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Authors in Action: Janet Tashjian 
 

Janet Tashjian is the author of acclaimed books for young adults, including 
The Gospel According to Larry, Vote for Larry, Larry and the Meaning of Life, Fault Line, 
Tru Confessions, For What It’s Worth, Multiple Choice, as well as the extremely 
popular “My Life” series for younger readers including My Life as a Book, My Life 
as a Stuntboy, and My Life as a Cartoonist illustrated with cartoons and drawings by 
her son, Jake Tashjian. She lives in California, has a rich website with a blog, 
videos, and extensive “teacher resources” complete with downloadable discussion 
guides and bookmarks. Here she writes about the impetus for writing the first “My 
Life” book and on collaborating with her son on this series. 
 

My Life as a Book  
By Janet Tashjian 

 
The My Life As a Book series is very personal for me – a real blend of my 

life as a children’s book author and my life as a mom.  As a writer, I do a lot of 
school visits where I see firsthand the struggle many students have with reading.  
Teachers and librarians constantly ask me to address the ‘reluctant readers’ in 
my presentations and several of my other books – especially Tru Confessions and 
The Gospel According to Larry series – have long been used to connect with 
students who have reading issues.   

On the home front, my house has always been filled with lots of kids – 
mostly boys – who often struggle with reading.  I am fascinated with how many 
children love books but hate reading, and I wanted to explore that struggle in a 
novel.   

Almost every kid I know learned to read by devouring Bill Watterson’s 
Calvin and Hobbes comic strips.  Even though the concepts and vocabulary can be 
challenging, the visual support helped pull these ‘reluctant readers’ through.  My 
son, Jake, has always had reading issues and taught himself his vocabulary 
words by illustrating them on index cards all through elementary school.  
Friends would see the drawings around our house and laugh at his 
interpretation of difficult words like ‘anxious’ or ‘colleague’.  So I decided to 
write a book that would appeal to kids like Jake and his friends, a next step for 
kids who loved Calvin and Hobbes but were being urged to start reading ‘real’ 
books – i.e. books without cartoons. 

I based the story in Los Angeles before we decided to uproot our Boston 
life and move here – one of those life/art coincidences that constantly fascinate 
me.  I also wanted to write a ‘boy and his dog’ story, so gave Derek a loving mutt 
like our family dog, Cinder.  A few of the incidents in the book – sliding under a 
security gate at the DVD store or criss-crossing a room with fishing line – are 
straight from the exploits of Jake and his friends.  (Although I admit the security 
gate spy thing might have been my idea…) 
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Jake’s illustrations just kill me – the drawing for ‘overwhelmed’ almost 
made me burst into tears when I first saw it.  Jake does between 200 and 250 
illustrations for each book; he was completely professional – even through the 
rigorous rewriting and redrawing process.  He was and is my favorite 
collaborator, a kid who exercises his imagination muscles every day. 

Parents and teachers always ask me where I stand on the subject of 
summer reading lists – our character Derek’s main bone of contention in the 
book.  On the one hand, several of my books are on such lists so I’m obviously 
for them.  On the other hand, I’ve seen Jake and his friends run screaming from 
the room as if on fire when forced to read a book someone else chose for them 
during summer vacation.  It’s a conundrum I still haven’t figured out yet; that 
being said, I’m for any kind of reading – comic books and cereal boxes included – 
that a kid chooses on his or her own terms. 

I had so much fun exploring Derek’s world with my son that the series 
keeps growing.  What started out with My Life As A Book, continues with My Life 
As A Stuntboy, My Life As A Cartoonist, and the upcoming My Life As A Joke.  We 
also just collaborated on a new series coming out this year called Einstein The 
Class Hamster, based on a comic strip Jake drew in middle school.  I have a lot of 
stories inside me; he has a lot of images.  We make a pretty good team. 

Just today, we had an hour drive ahead of us and I asked Jake to entertain 
me with a story.  He made up the escapades of a lovelorn frilled lizard that had 
me howling with laughter as I drove.  Like Derek comes to realize in My Life As 
A Book, reading may sometimes be challenging, but stories are something we 
can’t live without.   
 
 


