatic blues and pinky-
red hues. Donnelly captures the shifting 
energy of the sea wonderfully, and the 
non-verbal exchanges between the two 
friends are a particular delight, with visual 
cues, facial expressions and skilful nuances 
helping to shape the story. It’s definitely a 
story that operates on multiple levels: little 
ones will enjoy it as a colourful castaway 
adventure, but there are plenty of bigger 
discussions to be had with older children 
around the preservation of important 
species and the power of friendship and 
emotions. 0–4, 5–7

Lindsay Quayle
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Ruth Doyle 
Illustrated by Ashling Lindsay

DREAMS FOR OUR 
DAUGHTERS
ANDERSEN PRESS, FEBRUARY 2021 
HARDBACK, 32PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781783448524

The world is waiting just for you, ready 
for you to explore and find your place, in 
this mesmerising collaboration from Ruth 
Doyle and Ashling Lindsay. Dreams for 
Our Daughters calls on girls to become the 
leaders of the future, to aspire to anything 
they want and to find their place in a 
world that is waiting for them. With the 
empowerment of girls at its heart, it could 
so easily have fallen into the trap of being 
a book that you think you ‘should’ read 
rather than want to, but it is something 
else entirely.

This book is newly discovered treasure, 
glittering with promise and joy from the 
minute you open its covers. It will make 
you yearn to be young again, ready to 
take on the world and all of the many 
opportunities and possibilities it offers. 
The illustrations flow across the pages, 
pulling you happily through the story with 
the same quality that Ashling Lindsay 
brought to her delicate but beautiful book 
The Night Box. The lyrical prose from Ruth 
Doyle skips and winds with a wonderful 
bubbling flow as it calls on young girls 
to be an ‘imagination-navigator’, a 
‘fire-cracking moon-dancer’, an ‘ocean 
redeemer’ or a ‘keeper of kindness’.

This is a book that has never been needed 
more and I could not recommend its 
joyousness any more highly. It should be 
in every library and on the shelf of every 
little girl (and some young-at-heart ones 
too). 5–7

Ruth James

Patricia Forde 
Illustrated by Elīna Brasliņa

IMAGINE!
LIT TLE ISL AND BOOKS, FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 32PP, €9.99 
ISBN 9781912417483

Monsters were always one of my favourite 
themes when I was a primary school 
teacher. Over the years I explored myths 
and legends about monsters, collected 
and wrote poetry about them and helped 
kids to make all kinds of fantastic visual 
art about them, from Anubis to Zephyr. 
When I first looked at this book I 
wondered if it might have been inspired 
by the recent advertising campaign for a 
famous tech company, the one with the 
grandfather and the possible monster 
under the bed? 

This beautifully illustrated picturebook, 
however, encourages children to overcome 
their possible fear of various types of 
monsters by imagining them dressed up 
in funny outfits or engaging in ridiculous 
activities. Thus, the pirates end up wearing 
fluffy party dresses, the ghosts eat ice 
cream in the rain, the monsters dance in 
fields of daisies and the vampires suckle on 
soothers! Each child will be able to name a 
thing they fear and through visualisation 
and imagination possibly lay this fear to 
rest – who can be afraid of a spider with 
eight mismatched shoes! 5–7

Michael O’Reilly

Lindsay Camp 
Illustrated Momoko Abe

PAPA PENGUIN 
ANDERSEN PRESS, M AY 2021 
HARDBACK, 36PP, £12,99 
ISBN 9781783449767

Many children’s books depict heroes, and 
one might then think about superheroes, 
but not in the case of Papa Penguin. This 
book focuses on quotidian heroism: ‘an 
ordinary daddy penguin’. The author 
evokes an image of parenthood, a warm 
family metaphor, through the titular 
Papa Penguin. The style and content 
of the imagery, with its smooth and 
delicate drawing, create a warm and safe 
atmosphere. The text and imagery flow 
well into one another: we see the drawings 
interact with the story, containing many 
clues and hints about the content to come. 
The father’s tale is inspired by the child’s 
remarks, and through a mise en abyme – a 
story within a story – we travel along with 
the little boy as the allegory is woven. This 
is truly more of a book about storytelling 
than simply a storybook.

Papa Penguin focuses on the real 
superpowers of daily life: ‘trying his best to 
keep the chick inside warm and safe’; love 
and family overcoming and supporting 
one another through tough times. It is a 
bedtime story for young readers, but also 
definitely intended to be shared between 
parents and children, addressing both 
adult worries and children’s fears. It is also 
the perfect way to remind a future older 
brother or sister that the family will always 
be around. 5–7

Manon Calmus
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Helen Mortimer 
Illustrated by Katie Cottle

OMAR, THE BEES AND ME
OWLET PRESS, M ARCH 2021  
PAPERBACK, 32PP, £7.99  
ISBN 9781913339067

Rarely does one come across a book that 
is so remarkable it makes one wish they 
had read it as a child. Mortimer and 
Cottle’s stunning picturebook weaves a 
heartwarming tale of Maisie and Omar, 
the new boy at school. At first glance it 
seems to be a simple story, in which Show 
and Tell, a classroom activity, inspires a 
group of children to explore sustainability 
through caring for bees. But Omar, the 
Bees and Me also touches on inclusivity 
and diversity in a sweet and subtle way. It 
not only represents people from all walks 
of life but also shows how shared interests 
bring people together and make everyone 
feel welcome.

Mortimer and Cottle, through a perfect 
blend of words and pictures, create a 
spectacularly colourful world. Cottle’s 
illustrations are endearing, with many 
set on a white background – framing 
and giving distinction to these ordinary 
moments. Mortimer uses accessible 
language and gives the children the voice 
in the story. The spreads containing 
children’s handwriting again reinforce 
their importance too. The recipe featured 
in the story and given at the end of the 
book makes the story all the sweeter. 

As a teacher, it is very exciting to come 
across this picturebook. The learning 
possibilities are infinite for the classroom. 
The peaceful conclusion to the story will 
also encourage a restful night’s sleep for 
younger children. A must have for every 
classroom and bookshelf. 5–7

Michelle Holst

Cath Ard 
Illustrated by Greer Stothers

KALEIDOSCOPE OF 
CREATURES
WIDE-E YED EDITIONS, FEBRUARY 2021 
HARDBACK, 64PP, £14.99 
ISBN 9780711258730 

This book explores the painting palette of 
nature: it takes the reader on an adventure 
through every colour of the rainbow and 
details how that colour applies to the 
animal kingdom. Take pink, for example – 
did you know that hippos make their own 
pink sunscreen to protect them from the 
sun? Or that, when excited, the Amazon 
river dolphin blushes pink? Of course you 
didn’t – you haven’t read this book yet!

Risograph illustrations produce a crowd-
pleasing aesthetic and are a breath of fresh 
air in the sometimes-formulaic world of 
children’s book illustration. But the fun 
doesn’t stop there! This kaleidoscope of 
creatures also delves into the finer aspects 
of colour in the animal kingdom. We 
learn all about camouflage and why some 
animals glow and sparkle like disco balls. 
We also learn about animals that can 
put their predators into a trance. How, 
you ask? With a dazzling colour display 
that looks a bit like a firework show 
rippling across their bodies! There are 
even some animals that dress themselves 
up in disguises, with coloured markings 
mimicking eyes in the back of their head. 
Indeed, after reading this book, the 
colours of natural history will no longer be 
a mystery. Non-fiction, 5–7, 8–10

Shakira Browne

Corrinne Averiss 
Illustrated by Kristyna Litten 

THE LONG WAY HOME
STRIPES PUBLISHING, M ARCH 2021  
PAPERBACK, 96PP, £7.99  
ISBN 9781788951685 

 

The Long Way Home is a simple story of 
intergenerational relationships, adventure 
and taking note of the little things. Otto 
and his grandma have decided to trek 
across the savannah to Lion Mountain 
for a bit of exploring. Otto, our young 
elephant hero, is a natural explorer; he 
takes after his grandma, Nanu, who is 
fearless and always up for taking Otto 
with her on expeditions. They start their 
journey very early in the day, armed with 
a backpack full of supplies, and as they 
travel they pass different landmarks and 
friends along the way. 

But Nanu is having a forgetting day. She 
can’t seem to remember where she left 
their backpack full of snacks or the name 
of the mountain. Otto is worried but 
believes Nanu will be all right. But when 
she forgets the way home and they end up 
in the deep dark jungle, it’s up to Otto to 
get them home safely. Using his keen sense 
of direction and notable landmarks, Otto 
leads Nanu on the journey back to Mama 
and Papa.  

Full of beautifully illustrated images of the 
African savannah, this book is well suited 
to those who are starting to read books on 
their own, helping them build confidence 
in their reading ability. A great book to 
read alone or together, The Long Way Home 
is a delight on the page. 5–7, 8–10

Shelby Todd
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Jess Kidd

EVERYDAY MAGIC
CANONGATE BOOKS, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 304PP, £6.99  
ISBN 9781838850203 

Acclaimed author Jess Kidd makes her 
children’s fiction debut with this playful 
tale of magic and bravery. Newly orphaned 
Alfie – son of two very ‘careless’ parents – 
is surprised to discover he has two aunts, 
and even more startled to learn they’re 
witches. Gertrude’s delighted to welcome 
him to the magical world, while Zita – 
who denounces him as a ‘scaredy-jelly’ – 
feels he’d be better off pickled. 

A new friendship and a threat from the 
nasty Head Witch propel Alfie’s journey 
towards discovering he can be courageous 
after all – a worthwhile message for young 
readers that slips in alongside Kidd’s 
evident delight in drawing on, and playing 
with, familiar children’s fiction tropes. Her 
witches arrive on sleek vacuum cleaners 
rather than brooms; ghost librarians still 
‘shhh!’ visitors; magic mirrors work a 
bit like satnav systems when captured 
prisoners need to be tracked down. 
(There’s also a cake shop, with due 
diligence paid to sweet treats throughout 
the text, and Alfie’s new pal hails from the 
circus that’s just arrived in town – add in 
a few smugglers and this would be Blyton 
on steroids.)

While characterisation sometimes takes 
second place to the wacky high jinks 
(Alfie’s understated take on magic – ‘It’s 
a bit odd, but I’m sure we’ll get used to 
it’ – doesn’t quite ring true) and there are 
a few too many exclamation points, this is 
ultimately a warm, funny adventure story 
with a suitably gentle level of menace for 
this age group. 8–10

Claire Hennessy

Mark Powers 
Illustrated by Dapo Adeola

SPACE DETECTIVES
BLOOMSBURY CHILDREN’S BOOKS 
FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 176PP, £6.99 
ISBN 9781526603180 

Do you fancy the sound of Extra Minty 
Grapefruit and Smoky Bacon Flavour Ice 
Cream? The Cow People of Pluto certainly 
can’t seem to get enough of it, as best 
friends Connor and Ethan find out when 
they agree to run Ethan’s Uncle Nick’s 
ice-cream stall on the mind-boggling 
space station Starville during the summer 
holidays. Despite the excitement of being 
on a space station encased in a giant dome, 
Connor and Ethan long for a mystery: lost 
pets, robberies – the Space Detectives will 
happily take on any case. So, when they 
discover that the giant space station is on a 
fatal collision course with the Moon, they 
jump at the chance to solve the mystery 
and save the day.

From the hilarious illustrations to the 
gripping story of two very different 
detective friends, this is a riotously funny, 
fast-paced mystery full of fantastic and 
fantastical characters and lots of laugh-
out-loud moments. The giant purple 
Snarltoothed Grizloid is not to be missed! 
Perhaps the best praise I can give is that 
the book kept disappearing when I left it 
down, and I would find my eight-year-old 
son hiding in his den, laughing out loud, 
having a sneaky read. We are both looking 
forward to the next instalment of the 
Space Detectives and imagine it will be 
just as goofy and gripping. A really funny 
read! 5–7, 8–10

Ruth James

Maz Evans 
Illustrations by Jez Tuya

VI SPY: LICENCE TO CHILL
CHICKEN HOUSE, FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 336PP, £6.99 
ISBN 9781912626892

Most children know their parents keep 
little secrets from them, but what if you 
found out that your mum was keeping 
huge, life-changing, amazing secrets from 
you? Everything changes for Valentine 
(Vi) Day the minute she hears that her 
mum and her nan were both top secret 
agents and that her dead hero dad wasn’t 
a hero or, well ... even dead. Suddenly 
everything begins to make a lot more 
sense. Determined to join the family 
business of top secret spying, Vi must use 
all her innate spy skills to save her family 
and the world from evil.

In this first book in a new series from the 
award-winning author of the Who Let 
the Gods Out? series, Maz Evans hits the 
sweet spot where achingly funny meets 
laugh-out-loud silly. In the midst of a 
full-throated mystery adventure, Vi and 
her stepbrother navigate the difficulties 
of family relationships, disappointments, 
bullying and so much more, without the 
story losing any impact, pace or humour. 
The highlight of the book is the cast of 
wonderful characters whom you instantly 
fall in love with, even if, for some of them, 
it is more that you love-to-hate them. It 
is impossible not to love the mesmerising 
and flatulent Siren, as she winds her way 
into our hearts on a cloud of pheromones 
and noxious bean gas. Evans really knows 
how to get the most from her characters, 
creating laugh-out-loud moments and plot 
twists that keep the reader on their toes. 
This is a book to cheer even the worst of 
the lockdown blues. 8–10, 10–12

Ruth James
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Paul Coomey

STICK BOY
STRIPES PUBLISHING, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 256PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781788952309

 
When our main character, Stick Boy, 
moves to a new town, he is hoping that 
his problems will be left behind. He 
has always felt different but is looking 
forward to a new start. However, almost 
immediately he attracts the ire of the 
school bullies, Sam and Gretchen, and 
feels extremely alone. Little does he know 
he is about to meet a whole new group of 
friends and go on a whirlwind adventure 
in the process. 

This book is excellent at portraying the 
anxiety, isolation and fear children can feel 
when being bullied and excluded. Stick’s 
simple design allows him to be malleable, 
both physically within the story and also 
within the mind of a child. When he feels 
the dark swirls rising up in him, they are 
physically depicted through accompanying 
illustrations and lend tangible imagery 
that children (and adults) often find 
difficult to vocalise. His new friend circle 
is a diverse, charming cast and shows 
the importance of true friendship and 
accepting people for who they are. 

The book manages to juggle all this while 
also providing a diabolical villain for the 
children to face. Just what is the Baron up 
to and why do his homebots follow Stick 
and his friends? There is so much mystery 
to unfold but the central core of the story, 
the feelings of togetherness and hope, can 
teach children that they do not have to 
be alone with their fears. As Stick himself 
puts it: ‘This is different. This is good.’ 
10–12

Shane Gibbons

Phil Earle 

WHEN THE SKY FALLS 
ANDERSEN PRESS, JUNE 2021 
PAPERBACK, 320PP, £6.99   
IBSN 9781783449651

 
This is a must-read-in-one-sitting title, 
inspired by a true story. Young Joseph 
experiences the trials and tribulations of 
life during World War II. Left without 
either parent, he is sent to live with 
his grandmother. Joseph’s feelings of 
abandonment and disdain for the war 
that caused everything create a deep-
seated resentment within him. Incapable 
of taming his rage, he pushes everyone 
around him as far away as possible, 
refusing to behave. Unable to break his 
walls down and overcome his unfailing 
resolve for conflict and trouble, Joseph’s 
gran sends him away, again. 

With ‘emotions securely locked down’ he 
is taken in by the mysterious, intriguing 
and just as moody Mrs Farrelly in Calmly 
View. Amazingly, Mrs Farrelly is the 
owner of the rundown city zoo. Here, 
Joseph is acquainted with Adonis, a lonely, 
grieving and ferociously strong silverback 
gorilla. A fated meeting. Adonis absorbs 
Joseph’s troubles into his own emotional 
trauma, prompting him to question his 
behaviour. Through spending time at the 
zoo observing Adonis and working to 
gain his trust, Joseph learns much about 
himself. Meanwhile, school forces him 
into the company of straight-talking and 
insightful Syd more often than he would 
like. 

At first Joseph is lost, alone and wanting, 
unable to recognise the caring people 
surrounding him that want to help. With 
time, Adonis, Syd and even Mrs F open 
his heart up to the possibility of trusting 
friendship. This is a gorgeous story that is 
earth shatteringly sad, yet heartwarming. 
Tissues at the ready. 10–12

Katie Sullivan Smyth

Nizrana Farook

THE BOY WHO MET A 
WHALE
NOSY CROW, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 272PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781788009430

Calling all brave adventurers for a thrilling 
search for treasure in The Boy Who Met a 
Whale. Farook takes us on a journey to the 
island of Serendib where Razi, Shifa and 
Zheng must use their skills, brains and 
courage to follow a treasure map so they 
can rescue a hidden treasure. There is a lot 
of excitement along the way as they sail 
through a sea of monsters and race against 
the evil Marco and Cook, who want the 
treasure for themselves. They must learn 
to work together, to trust the sea and to 
respect the ocean creatures in order to 
succeed on their mission.

The marine world is a powerful force, full 
of wonder and mystery, and this story is 
perfect for readers who are ready for an 
adventure at sea. Farook creates beautiful 
imagery that captures the magnificence 
of the ocean and the life within it. Young 
readers are sure to be enchanted by images 
of a leatherback turtle gently paddling 
through the water, of bright colourful 
coral reefs and of a jumping blue whale 
with clusters of barnacles covering its 
underbelly.

The most important lesson the children 
learn on their adventure is the importance 
of family and their ability to make new 
family and friends wherever they go. 
Treasure maps, sea monsters and friends, 
it’s the perfect read for young adventurers. 
10–12

Orla Carr
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Lindsay Galvin

DARWIN’S DRAGONS
CHICKEN HOUSE, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 286PP, £6.99 
ISBN 9781912626465

 
Syms Covington was a cabin boy, fiddler 
and assistant to Charles Darwin on the 
HMS Beagle during the voyage that led to 
Darwin’s theories of evolution. Darwin’s 
Dragons describes the wonders of the 
Galapagos Islands and introduces an 
element of fantasy to the famous journey.

In Galvin’s tale Syms is swept to an 
island with just his fiddle. The dangers 
of exposure and lack of water pale to 
insignificance when he encounters a huge 
beast, a dragon. With the help of the lizard 
he names Farthing, Syms survives, but it 
soon becomes clear that the dragon needs 
help only he can give. But when he returns 
to England, how can he save Darwin’s 
dragons from those much more powerful 
and influential than he is?

Galvin weaves a tale of fantasy combined 
with history and the beauty of the natural 
world. The book is infused with colour 
and light, contrasting the brightness of the 
tropics with the grey of England in winter. 
Darwin’s Dragons may not be completely 
factual but the natural world around us 
is just as fantastic and this is showcased 
time and again in the book. Despite being 
fantasy fiction, this book will wake in 
the reader not only the joy of a tale well 
told but also the desire to discover more 
about Darwin’s travels, his theories and 
the amazing species that populate the 
Galapagos Islands. It will lead readers 
on a voyage of their own from the prose 
of fiction to magic of the natural world. 
10–12

Róisín Stronach

Hannah Foley

THE SPELLBINDING SECRET 
OF AVERY BUCKLE
KELPIES, M ARCH 2021 
PAPERBACK, 208PP, £6.99 
ISBN 9781782506409

‘Spellbinding’ is certainly a good word 
to describe this book. Foley has done a 
wonderful job of creating an exciting story 
brimming with magic. She has created 
a magical realm which exists in the in-
between spaces, and within this realm 
many magical creatures can be found. The 
story takes inspiration from ancient Celtic 
myths, with the inclusion of creatures 
such as the Cat Fae, the Bean Nighe, the 
Crannog and the faeries.

The reader is taken on a magical adventure 
full of twists, turns and surprises. Magic 
is thinning in Scotland, and Avery 
Buckle and her best friend, Low, must 
find the lost wizard in order to save the 
magical world and stop the return of an 
evil monster. In this story, paper, pens 
and, of course, books contain powerful 
magic. Foley creates delightfully magical 
moments of a flying bike, secret portals 
and a magical battle that are sure to 
captivate young readers.

Avery Buckle has always felt different. 
With her magical guardians, her night 
vision and her cat tail, she felt that she 
didn’t belong. There is an important 
lesson for young readers to learn in this 
book. Avery discovers she is not the only 
one who feels different and alone when 
she learns that Low has also been hiding 
his own magical secret. As they venture 
through the magical world, they learn that 
what makes us different also makes us 
special. A highly imaginative read. 10–12

Orla Carr

Jenny Jacoby 
Illustrated by Jem Venn

COOL ENGINEERING:  
FILLED WITH FANTASTIC FACTS  
FOR KIDS OF ALL AGES
PAVILION CHILDREN’S BOOKS, M ARCH 2021 
HARDBACK, 112PP, £9.99 
ISBN 9781843654728 
There’s a world of engineering and 
technology at our fingertips nowadays, but 
can you explain how a touchscreen works, 
if robots can think and why diversity in 
engineering makes our world safer? The 
latest book in the Cool series does not 
disappoint in answering these questions 
and many more and is packed with 
fantastic facts and exciting experiments. 
This book acknowledges the great 
engineering contributions of Archimedes 
and Leonardo da Vinci but readers will be 
delighted to see more recent developments, 
including the teenager who brought 
sustainable energy to his village and the 
space endeavours of Elon Musk.

The history of engineering from the wheel 
right up to today’s climate engineering 
and nanobots is outlined, while still 
showing how current engineering has 
its foundations in these ancient ideas. 
Jacoby ensures the reader’s connection 
with familiar technology is explored 
and enhanced with clever informative 
details and hands-on experiments that 
require little specialised equipment. The 
experiments often rely on items found in 
the recycling box, while still challenging 
young engineers to think, plan and 
redesign the engineering tasks. Venn’s art 
is clean-lined, with her fun and quirkiness 
bouncing out from the experiment pages.

Most importantly, the final third of 
this book shows the positive impact 
engineering can have on our future. 
Knowing the difference engineering can 
make for health, clean energy and saving 
the planet will leave readers empowered 
and in no doubt about how cool 
engineering is. 10–12

Olivia Hope
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Mitch Johnson

POP!
ORION, M AY 2021  
PAPERBACK, 352PP, £7.99  
ISBN 9781510107618

 
Pop is a weird, funny, thrills-and-spills 
old-fashioned adventure about two kids, 
Queenie and Todd, who are on the run 
from a global soft-drinks corporation, 
Mac Tonic™. The world seems to go insane 
when two board executives of Mac Tonic™, 
who each hold half the recipe for their 
famous soda pop, both end up in a plane 
crash. Without access to their famous 
recipe, the Mac Tonic ™ company is in 
trouble: soon there are global shortages of 
the world’s most popular drink and riots 
in the streets. 

When the recipe washes up on the shore 
at Queenie’s feet, the corporation is 
determined to get it from her, no matter 
the cost. She meets Todd and their on-the-
run adventures include meeting alligators 
and aliens and visiting Area 51.

Johnson’s storytelling is brilliant; the 
pages are littered with quirky pop culture 
references. Queenie is a tough, witty 
adventurer, who eventually realises 
how lucky she is to have a friend in 
Todd. The book also presents powerful 
messages about consumerism, greed and 
pollution, as Queenie begins to realise 
the devastating effect her favourite pop 
has had on the world. It gives children a 
powerful message about taking ownership 
of our treatment of the planet and our 
spending and just how powerful our 
choices can be. 10–12

Lisa Redmond

Anthea Simmons

BURNING SUNLIGHT
ANDERSEN PRESS, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 320PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781839130441

 
Zaynab is a twelve-year-old girl from 
Somaliland travelling with her father to 
the UK for six months. She is mourning 
her dead mother and barely speaking to 
her father. At her new school in Devon, 
Zaynab becomes friends with Lucas. 
Together they must work to convince their 
local community to help them take a stand 
against the climate-change emergency and 
a possibly corrupt scheme that threatens 
her home and people.

You can feel Zaynab’s anger crackling 
right off the page. Initially, she is so 
abrasive and judgemental that it’s hard 
to like her. She doesn’t soften much, 
but while she remains formidable, she 
eventually opens herself up to others, 
including Lucas and her own father.

The final showdown is exciting and intense 
and will have you on the edge of your seat. 
One later scene is a little too quick and 
easy to be believed, but the ending of the 
story is hopeful and realistic.

The author acknowledges young 
influencers such as Greta Thunberg, and 
Zaynab may also be inspired by Malala 
Yousafzai. The young warriors of this 
generation aren’t afraid to speak out and 
do what they think needs to be done.

This engrossing book strikes a careful 
balance between focusing on the complex 
interpersonal relationships of the 
characters and the efforts of Lucas and 
Zaynab and their friends to galvanise 
the school and village to social activism. 
10–12, 12–14

A. Colleen Jones

Anna Woltz 
Translated by Laura Watkinson

TALKING TO ALASKA
ROCK THE BOAT, APRIL 2021  
PAPERBACK, 192PP, £6.99  
ISBN 9781786075833

The first day at a new school is stressful 
for anyone, but for Parker and Sven it’s 
especially tough. Parker is dealing with the 
aftermath of a traumatic event and Sven is 
desperate not to be known as the boy with 
epilepsy. It also doesn’t help when they 
become mortal enemies during the first 
class. When Parker discovers that Alaska, 
the beloved dog she had to give away, now 
belongs to Sven, she resolves to get him 
back. 

There’s lots to like about this book. 
For a start, both Parker and Sven are 
compelling, flawed characters, and 
by allowing them to voice alternating 
chapters, the reader can see how 
understandings and misunderstandings 
occur. It also shows their feelings towards 
Alaska, a beloved pet for one and an 
inconvenient beast for another. 

The plot is intriguing and moves at a quick 
pace, and with an added mystery element, 
so it is actually challenging not to read 
the book in one sitting. The author writes 
sensitively about being different and about 
trauma, and the effects they both have 
on people and their families. It is really 
interesting to read about a character who 
has epilepsy and how he deals with it. 

Credit must be given to the translator, 
too, whose skilful and flowing translation 
surely does justice to the original Dutch. 
This is a universal story that deserves to 
find a wide audience. 10–12, 12–14

Paul Staunton
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Alexandra Bracken

LORE
QUERCUS, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 552PP, £8.99 
ISBN 9781786541529

 

The Agon is Zeus’s punishment for the 
nine gods who tried to overthrow him 
long ago: for seven days every seven years, 
a city becomes a battleground in which 
those gods become mortal and are hunted 
by the bloodlines of the other gods. The 
hunters who manage to slay a god take 
their power and ascend to become new 
gods themselves, who will, in turn, be 
hunted at the next Agon. The eponymous 
Lore, the last of the descendants of the 
house of Perseus, is still grieving the loss 
of her family in the previous cycle and 
has no intention of being involved in the 
slaughter this time. However, when her 
supposedly dead childhood friend, Castor, 
turns up very much alive and she finds the 
ancient goddess Athena wounded at her 
door, she is drawn into seeking revenge for 
her family’s murder, and we are launched 
into an epic, fast-paced adventure.

The premise and world-building are very 
compelling – ancient Greek characters 
encounter modern-day technologies as 
the gods create wealth and power for their 
families, and Bracken is adept at exploring 
the role of women in both the myths and 
the contemporary world, as well as the 
nature of heroism, glory and retribution. 
The many bloodlines, old and new gods, 
and historical grievances and enmities are 
difficult to keep track of at times, but there 
is a handy guide to the bloodlines and cast 
of characters at the front and back of the 
book. A gripping read! 12–14

Caoimhe Nic Lochlainn

Pól Ó Cainín

FILEÁNFÁL
COMHAR, DEIREADH FÓMHAIR 2020  
CLÚDACH BOG, 126LCH, €10.00 
ISBN 9781916240346 

 
‘Is mise Fileánfál. Ní deamhan mé, 
ní aingeal mé, tuigfidh tú sin roimh 
dheireadh an lae.’ Trí scéal fantaisíochta 
atá sa leabhar Fileánfál le Pól Ó Cainín. 
Tá cuma bhuachaill óig ar Fhileánfál 
ach, i ndairíre, ní duine daonna é in aon 
chor, ach neach de chineál eile atá chomh 
sean leis an gceo. Tá sé ann le trioblóid 
a chothú dóibh siúd a dhéanann éagóir 
ar dhaoine óga. Iompaíonn sé an phian 
a chruthaíonn bulaí ar ais ar an mbulaí 
féin le ceacht a mhúineadh dó. Cuireann 
sé treibh atá ag déanamh scrios agus 
ár ar bhailte beaga meánaoiseacha faoi 
smacht agus imríonn sé cleasa ar intinn 
fuadaitheora pháistí. Cé nach maith ná olc 
é an príomhcharachtar, ach idir eatarthu, 
tuigfidh léitheoirí óga go soiléir cé hiad na 
daoine a bhfuil cuairt ó Fhileánfál tuillte 
acu agus beidh cion acu ar an ‘mbuachaill’ 
aisteach seo roimh dheireadh an leabhair. 
Is scéalta moráltachta iad seo atá inste 
i dteanga atá simplí ach saibhir. Tá an 
leabhar deas soléite agus baintear úsáid as 
abairtí gearra a bhfuil neart spáis timpeall 
orthu, a bheadh chomh mealltach céanna 
do léitheoirí drogallacha is atá na scéalta 
iad féin. Is fiú é a léamh go díreach leis 
an mbrí atá leis an ainm Fileánfál a fháil 
amach. An-chliste go deo! 11–14

Sadhbh Devlin

Dr Ranj Singh 
Illustrated by David O’Connell

HOW TO GROW UP AND 
FEEL AMAZING! THE NO 
WORRIES GUIDE FOR BOYS
WREN & ROOK, FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 160PP, £9.99 
ISBN 9781526362957 
Dr Ranj has appeared on BBC’s Strictly 
Come Dancing and has his own TV show. 
In this book he deals with puberty and 
growing up, offering support, information 
and advice to boys on the subject. The 
lively text is complemented by a cheerful 
layout that incorporates illustrations by 
David O’Connell.

Grow Up and Feel Amazing runs the 
gamut of the challenges, perils and 
pleasures of life for the average tween or 
teen. Relationships, bullying, body image, 
nutrition, the internet, mindfulness and, 
of course, sex are just some of the many 
topics covered. The book is peppered with 
pop cultural references, and there’s even a 
playlist of songs mentioned in the text at 
the end of the book, which includes Jessie 
J, Ed Sheeran and Lizzo (who I’ll pretend 
I’ve heard of). 

What makes the title appealing is Ranj’s 
honesty about both the insecurities 
and emotional problems he faced when 
growing up and his sexuality. Youngsters 
are likely to find his perspective as an adult 
sympathetic. The illustrations depicting 
teenagers and family life also include 
images of a more graphic, medical nature. 
These complement the passages that deal 
with the ‘bits and bobs’ of the human 
reproductive system.

As well as the aforementioned playlist, 
there is a resources list and a glossary of 
terms mentioned in the text at the end of 
the book. 12–14

Alan Murphy
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Alex Wheatle

THE HUMILIATIONS OF 
WELTON BLAKE
BARRINGTON STOKE, FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 138PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781781129494

When we first meet Welton, he’s about 
to start one of the worst days of his life. 
Although utterly chuffed that he asked out 
Carmella the day before, Welton wakes up 
with a dead phone and so no way to text 
and firm up their date. Once at school, a 
catalogue of hilarious slapstick disasters 
ensue as he vomits his breakfast over the 
girl in front of him in class, sprains his 
ankle, is bullied and threatened (a routine 
part of his day) and gets detention. 

Even if it wasn’t the worst day ever, 
Welton has a lot on his plate: his parents 
are separated, his dad’s a mess and living 
in a squalid flat, and his mum has a new 
man (with an annoying five-year-old 
son). Money is tight, and there’s also the 
regular ‘tax for the chancellor’ he has 
to pay to Hulk-like bully Brian, whose 
full moustache makes the whole school 
kowtow to him.

But Welton is plucky and has the cast of 
his beloved Star Wars to call on whenever 
he’s in doubt. He also has a nice little 
business selling insults at 50p a shot, such 
is his command of vocabulary. 

Wheatle drew some inspiration from his 
own schooldays to capture the awkward 
raging-hormone angst and cringeworthy 
reality of teenage life to a tee. Parents 
will be interested that the book was 
produced with dyslexic readers in mind. 
Recommended for a reading ability of 8+. 
12–14 

Susan McKeever

Justin Hancock 
Illustrated by Fuchsia MacAree

CAN WE TALK ABOUT 
CONSENT?
FRANCES LINCOLN CHILDREN’S BOOKS 
FEBRUARY 2021, HARDBACK, 160PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9780711256545 
 
Consent has been a hot topic for a number 
of years now, often highlighted as an 
issue missing from school curriculums. 
This illustrated book aims to tackle the 
topic for young people in an easy-to-
understand way, mixing humour and 
serious subject matter in short and witty 
digestible chunks.

Can We Talk About Consent? offers a 
step-by-step guide on how to understand 
consent when making choices such as 
watching a movie or ordering pizza with 
friends, or when it comes to hugging, 
kissing and sex. It also teaches you 
techniques for saying and understanding 
‘no’ and how to relate to and understand 
other people’s experiences. 

The beautiful illustrations are seamlessly 
interwoven with the text to help bring 
the concepts to life, often depicting the 
scenarios and providing light relief.

While the book explains key terms 
like ‘agency’, ‘consent’ and ‘self-care’ 
throughout, it also contains a handy 
glossary for reference.  The activity section 
at the end helps you to practise what 
you’ve learned, and additional resources 
are listed for support. Not only suitable 
for older children and teenagers to read 
alone, the book would make a great 
resource for parents or teachers who want 
support in educating young people about 
consent. 12–14, Young Adult

Zoe Forde

Anne Fine

SHADES OF SCARLET
DAVID FICKLING BOOKS, M ARCH 2021 
HARDBACK, 288PP, £12.99 
ISBN 9781788451352

 
When Scarlet’s parents separate, all she 
gets is a few days’ notice and a pretty 
scarlet notebook. The notebook is a gift in 
which Scarlet can write about her ‘brand-
new life’, but she vows to write only the 
harsh truth about her selfish mother and 
useless father. Of course, the truth is never 
quite so simple.

Shades of Scarlet might be a quiet book 
if the main character, Scarlet, wasn’t so 
quick, stubborn and funny. This is because 
relationships change and end in quite 
ordinary and subdued ways, even when the 
result is heartbreaking. And while there is 
betrayal, jealousy and tears, there can also 
be kindness. 

This is what Anne Fine is especially deft 
at: combining moments of crisis with 
both wit and empathy. Scarlet’s world is 
realistically populated with others who are 
adapting to new families and lives, though 
some of these characters (a single mother, 
a friend adjusting to a disability) deserve 
more page time. Fine often focuses on 
families: how they are made and broken, 
and what happens to young people in the 
process.

This might be called ‘growing up’, but 
doesn’t necessarily translate to ‘acting like 
a grown up’. The adults of the novel are 
equally capable of being sulky, secretive 
and angry. Maturity is mainly about 
the ability to have awkward, honest 
conversations, as difficult for parents as 
it is for their own teenagers. This is how 
the truth is found, and if it’s painful and 
rewarding, it can also be quite funny. 
Young Adult

Clara Kumagai
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Goldy Moldavsky

THE LAST GIRL
ELECTRIC MONKE Y, APRIL 2021 
PAPERBACK, 448PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9780755501526

 
Rachel isn’t like the other students at her 
New York high school. She didn’t grow 
up with nannies indulging her whims 
and she’s more interested in watching 
vintage horror films than getting into the 
cool parties. She also survived a violent 
attack last year that unleashed a side of 
her that she’s desperate to keep hidden. 
When Rachel witnesses a classmate being 
humiliated by apparently supernatural 
forces, she suspects foul play. Her 
investigation into the school’s mysterious 
prankster leads her to the Mary Shelley 
Club, a secret society that may hold the 
answer to all her problems – so long as her 
past doesn’t catch up to her.

At a time when teenagers are binging 
Friends episodes and rocking mom jeans, 
it makes perfect sense to release a book 
channeling the gleeful genre self-awareness 
of Scream, one of the nineties’ most iconic 
films. Moldavsky’s vision of teenagers 
recreating horror-movie tropes to terrify 
their enemies fits perfectly into the classic 
scream-queen canon while also raising 
incisive questions about our current age of 
the performed self. 

Provided the reader can accept the 
rules of the horror genre – and if you 
can’t remember them, don’t worry 
because Rachel will remind you – this 
is a fun, twisty, deliciously demented 
rollercoaster ride. The ending feels a little 
underdeveloped, but then all great horror 
films must leave open the possibility of a 
sequel. Young Adult

Rachel Sneyd

L.L . McKinney 
Illustrated by Robyn Smith

NUBIA: REAL ONE
DC COMICS, FEBRUARY 2021  
PAPERBACK, 208PP, £12.99  
ISBN 9781401296407

Nubia: Real One is the first in a new DC 
comics series. The central character has 
been seen in comics before, sometimes 
presented as Wonder Woman’s sister, 
sometimes her twin and sometimes simply 
as another Amazon warrior. In this new 
incarnation, Nubia is a Black teenager 
living in the United States and aware of 
her super-powers, though trying to keep 
them a secret. 

She has no idea of her legendary origins. 
She lives a normal life with her two moms, 
goes to high school and cares strongly 
about injustice. When she knocks out a 
bully at a high school party for harassing 
her friend, she is worried that her family 
will have to move now that her secret 
is out. Instead, the bully and his goons 
hijack a Black Lives Matter protest, 
throwing bricks and yelling at the police 
so that a peaceful protest turns violent and 
Nubia’s friend is drawn into the chaos. 

This is a beautifully drawn comic, 
highlighting the racism, sexism and 
danger facing so many young people 
today, especially young Black women. 
The story is unflinching in showing these 
issues to the reader and in highlighting 
Nubia’s conflicting emotions. She has 
always been careful to keep her powers a 
secret but she also has a need to protect 
others. A fantastic introduction to a new 
teenage superhero that I hope we see more 
of in the future. Young Adult

Lisa Redmond

Amy McCaw

MINA AND THE UNDEAD
UCL AN PUBLISHING, APRIL 2021 
HARDBACK, 298PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781912979479

 

The year is roughly 1994 and a series 
of gory murders is terrorising New 
Orleans. What is interesting is that 
these deaths seem to tend towards a 
slightly vampiric nature. Will the aptly 
named Mina, a recent blow-in from 
England, be able to figure what’s going 
on and stop the killer before they strike 
again? 

The début of Amy McCaw, Mina and the 
Undead is a devilishly fun combination 
of Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Interview 
with the Vampire (it’s certainly no 
coincidence that it takes place just after 
the movies of both fang-themed properties 
come out). It’s a fun twisty mystery with 
enough references to real-life macabre 
stories in the history of New Orleans to 
keep even Wednesday Addams happy. It’s 
a little slow to begin, but once the mystery 
is up and running, it’s a ghost train of 
revelations and exciting set pieces. Lots of 
nostalgic references will appeal to readers 
and certainly reminded this reviewer of 
staying up late to sneakily watch The Lost 
Boys after my parents fell asleep.

There is an engaging cast of characters and 
a real sense of place; you can see yourself 
walking down Bourbon Street. Also, in 
the end, there is a promising hint at a 
sequel. For young fans of the Vampire 
Diaries and True Blood or older fans of 
Christopher Pike and Point Horror, this 
is definitely a book to sink your teeth 
into. Young Adult

Cethan Leahy
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Phil Stamper

AS FAR AS YOU’LL TAKE ME
BLOOMSBURY YA , FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 352PP, £6.99 
ISBN 9781526630728

 
Seventeen-year-old Marty travels to 
London with his oboe and a bit of savings. 
He’s lied to his parents to make his escape 
from conservative small-town Kentucky. 
Marty struggles to maintain the fiction 
that he’s attending a prestigious music 
academy, while he’s actually auditioning 
for gigs, making friends, experiencing 
his first romantic relationship and living 
openly as a gay man. His anxiety and guilt 
eat away at him, and Marty will do just 
about anything to avoid going home.

This is a wonderful coming-of-age story 
about a young man who is figuring 
out how to live life on his own terms, 
including exploring his sexuality, without 
judgement from others. Marty is a 
multifaceted character, balancing anxiety, 
shyness and lack of confidence with 
loyalty, kindness and a passion for music.

The present-day story is interspersed with 
diary entries from a family trip to London 
the year before, which did not go well. It’s 
an effective way to reveal the back story of 
Marty’s life and drive the plot forward as 
details are revealed.

Anyone who has experienced anxiety or 
insecurity in a new situation will relate to 
Marty’s struggles. His insecurities with his 
boyfriend drive him to disordered eating, 
which is all too common. Thankfully, 
Marty has great friends who support him.

The author has written a book that is rich 
and complex but still light and a joy to 
read. Mild swearing, a few kisses and an 
intimate scene but nothing graphic. Young 
Adult

A. Colleen Jones

Brittney Morris

THE COST OF KNOWING
HACHET TE, M ARCH 2021 
PAPERBACK, 352PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781444951745 

 
Sixteen-year-old Alex has had visions of 
the future of every person and object he 
touches ever since the tragic accident in 
which his parents died. His ‘curse’, as 
he calls it, is debilitating, marring every 
area of his life: his relationship with his 
girlfriend, Talia, his part-time job in an 
ice-cream shop, as well as his family life. 
He constantly feels overwhelmed and 
anxious, but he reaches crisis point when 
he foresees the imminent death of his 
younger brother, Isaiah, a near-recluse 
who is mostly holed up in his room, 
listening to music and playing games. The 
story follows Alex as he tries to reconnect 
with his brother, to break the curse and, 
ultimately, to survive. 

Set in Chicago, this page turner depicts 
the biases and injustices inherent in living 
in a racist society, and through Alex’s 
‘curse’, explores the inherited and lived 
trauma of a teenager growing up Black 
in America. It is also an examination of 
anxiety, grief and loss, and Morris’s first-
person narrative gives an astute depiction 
of a teenage boy’s inner monologue and 
preoccupations, exploring mental health, 
relationship angst and questions of 
responsibility, guilt and anger. Although 
the magical realism requires some 
suspension of disbelief, the important, 
powerful themes make this a compelling 
read which will stay with the reader long 
after they’ve finished the book. Young 
Adult

Caoimhe Nic Lochlainn

Renée Watson

LOVE IS A REVOLUTION 
BLOOMSBURY YA , FEBRUARY 2021 
PAPERBACK, 400PP, £7.99 
ISBN 9781526616821

 
Nala loves her cousin Imani but hates 
spending time with Imani’s new friends. 
Instead of chilling out and having fun 
like normal teenagers, they spend their 
time planning Inspire Harlem events and 
criticising other people’s ‘problematic’ 
music, make-up and single-use plastic. 
Then Nala meets Tye, a committed social 
justice activist who just so happens to be 
drop-dead gorgeous, and before she knows 
it she’s pretending to be a community-
organising, natural-hair-rocking vegan.

This is a joyful celebration of love in its 
many wonderful and frustrating forms – 
romantic love, familial love, community 
love and, most importantly of all, self-love. 
Nala is a charming, funny narrator who 
faces up to her various flaws without ever 
renouncing her unique personality. Her 
relationships with Imani and the older 
women in their family are beautifully 
captured, both supportive and challenging 
as necessary. The romantic storyline 
eschews some of the big dramatic beats 
that might be expected by readers, but is 
all the more compelling for it.

Watson is a lyrical writer with a sharp 
eye for social commentary. Nala is less 
political than her usual heroine – indeed, 
she actively mocks her ‘woke’ peers –  
which opens up an opportunity for 
Watson to explore the difference between 
performing values and living them, and to 
critique aspects of the activist social scene 
in a way that is smart, subtle and generous 
to all her characters. Young Adult

Rachel Sneyd
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reviewers/léirmheastóirí
Shakira Browne is an author–illustrator 
who devours books on a daily basis 
(What? They’re tasty!)

Manon Calmus has always loved 
children’s books and drawing. They 
studied the history of children’s 
literature and publishing in France 
before moving to Ireland.

Orla Carr has a degree in English 
literature and history from UCD. She 
is the co-founder of Castles in the Air 
Press.

Tá trí phictiúirleabhar Ghaeilge scríofa 
ag an údar Sadhbh Devlin. Bíonn sí ag 
gabháil den lámhcheardaíocht agus ag 
cabhrú chun cláir theilif íse a chruthú 
do TG4 freisin. Ba í Sadhbh Scríbhneoir 
Cónaithe 2019/2020 in dlr LexIcon.

Zoe Forde is an avid literature and 
history reader with a love for classic, 
contemporary and young adult 
literature. 

Shane Gibbons is a librarian and a 
Fighting Words facilitator with a 
particular interest in children’s books.

Claire Hennessy is a writer, editor, book 
reviewer and creative-writing facilitator 
from Dublin.

Michelle Holst is a primary school 
teacher with a passion for encouraging 
young readers and writers. She loves 
sharing her experiences of teaching with 
storybooks and that they can bring joy 
to learning and life.

Olivia Hope is an author, blogger and 
reviewer. 

Lucinda Jacob writes poetry and stories 
for children and facilitates creative-
writing workshops. Her latest book, 
Climate SOS!, illustrated by Alan Nolan 
and distributed to all Irish primary 
schools, is available to download from 
www.seai.ie

Ruth James works for a national park, 
pretending to be grown up, where she 
indulges her joint loves of sharing stories 
and caring for the environment.

A. Colleen Jones is a writer, the 
volunteer regional advisor for SCBWI 
Ireland and a volunteer writing tutor for 
Fighting Words.

Mary Esther Judy loves children’s books! 
A blogger (FallenStarStories), editor 
and former bookseller, you’ll f ind her 
surrounded by books to share, looking 
for their next reader.

Tarsila Krüse is an award-winning 
illustrator. Her books include Ná Gabh 
ar Scoil!, Bliain na nAmhrán and My Little 
Album of Dublin.

Clara Kumagai is a writer of f iction and 
non-f iction for children and adults. She 
currently lives in Tokyo. 

Cethan Leahy is an author and 
f ilmmaker from Cork. 

Jessica McCarry is currently working in 
one of her favourite places – the library! 
She loves reading books, recommending 
books and talking about books.

Anne McDonnell is an emerging 
children’s poet and writer with a zest for 
poems and stories that bring life to a 
page!

Susan McKeever is a publishing 
professional, editor and writer. 

Is leabharlannaí meánscoile agus 
aistritheoir í Siobhán McNamara. Bhí sí 
ina heagarthóir Gaeilge le hInis ó 2014 
go 2020. 

Alan Murphy is the writer and illustrator 
of four collections of poetry for children 
and teenagers. He is also a visual artist.

Dr Caoimhe Nic Lochlainn lectures in 
Irish in Dublin City University. Her f irst 
book for children, Scéalt le hInsint don 
Ghealach, was published in 2018.  

Maria O’Donovan, a graduate of UCC, 
is a learning support teacher and 
freelance writer with a love of children’s 
literature and picturebooks.

Michael O’Reilly is a retired educator, 
having worked as a teacher, school 
principal, advisor and curriculum 
designer during his career. He currently 
works as an artist, author, editor and 
occasional arts advisor in schools.

Lindsay Quayle supports the Early Years 
programme at Scottish Book Trust. 
She eats, sleeps and breathes children’s 
books.

Lisa Redmond is a blogger who 
specialises in historical f iction and works 
in the Irish library service. 

Juliette Saumande is a writer and 
translator of children’s books. Her latest 
picturebook is My Little Album of Dublin 
with Tarsila Krüse and The O’Brien 
Press.

Rachel Sneyd is a writer who is 
passionate about sparking a love of 
books and learning in reluctant readers. 
She’s currently completing a master’s in 
education.

Paul Staunton is a primary school 
teacher in the West, who appreciates 
good books, f ine illustration and lovely 
libraries.

Róisín Stronach has a master’s 
in children’s literature. She lives in 
Germany and loves reading children’s 
books. 

Katie Sullivan Smyth is studying 
children’s literature at Trinity College 
Dublin and is a club leader with 
Dyspraxia Ireland.

Shelby Todd is a library assistant for 
DLR Libraries and a lifelong reader. She 
loves suggesting new titles to young 
borrowers.

Penny Wiggle is a school librarian with a 
background in public libraries and health 
sciences. She is also a scout leader and 
lives in the Wicklow mountains.

Jan Winter currently lives in London 
where she is lucky enough to work 
with primary school readers in literacy 
support.
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AIB 
An Post 
Arts Council of Ireland
Arts Council of Northern Ireland
Baboró International Arts  
 Festival for Children 
Barnardos
Belfast Children’s Festival
Book Trust Northern Ireland
Bord Bia
Branar Téatar do Pháistí
Brown Bag Films
BUMBLEance
Business in the Community  
Business to Arts
Cairn Homes
Children in Hospital, Ireland
Citi 
Culture Ireland
Culture Night
DEAR Ireland
Department of Children, Equality,  
 Disability, Integration and Youth
Department of Education
Department of Foreign Affairs
Department of Tourism, Culture,  
 Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media
Disney Ireland
Dublin Book Festival
Dublin City University
Dublin UNESCO City of Literature
Dubray Books

Eason, Department 51
Ecclesiastical Insurance 
Ecclesiastical Movement  
 for Good Award 
Education Authority Northern Ireland
EURead
Family Friendly HQ 
Fingal County Council Arts Off ice 
Gaisce – The President’s Award
Galway 2020 
 European Capital of Culture
Google for Nonprof its
Gutter Bookshop
HackettFlynn Publisher’s Agency 
Health Service Executive,  
 Public Health Nursing, Limerick
Hodges Figgis 
International Literature  
 Festival Dublin
InTouch magazine (INTO)
Irish Copyright Licensing Agency
ISPCC Childline
Jigsaw 
JP McManus Benevolent Fund
KPMG
Libraries Ireland 
Libraries NI 
Limerick Libraries
Mary Immaculate College,  
 University of Limerick
MoLI – Museum of Literature Ireland
O’Kennedy Consulting

Poetry Ireland
Rethink Ireland
Rick O’Shea
RTÉ 
RTÉjr
RTÉ Toy Show Appeal 
Riverbank Arts Centre
Smurf it Kappa Foundation
St Michael’s House 
The Bookseller
The Cavanagh Family 
The Community Foundation  
 for Ireland 
The Ireland Funds 
The Society of St Vincent de Paul
Trinity Access Programme 
Trinity College Dublin
Toyota Ireland
Twitter
Tyrone Guthrie Centre at  
 Annaghmakerrig 
UNHCR – The UN Refugee Agency
University College Dublin
Waterford City and  
 County Council Arts Off ice
William Fry 
Words Ireland
Young at Art

For Children’s Books Ireland membership and resources, go online to childrensbooksireland.ie

ag cothú léitheoirí

chi ldren’s
books
ire land
every child a reader

leabhair
pháist í
é i reann

Follow us on social media!

childrensbooksireland  

@KidsBooksIrel

@kidsbooksirel

CBI-Children’s Books Ireland

Funders, Partners and Supporters/Maoinitheoirí, Comhpháirtithe  
agus Lucht Tacaíochta

We wish to thank all of our socially minded government, corporate, charity and individual supporters and all our Leading Lights. 
Our supporters are fundamental to our success and play such an important role in furthering our goal of making books part of 
every child’s life in Ireland. We also wish to thank all the children’s publishers, booksellers and librarians whom we work so closely 
with on a weekly basis: we could not carry out the work of Children’s Books Ireland without their support.
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