BOOKS ET AL.
FOR YOUNGER READERS

Science Books for Fun and Learning—Some Good 2010 Choices

I

general public. The titles considered for the
2011 prizes were published between September 2009 and August 2010.
Here, we offer short descriptions
of the 16 ﬁnalists chosen by panels
of librarians, educators, and scientists. Full reviews of each book
have been published or will appear
in Science Books and Films, and
AAAS members can read these
reviews on the Web. The winners
will be announced in February
at the AAAS Annual Meeting in
Washington, DC.
The clear and accurate presentation of scientiﬁc concepts is one
of the criteria used by the judges.
But we hope young readers will
ﬁnd the books both informative
and enjoyable.

–Heather Malcomson,1 Barbara Jasny,
Laura Zahn, and Sherman Suter

Bones. Steve Jenkins. Scholastic, New York,
2010. 48 pp. $16.99. ISBN 9780545046510.
Surprisingly, the precisely scaled, mottled white,
gray, and dusty yellow illustrations of bones that
ﬁll this book’s pages are not photographs or
drawings but cut-paper collages. Jenkins uses
them to show variations and similarities among
elements of vertebrate skeletons such as hands,
feet, limbs, ribs, and backbones. Several animals are presented as full skeletons, sometimes
in active (or even humorous) poses: a rabbit
bounding away from a pouncing leopard, and a person pursued by a charging rhinoceros. A small python, with nearly 200 ribs, occupies a four-page
foldout. Another foldout offers 11 skulls (ranging from human and wild pig
to tree shrew and chameleon), also at their actual sizes. A pair of facing pages
titled “Some assembly required” shows all 206 human bones organized into
groups; opening the pages reveals the complete skeleton. The limited text
touches on adaptations, symmetry, and joints, and a brief section at the back
of the book introduces a hodgepodge of scientiﬁc facts about bones.
Lizards. Nic Bishop. Scholastic, New York, 2010. 48 pp. $17.99.
ISBN 9780545206341.
Most of the world’s 5000 species of lizards inhabit warm climates such as
tropical rain forests and hot deserts. They range in size from the tiny dwarf
gecko of the Caribbean to the giant Komodo dragon of Indonesia. Colorful
closeup, full- and double-page photographs (with small species portrayed
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at two to four times actual size to capture their character) introduce examples
such as the legless glass lizard, skinks,
monitors, and the sandﬁsh that swims
through dunes. Other images show
lizards in action: a veiled chameleon
extending its tongue nearly 30 cm to
capture an insect prey, a gliding gecko
sailing through trees on its webbed feet
and skin ﬂaps, and a basilisk sprinting across water. Bishop, who holds a
doctorate in biological sciences, writes
clearly on a range of topics: life history,
behavior, physiology, diets, hunting tactics, defense against predators, camouﬂage, courtship, and reproduction. In an informative epilogue, he describes
his efforts to ﬁnd a thorny devil in the outback of Western Australia and his
experiences photographing animals in the wild and in captivity.
The Magic School Bus and the Climate Challenge. Joanna Cole,
illustrated by Bruce Degen. Scholastic, New York, 2010. 48 pp. $16.99.
ISBN 9780590108263.
For more than 20 years, Cole and Degen have been writing and illustrating
their series about the amazing teacher, Ms. Frizzle, who takes her class on
fantastical adventures that teach readers about scientiﬁc principles while being vastly entertaining. In this latest installment, the school bus changes into
a plane that whisks the class off to the Arctic and other parts of the world
to see the changes that have been occurring as a result of global warming.
Student “reports” at the edges of the pages provide facts about the science
and the choices that are being faced. (For example, one describes the pluses
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f you are trying to encourage an interest
in science among children or young
adults, the finalists for the 2011
Science Books and Films Prizes for
Excellence in Science Books should
provide some possibilities for your
holiday gift list. The prizes honor
works that promote an understanding and appreciation of science in younger readers. Sponsored by AAAS and Subaru, they
are awarded in four categories:
children’s science picture book
(for readers in grades K to 4), middle grades science book (grades 5
to 8), young adult science book
(high school), and hands-on science/activity book (any age). As
in recent years, most ﬁnalists for
the young adult award were not
speciﬁcally intended for that age
group but were written for the
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Middle Grades Science Book
The Hive Detectives: Chronicle of a Honey Bee Catastrophe. Loree
Grifﬁn Burns; photographs by Ellen Harasimowicz. Houghton Mifﬂin,
Boston, 2010. 80 pp. $18. ISBN 9780547152318. Scientists in the Field.
Burns spotlights an unsolved mystery: the cause of the catastrophic loss of
honeybees to “colony collapse disorder” (CCD). She ﬁrst introduces ready as she inspects
p
ers to beekeeping by following a hobbyist
her beehives.
The author then tells how commercial
beekeeper Dave Hackenberg, checking 200 of his hives in Florida, found
that 2 million of his pollinators had
vanished. In subsequent sections,
she describes the work of four scientists whose specialties (autopsies, bee
pests such as mites, bacterial and viral
pathogens, and pesticide monitoring)
opened separate lines of research to
consider different possible explanations for the threat to bees and, by extension, agriculture. Burns summarizes the researchers’ procedures, equipment, and ﬁndings before reporting
the theory that the outbreak of CCD may stem from a novel combination of
factors. Special feature pages and appendices present aspects of honeybee
anatomy, development, and social behavior along with how beekeepers harvest honey and the crucial roles bees play in pollinating plants and crops.
The color photographs included on nearly
every page effectively complement the informative text.
Kakapo Rescue: Saving the World’s
Strangest Parrot. Sy Montgomery;
photographs by Nic Bishop. Houghton
Mifﬂin, Boston, 2010. 80 pp. $18. ISBN
9780618494170. Scientists in the Field.
On a small island off southern New
Zealand, the author and the photographer
spent 10 days with conservation biologists
and volunteers who are attempting to stave off the extinction of the kakapo
(Strigops habroptilus). The heaviest of parrots (males weigh up to 3 kg),
kakapo are terrestrial, ﬂightless, and nocturnal. Although the species was
formerly common across New Zealand, introduced weasels, stoats, and cats
eliminated natural populations. A few score survivors were translocated to
predator-free islands, but by 1995 only 51 birds remained. Montgomery
and Bishop accompany members of the recovery team as they monitor

Why Do Elephants Need the
Sun? Robert E. Wells. Albert
Whitman, Park Ridge, IL, 2010.
32 pp. $16.99.
ISBN 9780807590812.
This playful but substantive book
uses a fun story to show the interconnectedness of the natural world and, in particular, the many roles
played by the Sun. Wells introduces young readers to our closest star and its
important functions and uses (including gravity, nuclear fusion, photosynthesis, telling time, and generating electricity). His accessible presentation
features an elephant who needs the Sun for warmth, food, and even water
(evaporated from the sea and blown inland to fall as rain or snow). Full of
the author’s kid-friendly drawings and diagrams, the book should help children begin to understand several, sometimes abstract, scientiﬁc concepts.
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and minuses of biofuels.) The
students learn about the greenhouse effect ﬁrst-hand when
they slide down to Earth on
sunbeams and are wafted back
up as heat—only to bounce
off the greenhouse gases and
descend to Earth again, ﬂying
through carbon dioxide emissions. At the end of the book,
the students discover ways that
they can save energy and put
on a play about global warming for their community. As with the earlier
adventures in the series, the whimsical illustrations are a big part of the
book’s success.

nesting burrows using hidden cameras, employ handheld receivers and automatic recorders (“snarks”) to radio-track bird movements, weigh chicks,
provide carefully selected and handled foods at outdoor stations, and even
incubate eggs gathered from some nests. Their visit included both lows
(deaths of chicks and of a male at least 70 years old) and highs (hatchings
in nests and in the lab; an unexpected daytime encounter). Text and photographs give readers an eyewitness account of the hands-on measures being
taken on Codﬁsh Island to save the green, honey-scented birds. By the end
of the season, the recovery team’s substantial investment of resources and
time had been rewarded.
The Secret of the Yellow Death: A True
Story of Medical Sleuthing. Suzanne
Jurmain. Houghton Mifﬂin, Boston, 2009.
112 pp. $19. ISBN 9780618965816.
In a book that conjures memories of The Microbe
Hunters, Jurmain recounts work of scientists and
volunteers from Cuba and the United States to
ﬁnd the cause of yellow fever. She graphically
describes symptoms (and the death of a researcher) as well as the frustrations of the scientists, who had to painstakingly work their way
through prevailing incorrect hypotheses (that
the disease was caused by poisonous gas or transmitted via infected bedclothes) to show that the bite of an infected mosquito was the culprit. The
excellent writing and photos from the early 1900s (when the investigation
was carried out) bring the researchers to life, and the clear presentation of
the scientiﬁc method draws the reader into the story. An epilogue reminds
us that yellow fever remains a problem in parts of Africa and South America.
The Story of Snow: The Science of
Winter’s Wonder. Mark Cassino, with John
Nelson. Chronicle, San Francisco, 2009. 36
pp. $16.99, £10.99. ISBN 9780811868662.
It seems hard to go wrong with a book about
snowﬂakes, and this combination of drawings, photos, and simple explanations proves
no exception to the rule. Cassino clearly
explains the formation, structure, and individuality of snowﬂakes. Microphotographs in
grays and blues depict the range of crystal forms—six-armed stars, plates,
and columns. The lovely images of delicate structures, twins, multicrystal
ﬂakes, and “bumps” of water droplets (rime) on a snow crystal will entice
readers to try the authors’ method to “catch your own snowﬂakes.”
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The Case for Pluto: How a Little Planet Made a Big Difference.
Alan Boyle. Wiley, New York, 2009. 272 pp. $22.95, £15.99.
ISBN 9780470505441.
In 2006, the International Astronomical Union voted to downgrade Pluto to
the status of a “dwarf planet.” The decision was greeted with strong criticism
from many astronomers, an outcry from interested members of the public,
and even “hate mail” from some third-graders. Science writer Boyle presents
the research, personalities, and politics
involved in our understanding of the icy
world. He begins by recounting Percival
Lowell’s misguided search for Planet X and
how that led to Clyde Tombaugh’s 1930
discovery. In recent decades, improved
observational technologies have helped
reveal more about the nature of Pluto,
the existence of its relatively large moon
Charon, and the presence of two additional tiny moons. Astronomers peering
at the distant fringes of the solar system
also discovered the Kuiper Belt with many
mini-planets (and at least one member,
now known as Eris, that is larger than
Pluto and has its own moon). The question of how to classify such objects fueled
a contentious debate over what is a planet.
Boyle accurately summarizes the positions
of “geophysicists” (who see the critical trait as possessing sufﬁcient gravity to
form a “nearly round” shape) and the dynamicists (who place more emphasis
on the object’s gravitational effects on other bodies). But his lively and informative account is clearly biased toward those who would restore Pluto to the
position of the Sun’s ninth planet.
The Disappearing Spoon: And Other True Tales of Madness,
Love, and the History of the
World from the Periodic Table
of the Elements. Sam Kean. Little,
Brown, New York, 2010. 400 pp.
$24.99, £20. ISBN 9780316051644.
One of the great scientiﬁc achievements, the periodic table of elements
provides an organizing principle for
much physical science. Kean’s informative and engaging book amply
demonstrates that it can also provide
a starting point for stories involving
history, politics, literature, and art as
well as a wide range of human passion, adventure, folly, and treachery.
All of his accounts have some connection, at times indirect, to the periodic
table as a whole or to particular elements. Many concern well-known scientists, their accomplishments, and their lives or describe other interesting
aspects of science that are familiar at least by name to the general public.
Kean writes in a brisk, jaunty style and often uses analogies from daily life.
When appropriate, he segues from anecdotes to the chemistry behind them.
His lucid explanations of science should be accessible to high school students, although readers will ﬁnd some prior acquaintance with the periodic
table and atomic theory useful.
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Every Bone Tells a Story:
Hominin Discovery, Deductions,
and Debates. Jill Rubalcaba and
Peter Robertshaw. Charlesbridge,
Watertown, MA,, 2010.
185 pp. $24.95, £11.95.
ISBN 9781580891646.
The authors present the fascinating stories of four of our ancient
relatives: Turkana boy (from 1.6
million years ago in Kenya), Lapedo
child (24,000 years ago, Portugal),
Kennewick man (9000 years ago,
Washington state), and Ötzi the
iceman (5300 years ago, the Alps).
They divide each narrative into sections that cover the ﬁeld discoveries
of the hominin remains and their contexts, subsequent deductions from
laboratory work, and the debates over interpretations of the ﬁndings. At the
end of each story, the authors suggest further readings and relevant Web
sites and provide source notes for their meticulous accounts. Rubalcaba and
Robertshaw clearly present the thought processes that scientists use to reach
their conclusions, introduce the scientists as people while illustrating why
they are so excited about their research, and accurately describe the scientiﬁc data for the reader’s evaluation. Exceptionally well written, the book
provides an exciting read that makes the joy of being a scientist come alive.
The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks. Rebecca Skloot. Crown,
New York, 2010. 284 pp. $26. ISBN 9781400052172. Macmillan, London.
£18.99. ISBN 9780230748699.
The ubiquitous cell line HeLa (whose immortality provides the book title) has
helped power the explosive growth of cell biology over the past 50 years.
But for all that is known about the cells themselves, most people know little
about their original source. Skloot explores that origin and the subsequent
confusion over these cervical cancer cells’ history. She eloquently interweaves
stories of the cells and researchers, the life of Henrietta Lacks (from whom
the cells were cultured), and the response of Lacks’s family to her investigation. Carefully crafted, her rich
and balanced narrative reminds
us to not lose sight of the source
of biological research materials.
Interestingly, the author does
so without passing judgment on
the families’ reactions (some of
Lacks’s relatives believe they
should be paid for the gains
made from the contribution she
unknowingly made) or the researchers (some of whom could
be said to have been dismissive
of Lacks in their treatments of
her and her cells). Skloot recognizes that research standards
have changed over time and we
have progressed in our treatment of patients. But the tale
that she so superbly tells provides anyone interested in biomedical science a
timeless and necessary reminder of the humanity shared by the afﬂicted and
the researchers who work to understand and overcome diseases.
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Young Adult Science Book
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Hands-On Science Book

Insect Detective. Steve Voake, illustrated by Charlotte Voake.
Candlewick, Somerville, MA, 2010. 32 pp. $16.99. ISBN 9780763644475.
Walker, London, 2009. £11.99. ISBN 9781406310511.
The author and illustrator (cousins) invite young readers to step outside to
observe “thousands of insects…doing strange and wonderful things.” The
conversational main text introduces a variety of creatures in their habitats,
while occasional lines in small print provide
interesting details and various facts. The
Voakes feature insects one can ﬁnd close
to home: wasps, ants, solitary bees, moths,
leaf-mining caterpillars, ground beetles,
earwigs, and dragonﬂies. (Noninsects that
one might also encounter can be identiﬁed
because they don’t have six legs.) Simple,
informative ink-and-watercolor illustrations
depict the animals engaged in typical behaviors. The book ends with short descriptions of seven activities for detectives who
wish to learn more about their neighborhood insects.

Nature Science Experiments: What’s Hopping in a Dust Bunny.
Sudipta Bardhan-Quallen, illlustrated by Edward Miller. Sterling, New York,
2010. 64 pp. $12.95, £9.99. ISBN 9781402724121. Mad Science.
The baker’s dozen intriguing activities in this book involve topics such as
DNA from cheek cells, the hiding places of dust mites, and the
trigger hairs of Venus ﬂytraps.
The author starts by presenting
eight steps toward becoming a
young scientist: asking questions, observing, being prepared, being informed, taking
suggestions, getting assistance,
being careful, and having fun.
She introduces the simple experiments not with hypotheses
but with general questions concerning their topics. The clear
explanations will guide children
through each step of the activities, and “What’s going on?” sections discuss the expected outcomes. The
straightforward experiments provide a wonderful starting place for handson inquiry learning in the classroom or at home.
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The Book of Potentially Catastrophic Science: 50 Experiments for
Daring Young Scientists. Sean Connolly. Workman, New York, 2010.
306 pp. $13.95. ISBN 9780761156871.
This book stands out from the crowd of guides to science experiments that
can be performed at home. Whereas many such works present a hodgepodge of standard experiments, Connolly builds this one around the
theme of major
j scientiﬁc and technological breakthroughs that have occurred over the past 2-plus million years of human history—arranged from the ﬁrst stone tools
crafted by Homo erectus to the
Large Hadron Collider now being used to accelerate particles to
speeds approaching that of light.
Each of the 34 chapters comprises
descriptions of an advance and
its context, the science behind
it, and one or more experiments
that demonstrate underlying
principles. These are presented
in a breezy and engaging style.
Although calling the discoveries potentially catastrophic is
sure to intrigue a certain kind of
young experimenter, the author’s
explanations note both the beneﬁts and the drawbacks of the
advances. Parents will appreciate
the “catastrophe meter” reading for each experiment, which indicates the
hazards involved and the appropriate level of adult supervision. The experiments and their ties to the science are consistently creative: One can spool
DNA onto a skewer after isolating it from a half-eaten banana. A handmade
oven works because of some of the principles behind a laser beam. The
speed of light can be estimated using a microwave oven, marshmallows,
and a ruler. Even adults who have survived many science fairs will ﬁnd
themselves tempted to try some of Connolly’s experiments.

You Are the Earth: Know Your World So You Can Help Make It
Better. David Suzuki and Kathy Vanderlinden, illustrated by Wallace
Edwards. Greystone, Vancouver, Canada, 2010. 144 pp. Paper, $16.95,
C$22.95. ISBN 9781553654766.
The author, a well-known Canadian environmental activist, combines science, enjoyable activities, and stores to explain the connections linking everything on Earth. Incorporating content that varies from scientiﬁc to the
personal to cultural—with folk tales juxtaposed next to scientiﬁc evidence—
the book entices one to keep reading just to see what is on the next page.
Sections cover topics one expects to
ﬁnd in an environmentally oriented
book, such as air, water, soil, heat, and
the effects of human actions. In addition, Suzuki includes in every section
stories of how people from different
cultures live and use resources, examples of interactions among organisms
and the environment, and structured opportunities for personal reﬂection. Throughout the book,
he raises thought-provoking
questions and suggests activities that could be done
individually or as classroom
demonstrations.
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