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Nothing focuses the mind like 
being hit in the nose. It clears 
away all the mental clutter and 

plops you very firmly in the moment, 
like an hour of transcendental medita-
tion delivered by injection.

I had the good fortune of having my 
mental clutter cleared away when I 
walked into a door while struggling to 
write this speech. This speech was hard 
for me because, as an extremely modest 
and retiring person, I had tastefully 
managed to live my life so far in a way 
that did not invite compliments.

But now I was in the position of having 
to accept a compliment from a highly 
respected committee of librarians, and 
I wasn’t sure what to say, other than 
“thank you,” which while appropriate, is 
on the short end. What could I say about 
my book or the process of writing it? As 
is generally my approach when it comes 
to writing, my first thought was to steal. 
I went back and looked at the speeches 
of past winners, but was dismayed to 
find that, although they were uniformly 
excellent, they were personal in a way 
that discouraged theft. (It is hard to 
talk about the pleasures of writing the 
Elephant and Piggie stories without 
betraying your source material.)

What being whapped in the face with 
a door made me realize, though, is that 
I don’t have much to say about this 
book—it’s not that long—but that I do 
have something to say about learning to 
read. It’s been said a lot, and better, by 
many other people, but it’s something 
that deserves repeating. Reading opens 
doors. When a child scraps her way 
through her first beginning reader, she 
is walking through a door that leads, 
not just to knowing what Frog and Toad 
are up to this time, but to a new person. 
This person will someday be able to pass 
through the back of a magical wardrobe 
before moving on to fall in love with 
vampires and then spend vacations on 

the beach with James Patterson. This 
person will also be able to understand 
chemistry textbooks and the newspaper 
and the instructions for her new clock 
radio. Reading opens the door to a room 
full of every writer ever, which is a great 
room to be in, even though many of 
those writers are dead. All this, free with 
every Frog and Toad story at no extra 
charge. In these tough economic times, 
that’s a really good deal.

I would also like to say “thank you,” but 
longer. Thank you to my wife, Dana, and to 
my mother, who would probably not like 
to be publicly thanked, but who is states 
and states away and can’t do anything 
about it. Thank you to Paul Rodeen, my 
agent; Clarion Books; and Lynne Polvino, 
my editor, who had the vision to turn my 
original proposal for an un-illustrated 
monograph on the health risks of trans 
fats into a children’s book. Thank you to 
the committee for bestowing this award 
on my book, but more importantly, for 
caring so passionately about books for 
beginning readers. Because learning to 
read is something people pass through 
so young and so quickly, it is easy to 
forget it ever happened and move on to 
caring about other things. It’s important 
to have librarians to care about keeping 
it happening.

And I would also like to thank you for 
putting my book in the company of the 
other honor books. As everyone knows, 
the smallest indivisible unit of children’s 
literature is not the page or the chapter 
or the book, but the armload brought 
home from the library. I am honored 
to have been given a place in such a 
distinguished armload.

Finally, I would like to thank that door, 
which gave me the idea for this speech. 
Because, after rubbing my nose and 
clearing my head, I looked down, saw 
that the sign said “pull,” not “push,” 
and walked through yet another door 
opened for me by reading. &
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