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INTRODUCTION: THE MAGIC OF A KITTEN’S FIRST
FULL MOON

There is perhaps no more charming image in children’s literature
than a tiny black kitten staring up at  a  giant  glowing moon,
convinced it is a bowl of milk in the sky. Kitten’s First Full
Moon, the beloved picture book by Kevin Henkes, captures this
innocent  mistake  with  warmth,  simplicity,  and  gentle  humor.
Since its publication, the story has delighted millions of young
readers, earning a Caldecott Honor and a permanent place on
nursery shelves. But beyond the pages of the book, the phrase
“kitten’s  first  full  moon”  evokes  a  real,  everyday  wonder:  what
happens  when  a  real  kitten  encounters  its  first  full  moon?  This
article  explores both the literary masterpiece and the natural
curiosity  of  cats,  weaving  together  themes  of  discovery,
persistence,  and  the  joyful  pursuit  of  the  impossible.

WHAT IS KITTEN’S FIRST FULL MOON ABOUT?

Kitten’s First Full Moon tells the story of a little black kitten
who sees a full moon for the first time. Mistaking it for a big bowl
of  milk,  she  tries  everything  to  reach  it:  running,  jumping,

climbing, and even stretching. Each attempt ends in a comical
failure — she falls into a pond, bumps her nose, and gets tired.
But  the  kitten  never  gives  up.  Finally,  she  returns  home,
exhausted  and  disappointed,  only  to  find  a  real  bowl  of  milk
waiting for her on the porch. The ending is warm and satisfying:
the kitten drinks her milk and falls asleep, her quest fulfilled in an
unexpected way.
The book is celebrated for its rhythmic text, bold black-and-white
illustrations with occasional splashes of color, and its universal
theme of trying again even when things seem impossible. Kevin
Henkes uses simple language that resonates with toddlers and
preschoolers,  while  parents  appreciate  the  deeper  message
about resilience and the comfort of home.

WHY THIS BOOK RESONATES WITH CHILDREN AND
PARENTS ALIKE

Several elements make Kitten’s First Full Moon a standout in
children’s literature:
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1. Relatable Persistence
The kitten’s determination is endearing, not annoying. Children
see themselves  in  her  single-minded pursuit.  Every  child  has
wanted something so badly they could almost taste it—a toy, a
treat, a parent’s attention. The kitten’s failed attempts mirror the
frustrations of early childhood, and her eventual success (a bowl
of milk at home) teaches that sometimes what you need is closer
than you think.

2. Simple, Evocative
Illustrations
Henkes  uses  a  stark  palette  of  white,  black,  and  gray,  with
occasional golden yellow for the moon and milk. The illustrations
are clean and expressive, allowing young readers to focus on the
kitten’s emotions—curiosity,  surprise,  disappointment,  and joy.
The moon is always round and bright, hovering just out of reach,
creating a visual tension that matches the text.

3. Rhythmic, Repetitive
Text
Lines like “She thought it was a bowl of milk” and “Still, there was
the  moon”  are  repeated  with  slight  variations,  which  helps

toddlers anticipate and participate in the story. This repetition is
a hallmark of effective early literacy and makes the book a joy to
read aloud.

4. A Comforting Ending
The kitten’s return home to a real bowl of milk provides closure
and reassurance. It tells children that even if you don’t achieve
your  original  goal,  good things can still  find you.  The book ends
with the kitten sleeping peacefully, a final image of contentment.

REAL KITTENS AND THEIR FIRST FULL MOON: A
NATURAL PHENOMENON

While Kevin Henkes’s story is fictional, the idea of a kitten seeing
its  first  full  moon  has  a  basis  in  real  feline  behavior.  Cats,
especially kittens, are naturally curious about lights,  shadows,
and movement. A bright full moon can indeed capture a kitten’s
attention—though their reaction is usually more confused than
dramatic.

How Do Real Kittens React
to a Full Moon?
Most kittens will stare intently at the moon, perhaps tilting their
heads or pawing at windows. Unlike the book’s protagonist, they
are unlikely to run outside and jump into a pond. But the moon’s
brightness can disrupt their sleep cycle. Some cat owners report
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increased  activity  or  “zoomies”  during  full  moon  nights.
Veterinarians note that while the moon does not cause behavioral
changes in most cats, the extra light may make nocturnal play
more  appealing.  A  kitten  experiencing  its  first  full  moon  might
chirp, meow, or become fixated on the sky. It’s a harmless, often
amusing behavior that ends once the kitten goes back to its food
bowl—mirroring the book’s happy ending.

Do Cats Actually Confuse
the Moon for Milk?
No,  cats  are  smart  enough to  distinguish  a  faraway celestial
object from a tasty snack. However, kittens up to eight weeks old
are still learning about object permanence, distance, and depth
perception.  A  moving  shadow  or  a  reflection  of  moonlight  on  a
puddle might attract their attention in a way similar to the moon
itself.  So while no kitten truly believes the moon is  milk,  the
playful  interpretation  in  Henkes’s  book  is  a  charming
exaggeration  of  genuine  feline  curiosity.

TEACHING LIFE LESSONS THROUGH KITTEN’S FIRST
FULL MOON

Parents and educators often use Kitten’s First Full Moon as a
teaching tool. The story lends itself to discussions about:

Perseverance: The kitten fails many times but keeps
trying. This can introduce the idea that setbacks are part of

learning.
Gratitude: The kitten finds happiness not in the distant
moon but in what is already at home. A gentle lesson about
appreciating what you have.
Curiosity and exploration: The kitten’s adventure
encourages kids to explore the world, even if they
sometimes get a bump on the nose.
Visual storytelling: The illustrations carry much of the
narrative, so children learn to “read” pictures as well as
words.

Teachers often pair the book with moon-themed crafts, science
lessons about the lunar cycle, or simple activities like making
“moon milk” (vanilla milk) to celebrate the story.

WHY “KITTEN’S FIRST FULL MOON” REMAINS A
TIMELESS CLASSIC

Since its  release in 2004,  Kitten’s First Full  Moon  has not
faded into obscurity. It’s still a staple in libraries, bookstores, and
bedtime routines. Its endurance can be attributed to its perfect
marriage of text and illustration, its universal emotional arc, and
its gentle humor. In an era of flashy media, Henkes proved that a
simple story about a kitten and a moon could capture hearts
across generations.
Moreover,  the  book  occupies  a  sweet  spot  in  children’s
development: it is long enough to feel like a "real story" yet short
enough for a toddler’s attention span. The black-and-white art
appeals to infants learning to see contrast, while the narrative
engages  preschoolers.  Even  adults  find  the  kitten’s  earnestness
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touching.

Comparisons to Other
Classic Cat Books
There  are  many  famous  cat  characters  in  chi ldren’s
literature—from Pete the Cat to The Cat in the Hat. But Kitten’s
First Full Moon stands apart because its protagonist is not a
clever trickster or a singer; she is simply a curious, determined
little creature. The story feels intimate, like watching a real kitten
explore the night. This authenticity is rare and precious.

HOW TO READ KITTEN’S FIRST FULL MOON WITH
YOUR CHILD

To make the most of this book, consider these tips:

Use expressive voices: Sound out the kitten’s “meow”1.
and the splashes when she falls into the pond. Let your
child take part in repeating the refrain.
Point out the moon: Before reading, ask your child what2.
they think the kitten sees. After reading, look at the real
moon together (if it’s nighttime).
Talk about the kitten’s feelings: Ask questions like3.
“Why does she keep trying?” and “How does she feel when
she gets home?”
Connect to real life: If you have a cat or kitten, observe it4.

during a full moon. Even if it just sleeps, you can highlight
how your pet is different from the book’s kitten.

THE SCIENCE BEHIND A KITTEN’S NIGHT VISION

Interestingly, the real reason a kitten might stare at the moon
involves its exceptional night vision. Cats have a structure called
the  tapetum  lucidum  behind  their  retinas  that  reflects  light,
giving them superior vision in low light.  A full  moon provides
enough illumination for a kitten to see unusually well. The moon
might appear particularly large and bright to a cat, which could
explain why some exhibit  cautious or  curious behavior.  While
they don’t see clouds of milk, they do see a giant, bright disk that
moves slowly across the sky—an object worth watching.

CONCLUSION: A SMALL MOON, A BIG HEART

Whether you encounter Kitten’s First Full Moon as a bedtime
story or you simply watch your own kitten gaze at the night sky,
the moment is magical. Kevin Henkes gave us a tale that is both
silly  and  profound,  teaching  little  ones  that  persistence  is
rewarded—not always with the exact prize they sought, but with
something equally good. The kitten’s journey from moon-gazing
to milk-drinking mirrors the small triumphs of childhood. So next
time you see a full moon, remember the little black kitten who
once believed it was a bowl of milk. She may have been wrong
about the moon, but she was right about one thing: some things
are worth chasing, even if they turn out to be closer and simpler
than you ever imagined.


