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The Reading Teacher

Table 1

Types of scary stories
Science fiction Adventure
Loch The Ghost-Eye Tree
The Golden Compass Jumanji
The Subtle Knife Ghosts | Have Been
Ancient fantasy Survival
Bimwili and the Zimwi The Half-A-Moon Inn
The Talking Eggs Hatchet :
Dragons, Dragons American Chills. Maryland: Ghost Harbor.
Modern fantasy Nonfiction
Monsters Tornadoes
Where the Wild Things Are The Secrets of Vesuviug
The Boggett The X-Ray Book of Incredible Creatures
Mysteries True accounts
Harry and the Terrible Whatzit Lost on a Mountain in Maine
Bunpicula Explorers Who Got Lost
The Man Who Was Pos The Titanic

identifying what is scary dents, “people in black.” and being home

What makey a - book scary fora child is
quite-different than what adults interpret as
seary (Bettetheim, 1976 Kellerman, 1981).
Adulis tend to find stories more frightening
than children do (Stone, 1981), and adults have
difficulty seeing a story through a child’s eyes
or even through the eyes of their own child-
hood (Stevenson, 1996). Peggy Timmons was
surprised to discover that most of her first
graders indicated they had never read a scary
book despite the several stories in their texts
and reading book selections that she pereeived
as seary. One young boy indicated that the en-
cyclopedia was the scariest book he had ever
read. When questioned further, he replied that
it had pictures of bones, blood, skeletons, and
weird things in it. Theveal world was scarier
than fiction in his case.

The elementary school children we sur-
veyed identified several “scary”™ characteris-
tics. Primary-grade children pointed to
monsters, ghests, bugs, big dogs, dead crea-
iums, beme left alone by mom and dad. and

*something in the basement.” Children in the
intermediate grades cited “weird”™ vet realistic
and suspenseful elements such as a face in the
window, creaking stairs, stormy nights, acei-
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alone. Interestingly, these ¢ scary eiememw of

self-selected books correlate closely with typ-

n,al children's fi

Addressing children’s fears
through scary books

As children grow and develop, it is normal
that they experience fears and worries. These
fears change as children mature cognitively,
psychologically, and physically (Crosser,

1994). The preschoa!er whoexperiences diffi- , 0, X \ MJ)UV\

culty distinguish nng fact from fantasy, typical-

1y has fears of imaginary figures suchas ghosts
and monsters. Children in middle childhood
are more grounded in their immediate world
and tend to have realistic fears such asbecom-

ing lostor suffering bodily hacm. Categories of

normal childhood fears (Harter & Whitesall,
1989; Robinson, Rotter; Fey, & Robinson,
1991) are summarized in the Figure.

It may seem that reading stories based on
children’s normal developimental fears would
harm vulnergble children, causing them undue
emotional trauma. This is not the case for most
children. C.8. Lewis (1966) pointed out that
though books may contain frightening situa-
tions, seary books themselves do noreanse fear:
“The difference between horror book and hor-
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[image: image2.jpg]rified child is a wide one,” agrees Stevenson
(1996, p. 314). The authors of noteworthy scary
books do not set ovt explicitly to terrify chil-
dren, and they also introduce ways of control-
ling fear. Bettelheim (1976) contends that
books that allow children to see they are not the
only ones with fears and that suggest ways to
solve problems presented by these fears are im-
medistely meaningiul to young readers. Scary
books allow children to actively participate in
the story in ways that other media do not.
“The child is able to stop and go as e
pleases and hay the ability 16 achieve niastery
over potentially - frightening  material”
(Kellerman, 1981, p. 270) This sense of coit-
trol enables ¢hildren to master their f

(Crosser, 1994; Robinson et al., 1991). Each

success in mastering a fearful simation
strengthens the child’s abifity to cope with fu-
ture feariul obstacies (Crosser; 1994),

Before a scary book ever reaches the
child’s hands, an adult often censors the book

by forbidding the child to read it or by read-
ing or telling the story to the child with an
altered and “less scary™ story Hne. Such at-
tempts to protect the child from being scared
aré misguided. Trousdale (1989) found that
when adults attempted 1o alter a story to make
it less frightening, the opposite acteally oc-
curred. In one version of Little Red Riding
Hood, the wolf is not killed but runs away.
Adults perceived that version as less violent
and less frightening, but children found it
scatier because the threat of the wolf remains
unresolved. Trousdale contends that the evil
must-be conguered in a story or it will cause
children to be fearful, Crosser (1994) and
Stevenson (1996} concur, asserting that ddults
whoattempt to sheiter children from harm by
being overprotective and overcautious portray
the world as a fearful place. Rather than pro-
viding children security, these adults may in-
still a sense of fear in the child, unwittingly
perpetuating what they wish to extinguish.
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Don't let a good scare frighten you: Choosing.and using quality chillers to promote reading
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