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One Book in Action 
 

My Life as a Book by Janet Tashjian 
 

When it comes to contemporary fiction, children enjoy a story they can 
identify with, one that reflects kids like themselves. For our “one book” for close 
study in this genre, we’ll focus on Janet Tashjian’s novel, My Life as a Book (Holt, 
2010), the hilarious story about a boy who hates reading books, but is pulled into 
solving a family mystery—and learns a few things along the way. It’s a fun and 
engaging story, as well as a great example of the new illustrated novel that blends 
drawings and doodles with the narrative in a book designed with wide margins 
and a large font. It also launched an entire “My Life” series featuring the further 
adventures of twelve-year-old Derek Fallon, along with his friends, family, and 
beloved dog, Bodi, all told from his spunky, snarky, and authentic first-person 
point of view. Look for: My Life as a Book, My Life as a Stuntboy, My Life as a 
Cartoonist, and My Life As a Joke. Our featured book, My Life as a Book, is even 
available in a Spanish edition, Mi vida es un cuento. 
 
Making Connections 
 

Tashjian’s true-to-life novel features so many details of contemporary 
children’s lives that young readers can relate to. He has a much-loved family dog 
(named Bodi), is an avid skateboarder, and is quite adept at drawing, even trying 
digital animation. Although our hero, Derek, is not always successful in the 
usual ways (in school, in particular), his sense of humor and adventure is very 
appealing. In addition, he has a loving family—an understanding mother who is 
a successful veterinarian and a kind father who works at home as an illustrator 
and shares Derek’s affinity for art. Plus, Derek has a good friend (who is away 
for most of the summer) and a new friend, a competitive girl from school who 
becomes more sympathetic is they survive “learning camp” in the summer. 
These elements provide discussion points as children think about the 
connections with their own lives: their family, friends, hobbies, talents. In 
particular, while Derek struggles with reading, he flourishes with drawing and 
doodling. Talk with children about their own hobbies and talents and encourage 
them to explore various possibilities. Provide nonfiction books on hobbies that 
they can browse through like Lee Ames’s “How to Draw” titles as well as fun 
books referenced in My Life as a Book like the Calvin and Hobbes comics that 
Derek just loves. 

As you consider how to introduce the My Life books, you will find a great 
deal of support for sharing this book on Tashjian’s informative web site 
http://www.janettashjian.com especially the hilarious video blog entries created 
by Tashjian and her son and the My Life illustrator, Jake Tashjian.  

http://www.janettashjian.com/
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Also consider incorporating poetry about family experiences to go along 
with My Life as a Book: 

 
Harrison, David. 2009. Vacation, We’re Going to the Ocean! Honesdale, PA: 

Wordsong/Boyds Mills Press. 
Hoberman, Mary Ann. 2009. All Kinds of Families. New York: Little, Brown. 
Hopkins, Lee Bennett. Ed. 2010. Amazing Faces. Ill. By Chris Soentpiet. Lee 

and Low. 
 
Read-Alikes 
 

My Life as a Book captures the persona of the misfit child who sees things a 
little differently and gets in (and out of) trouble on a regular basis. Children may 
enjoy continuing this thread by reading more humorous, illustrated chapter 
books featuring kids like this. Some of my favorites include: 

 
Calvin Coconut (Graham Salisbury) 
Charlie Joe Jackson (Tommy Greenwald) 
Creature from My Closet (Obert Skye)  
Diary of a Wimpy Kid (Jeff Kinney) 
Dork Diaries (Rachel Renée Russell) 
Hank Zipzer (Henry Winkler) 
Marvin Redpost (Louis Sachar) 
Ruby Lu and Alvin Ho (Lenore Look) 

 
Developing “read-alike” lists (in bibliographies or bookmark form) is always a 
good practice for recommending books on favorite topics or for various age 
levels.  
 
Vocabulary Drawings 
 

The visuals that appear throughout My Life as a Book are drawings created 
by the author’s son, Jake Tashjian. They represent what the book’s character, 
Derek, might be doodling himself as the story progresses. Each is a small sketch 
to visualize a new vocabulary word (like “unison” or “goatee”). These stick 
figures and simple cartoons in the book’s margins provide examples of what you 
and the kids can sketch together yourselves as you talk about unfamiliar words 
encountered while reading. 

Author Janet Tashjian writes about the value of the vocabulary drawings 
that are featured throughout the My Life books, “Embedded in… (the)… books 
are techniques from Lindamood Bell’s Visualizing and Verbalizing as well as 
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Reading Specialist Maryanne Wolf’s Rave-O program…. One of the things we 
see in our travels is that students are illustrating their own vocabulary words 
much the way Derek does in the books.” Children are even encouraged to send 
their vocabulary drawings to Tashjian’s website for posting there. 

 
  By Sylvia Vardell 
 
 


