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Welcome  

 

Eunice Santos: Hello, I am Eunice Santos, Dean of the School of Information Sciences at the 

University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. 

 

Welcome to the Newbery Medal at 100 and (virtually) to the iSchool at Illinois!  We are 

delighted to be hosting this Symposium as we mark a milestone moment in the history of U.S. 

children’s literature and Youth Services librarianship.   

 

Illinois’s commitment to the education and lifelong learning of library and information 

professionals who serve youth is both long and deep, dating back to 1897, when the Illinois State 

Library School opened its doors in Urbana.  A practicum in children’s librarianship was offered 

as early as 1899, followed by coursework in children’s literature and a school library course in 

the years preceding World War II.   

 

As the Newbery marks its centennial, our Center for Children’s Books celebrates its 75th 

anniversary and our School Licensure Program its 20th anniversary.  We know that anniversaries 

are a time for self-reflection and for re-commitment to core values and best-practices, informed 

by research.  Today we join ALSC, and all of you, in engaging in this work. I look forward to 

learning from and with you.  

 

 

Sara L. Schwebel: Thank you, Dean Santos, for the warm welcome and for launching us into 

the important work of the Symposium!  My name is Sara Schwebel, and I’m the Director of the 

Center for Children’s Books and a Professor at the iSchool at Illinois.  We have a full, exciting 

day ahead!  Before I introduce the first speaker, I want to briefly review some logistics: 

 

1) If you run into technical difficulties at any time, please reach out to the iSchool help desk 

– contact information will be in the chat. 

2) You should very shortly see a poll pop up on your screen. Please complete the survey to 

help us understand who is gathered in the audience today. 

3) Speakers plan to leave ample time for Q&A following their presentations.  We’ll be using 

Zoom’s Q&A feature (rather than the chat) for questions.  You may type in a question at 

any time (microphones have been turned off for everyone but the speakers). 

4) If you need to leave the webinar at any time, you can sign back in using your ORIGINAL 

registration link.  Please be sure to keep this link handy in your email in box.  You’ll also 

need this link to sign back in after the lunch break. 

5) Speaking of lunch: we know that there is a tremendous amount of collective knowledge 

in this 500+ person audience!  We would love to hear from all of you.  We’re opening up 

four zoom rooms, loosely organized around themes, during the lunch hour and invite 

anyone who would like to participate to join the informal conversations over your lunch.  

I’ll provide more details closer to time, but these conversations will take place in a 

different zoom room that does not require pre-registration.  

6) We are recording all session of the Symposium, and they will be made available in the 

weeks ahead on the Center for Children’s Books website 
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7) We are pleased to be able to offer Professional Development Hours to any P-K Illinois 

educator in attendance.  Please watch the chat box for information about the form you 

need to submit for credit. 

8) Finally, I’d like to take the opportunity to acknowledge and thank the contributing 

sponsors to the Newbery Medal at 100 Symposium: the Association for Library Services 

to Children, and at the UIUC: the School of Information Sciences, the Humanities 

Research Institute, University Libraries, the Departments of English, History, and 

Curriculum & Instruction, and the Unit for Criticism 

 

And now, at last, I’d like to introduce our first speaker. 

 

The Newbery in the Archives: 100 Years of Letters, Photographs, and 
Stories - Cara Bertram, ALA Archives, University of Illinois 
 

Sara Schwebel: Cara Bertram is the Archives Program Officer for the American Library 

Association Archives at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. As such, she is 

responsible for the historical records related to the Newbery Medal, from acquisition, selection, 

and appraisal to arrangement, description, and reference. Her presentation today is titled, “The 

Newbery in the Archives: 100 Years of Letters, Photographs, and Stories. Welcome, Cara, and 

welcome to all of you.  

 

Cara Bertram: Thank you, Sara. Very excited to be here. Good morning and thank you for 

joining us. Established in 1973, the American Library Association Archives at the University of 

Illinois at Urbana-Champaign is the official repository of the ALA. This of course includes the 

files of the Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC), a division of ALA, and its 

previous iterations, Children’s Librarians Section, the Section for Library Work with Children, 

Children’s Library Association, and the Children’s Library Services Divisions. Within 

ALSC’s materials, the Archives has over 9 cubic feet of archival records just on 

the history Newbery-Caldecott Medals. This does not include press releases, publications, 
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articles, audiovisual items, photographs, and files on the Newbery created and collected by other 

ALA units throughout the archives.  

 This morning, I want to share with you some of the insights and stories from the earlier 

years of the Newbery. Beyond listings of winners and honorees, is a story about medal’s 

prestige, publicity, and the people who made this award happen, which can be found in letters, 

reports, photographs, and other documents at the ALA Archives.   

In a 1997 article by Zena Sutherland, The Newbery at 75: Changing with the Times, 

Sutherland notes that all the ingredients were there for the Newbery Medal after World War I. 

Sutherland was correct, there was a growing audience for children’s books, librarians were being 

trained in children services, and there was the emergence of children’s book departments in 

publishing companies, but in other ways, the early 1920s were not an ideal time for the formation 

of this medal. 1920-21 was marked by an economic recession in the United States and ALA was 

experiencing the failure of its expanded programming after the success it experienced with its 

Library War Service during World War I. In this context, the fact that the Newbery Award was 

established and thrived is quite remarkable and speaks to that strength of demand that Sutherland 

refers to.  

Frederic Melcher, a publisher, book seller, and chairman of the Children’s Book 

Week Committee, proposed the idea for the John Newbery Medal in 1921 and the first medal 

was awarded to Hendrik van Loon for his book, The Story of Mankind, in 1922 at 

the ALA Annual Conference in Detroit, Michigan. While the Archives unfortunately does not 

have many records from the very early days of the Newbery Medal, conference records give us 

an insight to how the first award ceremony went.  
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The Newbery was presented on June 27, during the first session of the Children’s 

Librarians Section and was listed as the last item on the section’s agenda for the day. Despite the 

lack of a banquet or formal event, the presentation drew a crowd. The conference proceedings 

open with: “Interest in awarding the John Newbery medal brought a big audience to the first 

session of the Children’s Librarians Section. The hall was full to capacity, many people were 

turned away.” And description of the event closes with: “The enthusiastic 

applause which greeted Dr. Van Loon gave evidence of the appreciation and interest of the large 

audience.”1  

At the ceremony, Clara Hunt, Chair of the Children’s Librarians Section, expressed the 

gratitude of the section to Melcher: “We feel strong and powerful because you believe in us and 

you are putting in our hands a weapon, one of the most potent of our times—publicity of the best 

kind.”2   

The Newbery was instantly well regarded, and the prestige of the award was not lost 

upon the authors who received it. Their letters in response to the receiving the Newbery 

Medal and honors reveal their excitement.   

In a 1934 letter from author Cornelia Meigs, awarded for her book Invincible Louisa, to 

the selection committee chair, Siri Andrews, Meigs wrote: “Your letter, with its very delightful 

and astonishing news, has given me much pleasure. The Newbery Medal is an award for which 

everyone has the most profound respect, so that I am fully sensible of what good fortune it is to 

me to have it offered to Invincible Louisa. Some such extraordinarily fine books have been on 

your list in the past that it seems a very impressive thing have an invitation extended to join that 

distinguished company.”3   
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Author Meindert De Jong could not conceal his excitement in his 1955 letter to Jane 

Darrah and his lamenting that no one was home when he got the news, except for an uninterested 

cat: “… and there it was—of all the amazing, unutterable, unexpected surprises, and nobody at 

home but the cat … and it seemed she could take a Newbery … or leave it, but couldn’t I 

see … that this was a time for her napping, and not my shouting! Then there was nothing to do 

but rattle across town and tell my wife … And during the course of the day I had occasion to 

compliment a couple of people on something of other which seemed so unmountainous [sic] with 

me knowing I had the Newbery.”4   

Upon receiving a Newbery Honor for The Planet of Junior Brown in 1972, Virginia 

Hamilton wrote to the committee chair Anne Izard, “Thank you so much for the marvelous 

things you said about Junior Brown. I do so appreciate that. For having worked so long on the 

book, in the dark as it were, with just my instincts, it’s so good to come out into the light again 

and discover I am not alone.”5 Three years later, in 1975, Hamilton would become the first black 

author to receive the Newbery Medal for her book M. C. Higgins, the Great.   

In 1960, author Joseph Krumgold was the first to be awarded the Newbery a second 

time. His astonishment is evident in the letter he wrote to Chair Elizabeth Burr, “I’m flabbergast, 

absolutely, that it has come to pass once more – that lightning did indeed hit the same typewriter 

twice.”6   

Apart from the elation of the authors, ALSC drummed up excitement amongst 

librarians, readers, and the public through various means of publicity. Often this meant events, 

press releases, newsletters, radio programming, television broadcasts, and newspaper and 

magazine articles. However, some of the publicity was more daring than just radio programs and 

articles.   
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In celebration of the first female author to win the Newbery, Rachel Field for her 

book Hitty, Her First Hundred Years, Field was flown into the conference, not a common feat in 

1930. While Field was in the air, she had visitors. The Bulletin of the American Library 

Association tells us: “A bit of air history was made in connection with the ALA conference this 

year when an airplane carrying Rachel Field, winner of the Newbery medal, was met 10,000 feet 

in the air … by two other planes carrying Milton J. Ferguson, California state librarian and 

representatives of the Section for Library Work with Children of the ALA, the Los Angeles 

Public Library, the Los Angeles County Library and the press…   

“While 500 feet apart and traveling at the rate of 100 miles an hour, Mr. Ferguson told 

Miss Field of the honor conferred upon her by the Section for Library Work with Children and 

Miss Field replied. Occupants of the second plane were equipped with ear phones and could hear 

portions of both speeches although the roar of the motors made it impossible to hear every 

word.”7  

 While this was probably not the most practical way to speak to an award-winning author, 

it did make for a good publicity.  

 However, not all the publicity efforts were coordinated by the division, as was the case 

of the appearance of Misty the Horse at the Midwest Regional ALA Conference in Grand 

Rapids, Michigan. Misty was the subject of Newbery awardee, Marguerite Henry’s book, and 

was put on display by Henry’s publishers, the Rand McNally Company. The announcement was 

made in the October 1949 ALA Bulletin, a month before the regional conference, by ALA’s 

Executive Secretary, John Mackenzie Cory. This was news to Virginia Chase, previous Chair of 

the Newbery-Caldecott Awards Committee and a member of the Children’s Librarians 

Association.  
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 Chase wrote to Helen Kinsey, of ALA’s Booklist publication, to express her shock and 

to reassert CLA’s position on the horse, “In case you wondered if CLA has lost its wits by 

having Misty there, you will be interested to know that the CLA Board to the last man decidedly 

voted against the horse and was assured by Headquarters that she would not appear. This first I 

knew she was coming was when I read in Mr. Cory’s memo in the October Bulletin … I hope 

one else at Headquarters thinks we wanted the horse or even lifted a finger to get her there.”8  

 Kinsey reassured Chase that, “The matter of Misty’s being there will not, I’m sure, be 

held against CLA. It seemed well understood how CLA stood on the matter. In any event, I 

would say that Misty was a huge success, enjoyed by everyone, apparently, except the 

Macmillan crown (who had a perfect right to be annoyed). Even Mr. Cory remarked on Misty’s 

attendance meant in the way of publicity for both ALA and Grand Rapids PL (public library).”9  

 Even though Chase sounded irked by the stunt, Kinsey put a positive spin on the 

publicity the horse brought to ALA.  

 Of course, none of this would be possible without the support and donation of Frederic 

Melcher. While Melcher never weighed in on the selection process and placed his trust in ALSC 

and ALA, he was an integral part of the awards process. He paid to have the medal struck every 

year and to have it shipped, he contacted the publishers to inform them of the honor bestowed 

upon their authors, announced the winners from his New York office, and provided advice to the 

chair of the Newbery Selection Committee as needed.  

 Responding to a letter from committee chair Jane Darrah, who asked Melcher about the 

word “distinguished” as the committee deliberated its selection, Melcher explained 

the word choice: “As to the word ‘distinguished,’ it has a moderation which, when the plan was 

launched, seemed desirable. ‘Best’ book of the year is a superlative. ‘Remarkable’ is strong, too. 
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I remember that we weighed several words before the medals were engraved. It means, in 

Webster, notable, distinct, differentiated, marked, special—perhaps not far from what we are 

trying to say.”10  

Like everyone, Melcher even had his own thoughts about the ever-popular Newbery-

Caldecott banquet.  After receiving a letter from a Mrs. Randall with critiques about the event in 

1954, he wrote to the Virginia Haviland, Chair of Children’s Library Association: “I have a letter 

from Mrs. Randall, and I know your committee probably has many such suggestions to weigh 

and evaluate. I won’t try to make any detailed comment on Mrs. Randall’s letter because the 

success of the awards and banquets that were celebrated was always up to your committee and 

division.”  

 Melcher then proceeds to make detailed comments about the letter he received. Some of 

his insights includes: “The price of the dinner has been a difficulty … I know each committee 

has struggled to get it down to the lowest figure and to keep down any other expenses charged on 

the ticket …  

 “There is one other thing about the price, and that is the fact that, in spite of it, [Mrs. 

Randall] reports more people wanted to get in than could be accommodated.  

 “Again, she suggests that there are too many at the head table. Personally, I have never 

felt there were too many, and it does give a chance to honor those who have done the work 

during the year.  

 “As to the publishers taking too many tables … [I] quite agree that the librarians were of 

first importance. Publishers, I guess, like to ‘treat’ library friends and authors. Perhaps they have 

been too pushing in asking for position.”   
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He then closes his letter with a humble, “This is all in the way of causal comment and not 

intended as definitely helpful opinions.”11  

 Opinions on the number people at the head table aside, his advice and guidance were 

welcomed by the division and the selection committee chairs. So, it came as a blow for the 

division when Melcher died on March 9, 1963, not long before the announcement of the award 

winners for the Newbery and Caldecott Medals. His son, Daniel Melcher, took his father’s place 

in making the announcement. Ruth Gagliardo, of the Children’s Library Services 

Division, expressed the enduring spirit of Melcher in a letter to his widow later that month:   

“So long as children’s books are read and loved in America, Mr. Melcher’s spirit will go 

on. No one, no one, has done for children’s books what Mr. Melcher did in establishing the 

Newbery-Caldecott medals and what they envision. In a letter from Robert Frost … Mr. Frost 

wrote: ‘Fred Melcher is something of a wonder…’  

 “He was that to all of us – a wonder – and a maker of wonder and wonders. It is 

something none of us will ever lose.”12  

 It is people like Frederic Melcher that make the Newbery worth researching. This 

presentation has barely scratched the surface of the Newbery’s history, the experiences of the 

selection committee, or the depth of Melcher’s passion for children’s literature, but I hope that 

these letters and photographs have given the medal a little life. All the photographs, letters, 

articles, and publications that I have shared and used in this presentation are available at the 

ALA Archives. The Archives is open to the public, so you don’t need to be an ALA member or 

University affiliate to access our materials. 

I just wanted to share my contact information. There’s my work contact information and 

the information for the ALA Archives, so please feel free to contact us if you would like to make 
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a research appointment or if you have inquiries, if you’re not local to come visit the archives in 

person, we do provide remote research services as well. We’re always happy to share our 

resources, particularly at this time for the celebration of the 100th anniversary of the Newbery, 

and I hope that I hear from some of you in this audience. 

 

Sara Schwebel: Thank you so much, Cara, for that presentation this morning and for sharing 

your information. You know one of the many purposes of this symposium is to encourage more 

research on the Newbery Medal and other prizing. We hope many of the audience will take up 

Cara’s offer to come visit in person or virtually the ALA Archives. I am now pleased to 

introduce my colleague, associate professor at the iSchool at Illinois, Carol Tilly who will kick 

us off for the next presentation.   

 

 Striving to Do Better: A Nuts-and-Bolts History of the Newbery Medal - 
KT Horning, Director, Cooperative Children’s Book Center, University of 
Wisconsin-Madison 
 

Carol Tilley: Thank you, Sara. I am very pleased to introduce Kathleen T. Horning who is 

Director of the Cooperative Children’s Book Center, a library of the School of Education at the 

University of Wisconsin-Madison. KT is the author of From Cover to Cover: Evaluating and 

Reviewing Children’s Books and several articles on the history of the Newbery and Caldecott 

Medals. She teaches a popular online class about the history of the Newbery Medal for the 

Association of Library Services for Children and the American Library Association. Her 

presentation today is titled, “Striving to Do Better: A Nuts-and-Bolts History of the Newbery 

Medal.” Welcome, KT. 
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KT Horning: Thanks very much, Carol, and thanks for inviting me to be part of this. I love the 

Newbery Medal. I have been interested in the history of the Newbery Medal since I was an 

undergraduate and took History of Books in Print and did a special project on locating first 

editions of the Newbery Medal. I learned a lot in that process, and I just continue to learn. I also 

want to thank Cara for her great presentation about the ALA archive and all of the wonderful 

treasures there are in that archive related to the Newbery Medal. I had the pleasure of visiting 

about ten years ago, and they really do have a marvelous collection that brings history to life. 

I am going to go and share my screen at this point. [Confirming screen sharing] I called my talk, 

“Striving to Do Better: A Nuts-and-Bolts Visual History of the Newbery Medal,” because what I 

really want to focus on is how the Newbery has evolved over time, how the process of selecting 

the Newbery Medal has changed, how the committees have changed over time. 

And I am starting with this quote from Lloyd Alexander. That’s where I took the phrase, 

“striving to do better.” I wanted to talk a little bit about the environment when the Newbery 

Medal was first established, what the environment was for children’s books. And this article that 

appeared in 1914 by Franklin K. Mathiews described the sort of literature that many adults, 

librarians, parents, and others, teachers definitely, were concerned about. At the beginning of the 

20th century, the majority of books being published for children were formula fiction, series 

books, and Franklin Mathiews, who was the Chief Librarian of the Boy Scouts of America, took 

this on as a special mission to kind of do battle with this sort of book. And he was really 

concerned about what Boy Scouts were reading. He wanted them to be really reading better 

books, so he just took this on. And he attended a meeting of the ABA in 1915, where he first 

suggested the idea of “Good Book Week” at the annual meeting. This would be a time where he 

suggested it’d be close to the holiday shopping season, and people could buy books then for kids 
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for the holidays. The ABA endorsed this idea, and for two years after that Mathiews went on a 

speaking tour all around the United States, where he spoke to groups of parents in particular 

about the importance of finding good books for boys. [He was] specifically interested in boys. 

I also wanted to mention around this same time, in 1916, Bertha Mahoney opened The Bookshop 

for Boys and Girls in Boston, and that eventually led to the creation of the Horn Book Magazine. 

And then also, in 1918, Anne Carroll Moore started writing critical reviews in The Bookman 

Literary Journal. And this was the first review journal that had a regular critical review of 

children’s book. So, we started to see a time when children’s books were being taken more 

seriously on a literary level. And at the same time, Macmillan appointed the first children’s book 

editor, Louise Seamen, and a few years later, Doubleday, Page appointed May Massee to head 

their children’s book department. Back to 1919, the American Booksellers Association took 

Franklin Mathiews’ idea of Good Book Week and ran with it. They turned it into “Children’s 

Book Week.” They appointed not Franklin Mathiews to chair that first committee but Frederic 

Melcher. 

Also, at around this same time, children’s libraries were starting to thrive. The women that you 

see pictured around the library scene here, which was actually from Kalamazoo Public Library, 

are all women who were early librarians, and actually all of these women were instrumental in 

the early years of the Newbery Medal. Most of them chaired the Children’s Section and the 

Newbery Committee in the 1920s. At that first meeting in Swampscott, Massachusetts, and now 

famous meeting, where the children’s librarians were meeting. I don’t know that these are 

children’s librarians, but these are some group of librarians from that meeting enjoying some 

beach time with the ocean view hotel1 behind them. It was in that hotel that the Children’s 

 
1 The New Ocean House 
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Section was having its meetings, and Frederic Melcher attended their meetings as well. It was 

there that he came up with the idea for an award for children’s literature. He proposed that they 

name it after John Newbery, who was an 18th century bookseller and publisher, the first to create 

and sell books specifically for children. The early Newbery medals, the first few of them, 

actually were done by popular vote. This is one thing I found very interesting. It was not just the 

Children’s Section. In fact, there were only 28 members of the Children’s Section in ALA when 

the Newbery Medal was created. But the vote was open to all members of ALA. This is a photo I 

found in the ALA Bulletin of all of the librarians who attended ALA convention in 1929. 

Apparently, they are paying a visit to President Hoover at the White House, just dropping by for 

a casual visit. Anyway, I put this picture in just to help us visualize the people who voted for the 

first years of the Newbery Medal. 

As Cara mentioned, Frederic Melcher paid to have the medal cast. This is actually the actual 

plaster cast that was used to create the bronze medal. And one thing an art professor once told 

me about metals is they have two sides. So these are the two sides of the Newbery Medal. Not 

everyone gets to see the actual medal. We’re used to seeing the facsimiles of it. And the side that 

has the rendering of John Newbery with two children handing them a book is what they use of 

course now for the Newbery Honor. I actually think it’s the more attractive side of the medal 

than the one that we use for the Newbery Medal on the covers of books. 

Now there was this popular vote, but the Children’s Section had a backup plan. They also had a 

shadow Newbery Committee at that time, where the officers of the Children’s Library Section 

and then four appointed members. And the shadow committee could override the popular vote if 

they thought that it was not a truly distinguished book. As far as I know they never did that. But 

they could also make the final decision if the vote was too close. Those are the librarians who 



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  15 

were actually on this committee, and you’ll see under the appointed members, Anne Carroll 

Moore. One thing I found very interesting in doing research, Anne Carroll Moore never actually 

served on a Newbery Committee. This is the shadow committee, which didn’t have any real say 

in the early Newberys; it’s the only one that she ever served on. And as Cara mentioned, she 

talked about The Story of Mankind by Hendrik Van Loon. But this shows us the breakdown of 

the votes, and you can see that The Story of Mankind had a resounding majority of 163 votes. 

There were 212 librarians who voted. And then they didn’t have quite the control of 

confidentiality that we have today, so you can find the actual vote totals for the next highest vote 

getters, the “runners-up” they were called. The Great Quest came in second with 22 votes, so 

that’s quite a drop from The Story of Mankind, you can see just how popular that book was. They 

actually named as runners-up every book that got more than two votes. That’s really quite 

incredible. I don’t think anything close to that would happen today. In conferring the Newbery 

Medal to Van Loon, Clara Whitehill Hunt said this quote to Frederic Melcher that Cara also 

shared with us.2 I think the publicity part, Cara talked a bit about how important the publicity of 

the Newbery Medal has always been, but what’s interesting is that they really were able to get all 

kinds of publicity for the Newbery Medal. It really was a lot of marketing right from the very 

beginning. 

The second book, The Voyages of Dr. Dolittle by Hugh Lofting, was also very popular. The 

actual awarding ceremony at ALA was so popular that the Library Buildings Round Table 

complained, or not so much complained but noted, that they unfortunately conflicted with the 

awarding of the Newbery Medal. So they had very few members attend the roundtable, including 

the chair of the roundtable who attended the Newbery as well. I found this very interesting letter 

 
2 “We feel strong and powerful because you believe in us and are putting in our hands a weapon—one of the most 
potent of our time—publicity of the best kind.”  
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about the second Newbery winner Hugh Lofting in the archive of the Cleveland Public Library. 

The woman you see in the lower left corner is the Cleveland Public Children’s Librarian Effie 

Power, who I’ve learned was really quite an amazing woman for many reasons. But she wrote a 

letter to Hugh Lofting in 1922 raising her concerns about the racism in The Voyages of Dr. 

Dolittle. We don’t have her letter, but we do have Hugh Lofting’s response to her in which he 

said, “I wouldn’t want the black children to take offense for anything. And of course the fact that 

I don’t mean to offend them has no weight at all if they are offended or brought into ridicule by 

the passage that you mentioned.” And he also mentioned in the letter that he had talked to his 

editor already, and they were going to change the offensive passage. Now what’s interesting is 

that these letters were exchanged before the vote on the Newbery Medal. Whether or not Miss 

Power had said anything to him about how that might stand in the way of him winning the 

Newbery or not we don’t know, but I just found it interesting that back in 1922 librarians already 

recognized problems with The Voyages of Dr. Dolittle. 

The third book that won and believe me, I’m not going to name every single Newbery book, but 

I’m going through some of the changes in the process and how they developed. This is I think an 

important book because Charles Boardman Hawes died before the book was even published. So 

one of the questions that arose among the librarians was can we give the Newbery posthumously. 

What is this going to do to the presentation, all of the things they were concerning themselves 

with at that time? They did in fact decide that it could be given posthumously, and Charles 

Boardman Hawes’ widow accepted on his behalf, and I read in the account of this that there was 

not a dry eye in the house at her Newbery Medal acceptance. But I think this did lead to the 

realization that there needed to be more of a process, that how they were choosing it was a little 

too amorphous. And in 1925 Effie Power once again went to the Children’s Section meeting and 
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proposed that the Newbery Committee be created. And these were the first members of the 

Newbery Committee: [it] included the [Children’s] Section’s Executive Board. So that would be 

the chair, the vice chair, the treasurer and secretary; all five members of the Book Evaluation 

Committee; three members at large, elected by the membership. The Book Evaluation 

Committee were part of the Newbery Committee from the beginning, and they were responsible 

every year for creating what was called a “Distinguished List of Books.” They put out the list of 

what they felt were the best books of the year. 

This is, again, just an example of publicity in a newspaper, national publicity, the Seattle Star for 

Charles Joseph Finger. This sounds like a headline that could be written today, doesn’t it: “Wrote 

Best Kids’ Book – Awarded National Prize.” And the archive has this amazing photo from 1926 

when Frederic Melcher arranged for a descendant of John Newbery to be at the presentation of 

the Newbery Medal. The man on the left is Fenton Newbery, who was the great-great grandson 

of John Newbery, and we see Arthur Bowie Chrisman receiving the medal from Nina Brotherton 

who was the Children’s Section Chair and the Newbery Chair. For many years the Chair of the 

Children’s Section also chaired the Newbery Medal Committee. And there is also Frederic 

Melcher looking very dapper and holding a copy of Shen of the Sea, the winner that year. 

In 1928, Dhan Gopal Mukerji won the Newbery for Gay-Neck. He was the first person of color 

to be awarded the Newbery Medal. Gay-Neck was a very, very highly-regarded book in its time. 

His publisher put out a special Newbery edition, limited edition of 1,000 copies. And you see an 

actual copy there. It had a little gold-embossed Newbery Medal on the spine and every copy was 

signed by the author and illustrator, and these were put out in piles in the ALA exhibits for 

people to take. 
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In 1929, the committee was enlarged to fifteen members, still including the section’s executive 

board as well as the ex-chair of the section. Again, the five book evaluation committee members 

and the chairs of all of the Children’s Section standing committees of which at the time there 

were just five. And Eric Kelly, who won in 1929, actually traveled to the medal presentation 

with a ceremonial trumpet of Krakow. And that trumpet then went on tour and was included in 

exhibits in libraries across the country. 

Here’s Effie Power again. She’s kind of become my favorite person in the course of doing 

research. She is the person who was the chair when Hitty, Her First Hundred Years was 

awarded. And this is Miss Power holding the Newbery Medal, and there was kind of a funny 

story about this. The Newbery Chair had always been, back then, always entrusted with keeping 

the Newbery Medal to give to the author. And the ALA was in LA, Los Angeles, that year, and 

she put it in a box for safekeeping and then couldn’t get the box open. Luckily at the last moment 

she was able to get the medal to give to the author, and you can see how very relieved she looks. 

She also looks like she worked very hard to get that box open. Cara mentioned the amazing flight 

of Rachel Field; she flew from New Mexico to Los Angeles for this. You know it’s really kind of 

a press gimmick, but it sure did get a lot of attention. Here are some examples of press coverage 

and newspapers. Hitty the doll (she has there) was a big hit and went on tour through libraries on 

the west coast along with Rachel Field. And I read in one newspaper account that in the month 

since she won the Newbery Medal that there were a million copies of Hitty, Her First Hundred 

Years sold. It seems unbelievable to me that they would sell that many copies, but it was an 

extremely popular book, she was a popular author, and the doll was a hit. Continuing right into 

November for Children’s Book Week, libraries across the country hosted doll conventions in 

honor of Hitty. 
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The very first Newbery dinner was held at the Taft Hotel in Connecticut in 1931 when Elizabeth 

Coatsworth won the award for The Cat Who Went to Heaven. Also speaking that evening was 

her editor Louise Seaman Bechtel, who talked about the three previous Newbery books that she 

had edited, so from Trumpeter of Krakow to The Cat Who Went to Heaven, all edited by Louise 

Seaman Bechtel.  

In 32, there were two resolutions passed at ALA Annual. The one that is now still in the terms 

for the Newbery [is] that books “must be original, or, if traditional in origin, must be the result of 

individual [research and] reinterpretation.” I imagine that because there were a lot of folk tales 

published at that time, I’m sure that question came up. Emma Lee was the Children’s Section 

Chair at that time and also the Newbery Chair. And one of the advantages of having the 

Children’s Section leadership an integral part of the committee is that when questions like this 

came up they could just deal with it during the Newbery meetings. At that time, they were 

actually doing everything by mail, but they could deal with it directly. They didn’t have to go 

through a process of taking it before a separate board. They also decided that in order to 

encourage an increase in the number of authors writing for children that someone could not win 

twice, unless it was unanimous vote of the entire committee. So, back in the early days, you 

could only win a Newbery one time. And in order to keep the Newbery news from leaking, they 

decided the Newbery Chair would stop reporting the results to the committee itself. So, from 

March, when they took their vote, until June, where we had the Newbery Banquet, only the Chair 

of the Newbery Committee and section (same person), the author, the publisher, and Frederic 

Melcher knew which book had won the Newbery. 

This is Della McGregor, who was the chair in 1933. I really like seeing the pictures of the people 

who were involved. It just give us a little sense of the history and who the people were beyond 
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just reading their name, so I did try to find pictures of people where I could. And if you're 

worried looking at the clock and worried that this is going to be a five-hour presentation, I just 

want to assure you that most of the changes and development of the process of the Newbery 

happened in the first half of its life, so it will go a little faster in a while. But if you were 

attending the banquet there in 1933 at the Stevens Hotel in Chicago, which is now the Hilton, 

you would have heard Della McGregor. You’d be sitting on the edge of your seat, wondering 

what had won the Newbery, and so you would hear her say, “And the Newbery Medal goes to… 

Elizabeth Foreman Lewis for Young Fu of the Upper Yangtze.” Now that kind of excitement 

today we get at the announcement at the Midwinter Conference, back then if you can imagine 

everybody assembled for the Newbery Medal presentation, learning at that moment. 

In 34, the committee devised its system of mathematical consensus and book voting, which they 

still use today. Each committee member has to rank their choices by first, second, and third 

place. And then there are a certain number of points assigned to each one and that’s tallied. I’m 

sure we’ll hear more about that when we hear from actual committee members later on this 

morning. 

This is a picture of the Newbery Banquet at the Hotel Pierre in New York City. The head table 

there, [there] were a number of people seated at it. This is the winner of the Newbery that year, 

Ruth Sawyer, who won for Roller Skates. That is Muriel Gilbert, who was chair of the Newbery 

Committee that year. And here’s Frederic Melcher and seated next to Mr. Melcher is Eleanor 

Roosevelt, who wrote about the Newbery Banquet the next day in her “My Day” column, 

although she did spell Newbery with two “r”s. And here’s the same banquet, a long shot of it. 

It’s hard to believe there was a depression going on with all of this elegance. 
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1937 was also the year that Horn Book first started to publish the Newbery Medal acceptance 

speech, and they've done that every year since then. And in 1937, a busy year for the librarians, 

they also approached Mr. Melcher and suggested that he create a separate award for illustration, 

and that’s how the Caldecott Medal came to be, but it was indeed the librarians in the Children’s 

Section who came up with that idea and proposed it to Mr. Melcher. Also in 37, they invited 

school librarians to be regular members of the Newbery Committee, so there were five positions 

designated for school librarians. Those five members, along with the three new Children’s 

Librarians’ Section Committees, raised the number of the Newbery-Caldecott Committee to 23. 

So, there were three new committees that were part of the Librarian’s Section, so their chairs 

were added. 

In 39, the Nominating Committee suggested that going forward the Chair of Children’s Section 

no longer also serve as the Chair of the Newbery. That was to free the Chair of the Section to do 

the business necessary for the Section and, instead, they came up with the idea of having the 

Vice Chair of the Section chair the Newbery, and that’s something that lasted for many years. 

Gladys English of the Los Angeles Public Library was the last person who served both as the 

Chair of the Children’s Section and the Chair of the Newbery Committee. 

This, from Top of the News in 1943, shows you the structure of the Newbery-Caldecott Award 

Committee. Newbery and Caldecott were at that time decided by the same committee. You see 

the officers there; you see the members of the Book Evaluation Committee, the chairs of the 

other ALSC Committees: Book Production, Membership, Professional Training and Publicity, 

School Library Section, and the Members-at-large. During the war years, there were no annual 

ALA conferences held, but there still of course was a Newbery Banquet; you couldn’t do without 

that in any given year. The Newbery was given out instead at regional conferences, twice in New 
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York and once in Cleveland. There were over 400 people who attended the Newbery Banquet in 

Cleveland. Their report in 1943 of the very small Newbery Banquet, just 270 people attending, 

was done by Margaret McElderry, who was then a librarian at New York Public. And one of the 

things she mentioned is “A side note to the dinner, but one which definitely added to the 

enjoyment of the guests, was the excellent filet mignon, which the hotel management substituted 

at the last minute for chicken, unobtainable on the market that day.” Quite a banquet! And they 

also made a profit of $60, which was unusual. 

In 1949, Margaret Clark was the Newbery-Caldecott Chair when there was a procedure changed. 

They decided not to wait until June to the banquet to announce the awards and instead to 

announce them in March, soon after the committee had made its decision. They were again doing 

this all by mail and exchanging the votes with the chair by mail. Then the chair would tally the 

votes and report it to Mr. Melcher, rather than waiting until the banquet. Mr. Melcher had, as 

Cara mentioned, early on these were in his office in New York, where the Newbery was 

announced. The people on the left are the 1952 winners with Newbery Chair Rosemary Livesey. 

That’s Ann Nolan Clark and Lynd Ward with her. And then these got to be slightly larger events. 

So, by the 1960s, they were an invitation-only event. This one was held at the Harvard Club. 

Also, there was a lot more involvement of the membership of the Children’s Section, and they 

were very strongly encouraged to send what they called their nominations for each of the awards. 

In the early years, they were sent a nomination paper to fill out and return. They were sent that 

with their membership renewals. And then later on with the Top of the News journal published 

by the Children’s Section, they had it as a tear-out postcard in the journal. So, you could just fill 

that out and send that to the Newbery Chair, and those books would be tallied. They got 

hundreds of suggestions each year from the membership, and the committee was required to read 
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the suggestions from the membership as well as those that had been nominated by the actual 

committee. 

In 1952, Effie Lee Morris of the Cleveland Public Library became the first African American 

member of the Newbery-Caldecott Committee. And in 1957, Charlemae Rollins was the first 

African American to chair the Newbery-Caldecott Committee. Again, in those years, the Vice 

Chair of the Section was the Newbery-Caldecott Chair, so in 1958, then Charlemae Rollins went 

on to be the president of what was then called, I believe it was the Children’s Literature 

Association at that point. And there were a lot of changes in the Newbery-Caldecott Committee 

under Charlemae Rollins’ leadership. One was that the entire Newbery Committee began to meet 

to discuss the contenders. The voting was still done in March, but they could spent a lot of their 

meeting time talking about the award terms. They decided at that time to remove the requirement 

that the winner couldn’t win twice. So, you could win the Newbery twice from 1958 on. And 

they also changed the make-up of the Newbery Committee once again. [They] Still had the five 

members of the Book Evaluation Committee, but they also voted to change the name of the list 

that the Book Evaluation Committee created from the Distinguished Books of the Year to the 

Notable Children’s Books of the Year. That’s something I think is just remarkable to learn, that 

the early Notable Children’s Books Committee were actually part of the Newbery-Caldecott 

Committee. I don’t know when these people slept. They also planned the banquet, the members 

of the Newbery Committee did.  

So, this is just a ticket order and an acknowledgement of that order. And you can see this person 

ordered three tickets for a total of $22.50. So, you could attend the Newbery Banquet in those 

years for $7.50. And here’s what that would buy you: “fruit cocktail, en cup”, I’m not sure what 
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that is; “boned double breast of chicken on slice of Virginia ham,” which doesn’t sound terribly 

good; “buttered green peas”; “au-gratin potato”; “chef salad”; an “illuminated baked Alaska.”  

This is just showing the seating arrangement at the banquet, which they had to figure out. In 

those years, they seated people in the order of their ticket order, so if you were the first person to 

get your ticket in, you could sit at the table in the front. If you were number 635, you’d be at one 

of the tables, closer to the middle section. And they also had a rule back then that publishers 

could not buy entire tables. They always had to leave three seats vacant that would be filled in by 

librarians who had purchased tickets. Here is just the total bill for the Newbery Banquet and the 

reception beforehand, where they drank apparently a lot of martinis and Manhattans. And a 

picture of the multi-tiered table. You may have heard about the head tables at the Newbery that 

had not one, not two, but three tiers of dignitaries  

In 1960, Spencer Shawn made history by becoming the first man to serve on the Newbery-

Caldecott Committee. Prior to that time, the Newbery-Caldecott Committee had been all women, 

who were doing the work of the committee. The committee met in person and for the first time, 

immediately after the discussion, stayed in session until the award winners were selected. And 

the committee also considered a suggestion at that time that there’d be two Newbery medals, one 

for fiction and one for nonfiction, and they voted that suggestion down stating that there were 

already too many awards. 

Joseph Krumgold in 1960 was the first author awarded a second Newbery Medal, and here you 

see him getting that from the Chair Elizabeth Burr. And this is from that same banquet; I put this 

in so you could get a picture of how formal the event was: the tuxes, the evening gowns, the 

opera gloves. Many of you probably knew Carolyn Field, so second from the left seated there in 
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the beautiful—I imagined it as a red gown—is Carolyn Field, who was the Children’s Services 

Division’s president that year. 

And Frederic Melcher died in 1963, just a month shy of his 84th birthday and, as Cara 

mentioned, his son Daniel Melcher took over as donor of the award and being the host of the 

announcement and being something of an advisor to the committee. 

In 1964, the Newbery-Caldecott Committee stopped listing the runners-up in preferential order. 

This is something I like to tell people. I don’t how many people know this but if you go to the 

ALSC website and see the list of Winners and Honor Books, prior to 1964, those Honor Books 

are listed in preferential order. So, you can see for example in 1962 that Frontier Living by 

Edwin Tunis was the first runner-up, The Golden Goblet was the second runner-up, and Belling 

the Tiger was the third runner-up. That’s why there doesn’t appear to be any order to the Honor 

Books back then, when you look at that. But it’s because they're listed in preferential order, by 

the number of votes they received. 

In 1967, the Children’s Services Division decided not to issue a statement regarding the Dr. 

Dolittle books. They had been asked to, but they stated that they felt it was “the responsibility of 

the individual librarian, not something to be decided by CSD or its members.” 

At the banquet, the program generally showcases the artist that won the Caldecott. I found the 

program for 1968 actually also showcased the author. In this case, it was E. L. Konigsburg, and 

she wrote a special dialogue between Jamie and Claudia that was included in part of the program 

called, “From the Mixed-up Files of Mrs. E. L. Konigsburg.” And the two of them are discussing 

what the Newbery Medal is. And at the end, Jamie says, “Why isn’t there any t in medal?” 

Claudia: “Because metal is what the medals are made of. So what if Mrs. Frankweiler won the 
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Newbery Medal. I knew that.” And Jamie said, “Well, Claude, I figure that if the medal is gold, 

she better cut me in. I’ve been broke ever since we left her place.” 

In 1969, for the first time, the award winners were announced at the ALA Midwinter Conference 

and, in 1969, Lloyd Alexander, who won for The High King, his publisher managed to fly him in 

so he would be there at the announcement. And that was not uncommon at that time; it was 

something that they tried to do, couldn’t always work out to fly someone in at the last minute, 

but they did manage to get Lloyd Alexander there. And this is the chair, Isabella Jeanette, 

handing him the medal, which he was allowed to hold for just a few seconds, and then it was 

whisked away to be held in safekeeping until it could be officially conferred at the Summer 

Conference. 

In 1971, the Children’s Services Division Board voted to change “runner-up” to “Honor Book.” 

They’re no longer called runner-up and that was applied retroactively. And they also at that time 

decided to make the silver facsimile seal that could be placed on the Honor Books. Before that 

time, there really had been no indication on the books that they were Honor Books, they were 

runners-up. In 1972 to 77, ALSC tried an interesting experiment by listing all of the suggestions 

for the Newbery-Caldecott in the library press. This was done in Top of the News and School 

Library Journal. So it’s kind of an interesting historical document. You can see for example that 

The Chocolate War and Blubber were both suggested in 1974. So was Sandra Scoppettone’s 

Trying Hard to Hear You. They stopped doing this after five years. I talked to Lillian Gerhardt 

about this practice. She was on the board at the time as well as being editor at School Library 

Journal, and she said the reason they stopped doing it is that they found it just raised too many 

false hopes on the parts of authors and illustrators and publishers, so they went back to keeping 

everything confidential. 
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In 1973, the membership of the Newbery-Caldecott Committee changed once again. The 

president of the Children’s Services Division was no longer on the Newbery committee, but they 

still did have the leadership reflected in that the immediate past president and the second vice 

president were on the committee. Then they had twelve members elected at large and nine 

members appointed. The chair, for the first time, was elected from a slate of two by the CSD 

general membership, so the chair was no longer the Vice Chair of the committee; however, the 

Vice Chair did serve, so we still did have some leadership on the Newbery-Caldecott Committee.  

This is an announcement from 1973. Priscilla Moulton announcing the winner of the Newbery 

Medal at Midwinter. It wasn’t a huge press conference as it is today. It was a good-sized 

gathering but much smaller than what we have today, just the Newbery and Caldecott being 

announced. I believe in the center of that picture in the skirt is Ann Kalkhoff, who you’ll be 

hearing from a little bit later. And this is another view of the same crowd, and what you see is the 

winner has just been announced. You can tell from the faces of the people in the crowd, their 

applause. But if you look on the left side, you will see in the multicolored dress Jean George 

making her way to the front. She had been flown in by Harper to accept the award, and here she 

is being congratulated by the Children’s Services Division Vice President Barbara Rollock. 

And 1975 was the first year that the Newbery-Caldecott members began their work at the 

beginning of the publication year. This is one of the most incredible things I learned in doing this 

research; that prior to 1975, the previous committees weren’t appointed or elected until mid-year, 

so they had only six months to complete their work. It was also the first year that Virginia 

Hamilton became the first African American to win the Newbery Medal, and there she is in the 

vest, second from the right, with her editor, Susan Hirschman, the chair, Barbara Rollock, and 

Gerald McDermott, the Caldecott-winner that year. 
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For the first time in 1976, members of the Newbery-Caldecott Committee were required to 

attend the ALA Midwinter discussion where the books would be discussed. And for the first time 

also the committee sent in rounds of three nominations, two rounds, one in October, and one in 

December.  

In 1979, [there was a] big change in that the Newbery and the Caldecott were split into two 

committees of fifteen, and they were two separate committees for the first time, including a chair 

elected by the general membership, seven members elected from a slate of fourteen, and seven 

members appointed by the vice president/president elect. The last Newbery Medal selected by 

the joint Newbery-Caldecott Committee was A Gathering of Days. And the first Newbery Medal 

selected by the committee after separation from Caldecott was Jacob Have I Loved. I put these in 

to just kind of give you a sense of the history as I’m coming into a period of time where these are 

probably books you’re familiar with. 

Ginny Moore Kruse was the first Newbery Committee Chair since 1937. She’s the first chair that 

just had the Newbery Committee to chair. And another experiment in a way, in 81-82, ALSC 

responded to complaints that the banquets were just too expensive; a lot of people couldn’t 

afford them. It was not only the expense of the ticket but the formal wear. And so they tried an 

experiment in which they made a low cost event, well, actually a no cost event, free. They just 

gave the acceptance speeches in a big ballroom with seating, auditorium style, and anyone could 

come in and hear the speeches. And this is a picture from that first one in 1981, so you can see 

what it looked like, very different from the banquet. And they only did that for two years because 

the majority of people missed the pageantry of the banquet. 

In 82, A Visit to William Blake’s Inn by Nancy Willard was the first book to be honored for both 

the Newbery and the Caldecott. And remember, prior to 1980, a book had to be considered for 
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one or the other. When the Newbery and Caldecott Committees were one committee, their first 

order of business was to decide whether a book would be considered for the Newbery or the 

Caldecott. It was also the first poetry to win the Newbery Medal.  

And these two changes made in the 2000s. In 2007, the board voted to make the chairs appointed 

positions. And then, in 2009, they increased the number of rounds. And since the Newbery-

Caldecott Committee split, these are the only two procedural changes to the Newbery-Caldecott 

Committee. And I think that really once the ALSC leadership were taken directly out of the 

Newbery Committee…Now perhaps they’ve just perfected the process, but my inclination is 

more that once they were not involved in the selection, there was less incentive or opportunity to 

make changes in the process itself. 

What remains in terms of changes are not so much changes to process but landmarks. So, in 

2010, Rose Treviño served as the first Latinx Newbery Medal Committee Chair, and there she is 

giving the medal there to Neil Gaiman for The Graveyard Book. And, in 2016, Matt de la Peña 

became the first Latinx winner of the Newbery Medal, and Last Stop on Market Street was the 

first picture book narrative to win the award. And, in 2020, the Newbery went to a graphic novel 

for the first time, Jerry Craft’s New Kid. And due to the pandemic, the award was presented via 

zoom. And in 2021—this was a pretty big difference for the Newbery Committee—the entire 

committee met for the entire time virtually; they were not able to have any in-person meetings. 

So, this is a picture of how they looked at what would have been the Newbery Banquet, the 

Newbery presentation. And I really appreciate the 2021 committee’s nod to the elegance of the 

past award banquets. Some of them even look like they're wearing ball gowns. 

But this is you know, you never know how history is going to change the process, but I really 

think it’s quite amazing how ALSC and the Newbery and Caldecott and all the other committees 
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as well were really able to come up with a new way of doing things, and the process worked in 

that way as well. 

This is my final slide. This is just kind of nod to the next generation of the Newbery. This is a 

picture actually taken in 1995 at the banquet, and that is Frederic Melcher’s great granddaughter, 

Laura Melcher. She spent the entire banquet that year I think reading the winner of the Newbery 

Medal. So, we have about ten minutes I think for questions. I’d be happy to answer any questions 

people have. 

Carol Tilley: KT, thank you so much for this presentation. We do have a couple of questions for 

you in the chat, and the first one from Rita Auerbach is about who nominated the candidates in 

the early years. 

KT Horning: You know, when you read the ALA Bulletin, it appears that it was the people at the 

Children’s Section meetings, which were open to anyone, but I don’t know how many people 

traveled to ALA in those years, unless they were local. It would be quite an extensive train trip. 

But you see at the end of those meeting minutes, the Nominating Committee just putting those 

three names forward, so there wasn’t an election. They just put—these are the three names the 

Nominating Committee submits to be the members at large for the Newbery Committee. 

Horning: I can't hear you, Carol. 

Tilley: Sorry about that. There’s a second question about whether there’s been any further 

discussion of opening the minutes and discussions from the Newbery and Caldecott Committees. 

Horning: Any further discussion from—well, if you look at the history of the Newbery-

Caldecott, you will find that question raised many times. I remember reading an article by Zena 

Sutherland in the 70s about it, where obviously they were talking at one point about recording 

the meeting, so that the tapes would be available. Particularly in the early 70s, there was a lot of 
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talk about opening up the process, so people could observe, so people could know what was said 

about the books, but each time the ALSC leadership has felt that it really is [an] important part of 

the process for people who are on the committee to feel like what they’re saying is confidential. 

So, there was a time I think, it was maybe about ten years ago, where I submitted a proposal to 

the ALSC board that they have a statute of limitations on the things that are in the archive that 

are secret. Confidant still kept confidential, or like if somebody, you know, is still around 50 

years later after they were on the Newbery-Caldecott Committee, they could talk about it if they 

remembered, if they asked. And so, the ALSC board did accept that after 50 years, but that does 

not include things like the ballots, which I don’t even know how many of the committees keep. 

So, there has been discussion.  

Personally, I feel like, I would make the statute of limitations 25 years. That it would allow 

people 25 years later to talk about—not who said what but—like there really isn’t any way to 

know what the committee found distinguished about a particular book or why. You know, like 

why wasn’t such and such book a Newbery book. Obviously the committee discussed it or did 

they? I mean they probably did, but what was the issue. So you know, I really do feel it would be 

a valuable learning experience, and definitely for the purposes of history, to have things open, 

but you know it has been something considered by the board, and they decided to make it 50 

years. 

Tilley: And I think we have time to go through one more question and still have a very short 

break. And so, Eric Carpenter asks, “How early on were the criteria terms and definitions for the 

Newbery determined, and what have been the biggest changes in terms of criteria and terms?” 

Horning: Um, I don’t think that the—I’m not sure exactly when the criteria were first written 

down. They’ve been the criteria, you know, that the word “distinguished” as we heard from Cara 
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has always been a part of it. And then in the criteria there are things related to eligibility that kind 

of evolved as problems came up or issues came up, like the one I mentioned posthumously. 

When you look at the criteria for evaluating the books themselves, they all are kind of vague 

reinstatements of “distinguished.” And I do think that “distinguished”, as Mr. Melcher was 

quoted by Cara, is a big word, but it’s left open to interpretation by each committee because the 

people in 1922 were smart enough to realize the books would change. I mean they certainly 

hoped books would change over time and that what might be “distinguished” in 1922 wouldn’t 

necessarily be “distinguished” in 1935 or 1965.  

So, I think that having that ALSC leadership—or I call it ALSC now because that’s what it is 

now but back then Children’s Section, changed its name several times over the course of the last 

hundred years—but having those leaders in the Newbery process itself was what really helped 

develop those criteria. I’m not sure at what era those criteria we’re familiar with now were 

written down. The only one that I know of that was added in recent times—and by recent I mean 

less fifty years—I haven’t been able to track down when it was added. It’s the line that says, 

“The Newbery is not for didactic intent.” And I don’t know when exactly that was added or what 

was behind that. Every criteria you see, there’s something behind it. But again, because of the 

confidentiality, we can’t always know that. You can predict. For example, the rule they made 

about an author not being able to win more than once, which they made in 1932, I suspect came 

out of Rachel Field’s next two books, which were very highly regarded. One was a Newbery 

Honor. And I think that, you know, we can’t just give the Newbery to Rachel Field every year. 

So, you know, they really were trying to increase the number of people writing for children. I 

don’t know that for sure, that’s just what I suspect and, you know, somewhere, I don’t know 

where it would be, but perhaps there’d be correspondence that would be kept from these 
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individual librarians that would reveal those secrets.  But, yeah, it is quite interesting to me how 

much work these women in these early years did. I mean they really did everything and had jobs 

as well. This was just their volunteer work, but it was definitely their life’s passion. 

Tilley: KT, thank you so much for this very informative and lively talk. There are a couple of 

more questions that are shorter that might be easier to answer and writing in the Q and A panel, 

but I think we have time for very quick stretch break before our next event. So, please join me in 

saying thank you to KT for her talk this morning. 

 

 

Panel Discussion: “Experiences from the Trenches” - Ann Kalkhoff (1973 
Committee), Debra Ann McLeod (1984, 2014 Committees), Diane Foote 
(2010 Committee), Tad Andracki (2018, 2022 Committees) 
 

 

Sara Schwebel: Welcome back, everyone. What a great way to start the morning. Thanks so 

much to our speakers. We have next a panel discussion titled, “Experiences from the Trenches.” 

I’m now pleased to introduce a panel of experts on the Newbery selection process as practiced on 

the ground, in real time. The four individuals I will momentarily introduce have experience on 

the Newbery Selection Committee over the past half century, from the early 1970s up to and 

including today. To help orient you during this hour’s conversation, we’ve shared a PowerPoint 

slide that connects our panelists to the books their committees prized.   

I’d first like to introduce Ann Kalkhoff, who joins us by telephone. Ann received her 

Master’s in Library Science from Illinois in 1967, and she is a retired children’s librarian from 

Brooklyn Public Library, where she worked for more than 35 years while also founding and 

editing the Children’s Book Review Service. Ann was a member, as we just heard in KT 

Horning’s talk, of the 1973 Newbery-Caldecott Committee, which selected Julie of the Wolves as 

the Newbery Medal winner and The Funny Little Woman as the Caldecott Medal winner. She 

also served on the 1990 Caldecott Selection Committee. Ann’s 1972 article in School Library 
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Journal, “Innocent Children or Innocent Librarians” questions the sacredness of Newbery books, 

and she credits this piece with opening the door to her committee service. 

Next, we are joined by Debra Ann McLeod, who received her Master’s in Library 

Science from Illinois in 1975. She is currently an adjunct professor at Johnson County 

Community College in Kansas, where she teaches children’s literature to education majors. She 

retired from a long career as a public children’s librarian, serving in St. Louis Public Library, 

Kent County Library System (outside Grand Rapids, Michigan), and Johnson County Library 

System, in Kansas. She was a member of the 1984 Newbery Committee, which selected Dear 

Mr. Henshaw as the Medal winner, and the 2014 Newbery Committee, which selected Flora & 

Ulysses.  She also served on the Caldecott Selection Committee twice. 

Next, we are joined by Diane Foote, who received her Master’s in Library and 

Information Science from Illinois in 2006. She is currently the executive director of the Illinois 

Library Association. Prior to this appointment, she served as assistant dean and curator of the 

Butler Children’s Literature Center at Dominican University, and for ten years, she was a 

marketing director at Holiday House, Inc. Diane served as the executive director of the 

Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC) from 2006-2009 and was a member of the 

2010 Newbery Committee, which selected When You Reach Me as the Medal winner. She has 

also served on the Coretta Scott King Book Award Committee. 

And finally, we are joined by Tad Andracki, who received his Master’s in Library and 

Information Science from Illinois in 2014. He is currently a middle school librarian at the 

University of Chicago Laboratory Schools. He is a member of the We Are Kid Lit Collective, 

which publishes an annual summer reading list featuring BIPOC creators. His research on race, 

gender, sexuality, and indigeneity in children’s literature has appeared in multiple edited 

collections. Tad served on the 2018 Newbery Committee, which selected Hello, Universe as the 

Medal winner, and is currently chair of the 2022 Committee, which will select the 101st 

Newbery Medal winner. 

The Q & A box is open, so please begin submitting your questions for the panel at any 

time. In the meantime, I’d like to start off by asking a question that is open to any of the 

panelists: “What surprised you most during your service on the Newbery Selection committee?” 
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Debra Ann McLeod: What I really enjoyed about it is, like you said, “in the trenches,” and that 

you create such a bond with your committee. It’s an experience that I cherish because I’ve 

developed such lifelong friends. And to hear everyone, you know, discussing in an intelligent 

way—I mean, yes, there are emotions that are involved—but still. To meet likeminded people, 

even though we had different backgrounds and different careers—because there’s such an 

eclectic mix sometimes in your committee—it just really was a wonderful experience. 

 

Tad Andracki: I’ll echo what Debra said. You’re locked in a room for an entire weekend with 

fourteen other people who know more about this year’s children’s literature than anyone else. 

And that’s really something that you cannot replicate in any other circumstance. That’s really 

what’s surprising about it. Like the sort of bonds that you form, the conversations that you have 

that are generated, and sort of the surprising method that the process unfolds. And we can’t speak 

too directly about what that process exactly looks like, but it’s always just a joy to experience 

those kinds of conversations and seeing what’s rising to the top. 

Diane Foote: Yeah, this is Diane, and I’ll follow up both of those comments. I really appreciate 

the notion of just our group in the room by ourselves with no distractions. Nobody’s tweeting out 

about what’s going on. There’s nothing coming in from the outside. You kind of clear the decks 

when you’re at Midwinter and you’re on one of these committees. You don’t go to other 

programs, you don’t accept a lot of invitations to go do stuff. That’s what you’re there to do; 

you’re there to focus. It really was a unique experience. Normally at these conferences, I know in 

my own personal experience, I’m running around like a chicken with its head cut off trying to get 

to a million things and do a million things. And this really was unique because all you did was 

focus on this, and I think, particularly in this day and age, the opportunity to focus on one task is 

really—for a number of days in a row, you know, not 20 days in a row, but a few days in a 

row—is unique. I will say that with, before serving on the Newbery Committee, with a 

background as the ALSC Executive Director and, before that, as a children’s book marketing 

director who followed every detail all of these award committees as closely as I possibly could, I 

didn’t have a lot of surprises about how it worked or things that happened. But just keying on 

that notion of it being a very, a really unique experience, really unlike any other. 
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Ann Kalkhoff: Well, having served so many years ago on the Caldecott, the most surprising 

thing to me was at a meeting of the outgoing and incoming at the summer conference because we 

were the first committee not to have the editor of Booklist as a standing member of the 

committee, which—she had served for many years, and she was retiring. And when the 

committee started meeting, more than one of those, the people that had served multiple times 

said it was the first time that there was true discussion and that no one was looking to take over. 

And it just surprised me so much, that this had happened in the past, and all the things that have 

been set up to now. That’s what happened to us. We developed a real relationship. And that 

helped a great deal. And there was respect on everyone’s opinion. 

 

McLeod: One thing that I really—and this wasn’t when I was on the Newbery Committee, I was 

on the Caldecott—but for the 1994, which was The Giver, which was published by Houghton 

Mifflin, as was Grandfather’s Journey, we developed such a close relationship with the 

Caldecott Committee as well. And I don’t know if it’s because we somehow picked books by the 

same publisher, but we had done our first dinner together before we started our deliberations, the 

chairs decided let’s do this, you know, we’re in a unique situation. I don’t know if you guys had 

the same experience with your Caldecott Committee, but we were very tight between the two of 

us. It was, you know, it sort of broadened that that little group that we had but, still, I mean we’re 

all in this together, and it was just really, again, a wonderful experience. 

Kalkhoff: When I served on the Caldecott, we had the same thing. The chairs of the Caldecott 

and the chairs of the Newbery happened to been friends, and our meetings were next door to one 

another. And so we pounded—we made an arrangement that whenever we had a winner, we 

would pound on the wall. And the Caldecott picked their winner much faster, and we thought the 

Newbery was going to come over and strangle us because they were just in the middle of it. And 

I remember we went and had champagne cocktails in the rotunda of the Hyatt in Chicago, and 

we knew the people who saw us thought we were taking a break—well, we were finished. And 

when it was time to call the winners—I had a large room with speaker phones, and both 

committees, the entire committees, met in my room, so that we could hear the chairs calling the 

winners. And I don’t know if any other group ever did that, but that’s what we did that year. 

McLeod: Yeah, we did ours separately, but when we first did with, like, Dear Mr. Henshaw, we 

didn’t have speaker phones. So, you did, you try to huddle around where the chair was talking on 
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the phone to try to hear something. So, you know, I really don’t know what Beverly Cleary’s 

reaction was to having received it. However, you know for, you know, Kate, I mean we’re all 

in—I mean it was a very small, temporary office as you know how those offices are during ALA. 

But we were all there, so we could hear her, all of us could hear her. Um, but yeah, it’s— 

And one thing I also want to talk about, I mean, you don’t realize the pressure that you’re 

under until it’s done. And then I remember with Dear Mr. Henshaw, which is my first ever 

award committee, after it was done, I felt the weight of the world was off my shoulders. I mean 

it’s awesome to realize you’re part of children’s literature history, but you don’t realize you’ve 

been under this because you’re living with it for a year. And not only—I mean I was pregnant 

when we were starting the deliberations and, you know, my daughter was already born when we 

finished the deliberation, so that was another weight that was off my—Plus, it was just an 

incredible, uplifting thing that people even noticed this like you seem so much brighter and 

lighter, and it’s like, yeah, you don’t realize that this was such a heavy thing.  

Foote:  Debra, that’s really interesting. This is Diane Foote speaking again. I see in the questions 

not everyone can tell who is speaking at any given time, so this is Diane Foote. Thank you for 

pointing that out to us. When you talked about the pressure and the weight of the world being off 

your shoulders, here’s something that really did surprise me, and it didn’t have to do with any of 

the functioning of the committee or the quality of the conversations or anything like that because 

I was prepared for all of that. But it was following service on this committee, it was really hard 

to read for pleasure without saying, wait a minute, was that an inconsistent plot something or 

other, or does that dialogue ring true? Like I really, I couldn’t almost enjoy my pleasure reading 

for some time after that without feeling like I had to analyze every word. 

 

Andracki: I completely agree. This is Tad again. I called it the “Newbery hangover.” The like, 

you couldn’t read in the same way. It took some time. You had to do other sorts of things, you 

had to turn off that part of your brain. You had to not read a little bit too. Like, it took about six 

months for me to be able to read the way that I used to be able to read again. It’s a difficult thing.  

 

Kalkhoff: This is Ann Kalkhoff again. Now remember, as KT said, I was on a committee, I 

didn’t get appointed until the spring. And so I was playing catch up for six months of reading, 

plus everything that was coming out. And so that when it was all over, I didn’t read anything. I 
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mean I was absolutely losing my mind because I arrived at the conference not having read some 

of the books that were under discussion because I couldn’t get hold of them. So, I was constantly 

going back to the room and reading there. And I remember one book—I had not read it and I had 

it, and I finally asked the committee, “Is this going to be a serious contender, really?” But they 

said, “You need to read it.” I said, “I know. I promise I’ll read it, but do I have to read it 

tonight?” And they acknowledged I did not. But it was absolutely mind boggling what we were 

doing. And one of the recommendations that came out of my committee, which obviously was 

taken to heart, was that it was time to separate the two. It was just impossible. The value of 

publishing had just grown so much that you were driving people crazy and also to appoint people 

so that they had a full year to read.  

 

Schwebel: There’s a question in the chat about how many books a committee typically reads for 

consideration, and I’m sure that differs across your years of service, which stretch from ‘73 to 

this year, when publishing is just, you know, the number of titles have continued to grow. So, 

how many books did you read, if you remember, for your years of committee service? And also, 

do all committee members, is it the expectation that all committee members read all of the books 

or is there a kind of process where books get split up? That’s the question in the Q and A. 

 

McLeod: Well, we kind of, we kept a tally, somebody kept a tally—I think it was the chair—and 

it was like 800 books that had been published. And it really helps when you get the nominations 

every month because you see what other people are liking [inaudible] make sure that you read 

those. Sometimes you get, you know, what in Caldecott we call an “eye”, but you kind of get 

this, you want to call it an “ear” or whatever. So that when you start a book, you can see where 

it’s kind of going. At least for me it’s that way. Where I can say, you know, this is a really nice 

book [inaudible] but, you know, I’m not sure about it. Especially as time goes on because at the 

very beginning [inaudible] definitely tried to read just about everything, but then as you read 

more it’s like, you know, this, this doesn’t work as the book that I read earlier did or stuff like 

that. Because you’re really starting to [inaudible] the more that you get. But no, nobody signed to 

read. I mean you get boxes of books, which I thought was great, my girls thought was great, but 

you just read a lot. 
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Foote: Yeah, Debra, that is for sure true. I think, I don’t know if, and Tad, you might be able to 

tell us if this is still the case, there was a suggestion list even before we got to the formal 

nominations. Those of you who may not know this specific process for how this works, each 

committee member has or the whole committees have three rounds of nominations, and you’re 

limited in the number of nominations you can make because you can’t read a book and say, “Oh 

I love that. I’ll nominate it. Oh, I love this, I’ll nominate it. Oh, I love this.” You have to winnow 

them down. There’s the first winnowing process is in the number, and it’s very small. I think it’s 

only like three, three, and four or something like that number of nominations that you can make. 

 

However, before the formal nomination time, there’s a suggestion list, and committee 

members all contribute to that, we can take suggestions from the field. That’s where committee 

members exercise their responsibility to go out and look for books beyond what you might be 

sent, even though that process can seem so daunting. As we’ve just heard, you get sent an awful 

lot of things, which is very helpful but—But you are charged with going beyond just what you’re 

sent because how do you know you have selected the most distinguished one, if you haven’t cast 

your net widely. And so—But that is a daunting task for sure.  

 

Ann, I’m so interested to hear from you for a number of reasons. I love seeing that 

photograph of you that KT shared. That was fantastic. I recognized you immediately. But I also 

joined the committee midyear. I was a fill in, and I know there’s a question maybe later on our 

docket about how we came to be on the committee. But yes, it was a challenge to get caught up 

for sure with what everybody else was doing. And I will confess that I did not read the full, you 

know, 800 or whatever it was that came out that year. I worked from the suggestion list to make 

my round of recommendations, and I think the person I replaced had already made a first round 

of recommendations, I mean of nominations. I don’t think I was able to do the full three rounds, 

but I may have been. It’s a little bit lost to the sands of time at this point, even though it was just 

2010. 

 

McLeod: Well, one thing I also looked at too was [inaudible] starred reviews because that really 

also helped. Sort of like another set of [inaudible] because you feel that the other [inaudible] also 

seeing these reviews as well, but I just wanted to make sure that, you know, besides the 
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recommendations from committee members and from outsiders, I just wanted to make sure that I 

covered as much as I could. 

 

Schwebel: I want to bring forward another question in the chat. It says, “It’s startling and 

unfortunately not surprising to reflect back on past years’ winners and see how many are racist 

and oppressive. I know you can’t talk about your committees’ deliberations, but can you speak to 

your general thoughts about systems of oppression and the responsibility of library workers to 

critically examine materials for children, including those that are being delivered or that have 

won awards?” 

 

 

Foote: Yes, Elisa, thank you for raising that. I can tackle that because it directly addresses 

something that I just mentioned a moment ago. It’s about casting your net widely. You know it’s 

not, we can’t assume that everything that’s been sent to us represents the body of work that we 

need to be looking from. We do need to be looking beyond this. When I was at Dominican, I 

taught a mock Caldecott class, and I think, Elisa, you were in it, and we had this conversation 

about how you go about casting your net widely and making sure that you are including in your 

considerations books from authors of all kinds of ethnicities that may have been overlooked or 

misunderstood in the past. And that you would not give an award based on that and that no one is 

saying that, but if you haven’t looked at the books from all voices, then you haven’t cast your net 

widely enough. I think that is a very, very serious responsibility for people who serve on award 

committees. 

 

Andracki: I think it also points to the question of who’s in the room. Right, um, who is in that 

Newbery room as well. I think that is something that ALSC has started taking seriously, but I 

think it needs to take very, very seriously of what kinds of readers are we getting in that room 

when we’re making that decision. Who is going to be able to pick up on those nuances that 

would make a book oppressive or racist as you say, Elisa. At least I think it’s really important 

that every reader in that room is bringing that in addition to the criteria in the manual, thinking 

about really carefully, is this a book that is actually going to stand the test of time or not? And I 

think that’s a real question. 
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And I also think that also brings us to like the second part of your question, Elisa, is these 

books that have been awarded in the past and thinking about the Newbery as something that is 

really culturally significant and exciting and also not infallible, right. It is a process of fifteen 

fallible people, right. And something that we need to think about—When do we hold on to it and 

what situations do we hold on to it and in which situations do we let it go?  

 

Kalkhoff: Well, I had the advantage of the fact that I worked for the Brooklyn Public Library, 

which at that time in history was reviewing every single book in house before it was purchased, 

so that I had colleagues whose reviews I was seeing monthly at meetings. And we did hold mock 

Newbery-Caldecott meetings. And the other thing was I was in the process of starting the 

Children’s Book Review Service. So you talk about books coming to your home? I had to make 

certain what boxes I was looking at, the ones for the company or the ones for me? And I live in a 

studio apartment, so you can imagine there were books everywhere. 

But I think, making the comment about racist books. Well, you have to also look back 

and say what was going on at the time, draining our sensitivities from this generation back. You 

just have to say, it wasn’t there. People weren’t looking at books in the same way that we 

carefully do today.  

 

McLeod: One thing that I remember from my Newbery Committees was a lot of the different—

the chair really does set the tone of what you do and how you deliberate, and I remember one of 

my chairs, she reminded us that we aren’t here to make a political statement, a social statement. 

We’re here to select the most distinguished book. And that’s not our role—that we are to find, 

you know, the most distinguished book. And you’ve got, I’ve heard of other committees that 

have issues, but I really think that the chair, [inaudible] she manages the committee can affect 

[inaudible] of what is selected. So, there you go, Tad. 

 

Andracki:  Yeah, speaking directly to this, at every meeting that I have held with my committee 

members, I read not only our charge but ALSC’s diversity, equity, and inclusion statement. And 

I think that’s really important because that does frame the thinking that we need to be bringing, 

right, and the thinking that we’re tasked with something that is very grave, right. And I’m just 

sort of reflecting on this now and like looking at the text that we have up here on the screen and 
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even thinking about like problematic representations usually of the books or the fact that many of 

these books are focusing on white characters, right. And I’m thinking about that, I’m really 

highly aware of the gravity of all of our choices.  

 

McLeod: When you realize that what you’re selecting may perhaps stay in print longer than 

others just because of the fact of that medal that’s on the book. I mean, you’re putting your stamp 

of approval that this is a book that has to be in classrooms, that it’s going to be in bookstores, it’s 

going to be taught. I mean, it’s a huge responsibility, and this one thing that I bring up to my 

students of why it’s desirable, I mean especially for—Because when I talked to my students 

about how you get these boxes of books, and they [inaudible]. I said well because financially it’s 

great thing for a publisher to have that seal on your book because it does stay in print longer. But 

besides the marketing aspects of it, the influence that it can have on children’s literature and 

what’s being taught. 

 

Foote: Yeah, it’s interesting those things aren’t in the criteria. It’s not to pick a book that will 

stand the test of time but, in fact, that is one of the de facto results even though—So, it’s kind of 

a sub rosa, if you will, responsibility on the committee. And I think it’s interesting to consider 

whether we’re making, you know, social statements with the choices or not. I feel like without 

being intentional about seeking out voices from underrepresented populations, we are, in other 

words, going with the easy—and not that none of this is easy—but going with the default that 

was so comfortable for us for in the white majority of librarianship for so many years. That is a 

statement if you are not going to be reaching out beyond the sources that you are familiar with 

and that you know. That in itself, going with status quo is kind of a statement in and of itself, so I 

just—It’s a very, very big responsibility on all of us to break that in ourselves first and then in 

our committee work and in our review work and everything else. 

 

McLeod: I think this was one thing that we had an issue with was—you have a long-standing 

author, and they haven’t ever won, and a book that truly is amazing. And the person I’m talking 

about is Beverly Cleary. And we knew we were in a spot. It was damned if we do and damned if 

we don’t. And I think, you know, people talk about it like the Academy Awards and, you know, 

but it’s not a popularity contest. I keep saying it’s not a popularity, it’s not a lifetime 
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achievement. We have that with Legacy Award now. In a perfect world, it would be great to 

have books where you don’t have the author on it, and you look just at the power of the book 

itself and not be influenced by who the author is. I think you still have [inaudible]. That is one 

thing that we have to be careful of [inaudible] really influenced by who this author is [inaudible]. 

It’s a very difficult thing to do. It’s our own geniuses, our own biases. It’s like one of your 

favorite authors [inaudible], oh man, I really wish. You just have to set, leave those at the door. 

 

Kalkhoff: It’s interesting hearing you all talk about the fact that you know bringing, we’ve got to 

consider this racism and all of these different factors that—Back when I was on the committee, it 

was only about two or three years since Social Responsibility Round Table was founded, and the 

ALA was being brought kicking and screaming out of the dark ages and letting young people on 

committees. It was the grand old ladies, not only in the children’s work but elsewhere. And I 

mean, I still remember how I got appointed, and it was a very bizarre thing. 

I was starting the reviewing service. And I wrote Anne Izard, who was the president-

elect, and asked if I could sit in on a Newbery-Caldecott discussion. Now, I was not so naive not 

to know that that was against all the rules, but I thought, who knows, maybe something could be 

worked out because of what I was doing. Her letter back to me stated, “Of course I could not sit 

back in on it; however, would I accept an appointment to the committee?” You can imagine my 

reaction because I’d never served on a Children’s Services Division Committee. I was too new to 

it. And I was also going to be a keynote speaker at the Children’s Book Councils preconference, 

which was “Innocent Children or Innocent Librarians”—That’s where the article came from. 

And I’d already written it, and John Donovan and Paula Quinn had seen it. And when they heard 

that I’d been appointed, they said, “Are you changing your report?” And I said, “No.” Because I 

did make it clear that I did not see that everyone was going to read the Newbery. It might be 

outstanding. The little girl who was interested in nuclear physics may not want to read a high 

fantasy book, which was the winner that year. And there were a lot of people that got quite upset 

at that preconference, especially since I let the cat out of the bag that Brooklyn Public was 

buying Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys if the particular title stood out to our reviews process.  

 

Schwebel: So much has changed over the past half century, both in children’s book publishing 

and librarianship work. I wonder if—We represent here the early 1970s all the way up to today, 



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  44 

chairing the Newbery Committee. I wonder if you might speak a bit about what the issues were 

around the table during the year, broadly, in the year of your deliberations. I mean help us 

contextualize the Newbery selection process during the year of your service. What issues were 

most pressing for librarians and children’s librarians? What issues sort of in the outside world 

may have influenced the conversation around the table as you discussed books? 

 

Kalkhoff: Well, frankly, I have a hard time remembering everything that happened nearly 50 

years ago. I mean one of the things that I do remember, if you look at the list of Honor Books, 

Frog and Toad Together by Arnold Lobel was an Honor Book for the Newbery, and an earlier 

one had been an Honor Book for the Caldecott. And I remember the person who brought it up. 

And we had been discussing books and when she brought up, we said, “No, we’re discussing the 

Newbery.” And she said, “I know. Cover the pictures.” And we always felt that that helped make 

the “I Can Read” genre type of books better because they realized our limited vocabulary does 

not mean it has to be boring and horrible. 

 

Andracki:  I mean I can speak to what was on the table in the 2010s and to today. Obviously my 

state is the first—that you see up here—that’s the first time that people of color won the entire 

Newbery slate. And that’s—Obviously I think part of the conversation was like this growth of 

the We Need Diverse Books movement and thinking through that pretty seriously. But also I 

think in our slate, you see the fact that we need to be considering all children who are zero to 

fourteen as well. And I think that that’s really important. I think that those are both issues. 

Thinking through at this moment that ALSC is there to serve all children in the United States 

from ages zero to fourteen and what does that actually look like and encompass. Thinking about 

children who are incarcerated, children who are experiencing trauma, children who are young, 

children who are at the upper end of that age group. All of these things are things that I think 

really helped influence our decision making, really thinking through what does it mean for a 

book to be distinguished for this entire population of children.  

 

Schwebel: Does anyone else want to weigh in? 
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McLeod: Well, you know, I really can’t think of anything that pressing as far as in society, 

especially in 1984. I mean that’s during Reagan and “Morning in America”, his whole thing was. 

So, it was kind of an easy time I think. What we felt with ours is we were giving an edge to our 

books. Dear Mr. Henshaw deals with divorce. So that was just sort of something that was kind of 

new. We’ve got Sugaring Time. We were really happy because not a whole lot of nonfiction 

books had [inaudible]— 

 

Schwebel: I think your sound might have cut out. Can you repeat that last bit? 

 

McLeod: Oh, it says my connection is unstable. I’m sorry. Some of—The thing that we dealt 

with it was a childhood that wasn’t easy. You’ve got the horror with The Wish Giver. In fact, we 

dealt with horror with Doll Bones as well. Not too many horror books are recipients of the medal 

[inaudible] book. What we were talking about with Sugaring Time—It was one of, it was a 

nonfiction book, and we felt that we were on the cutting edge [inaudible] of journalism. And I 

don’t know if there were, there hasn’t been very many nonfiction books, even though the first 

very was to a nonfiction. But since then, you mostly think of Newbery as fiction books, but this 

was, it was basically 32 pages, more like in the format of a picture book; it was something 

different. So, we just wanted to do something—We were happy to be a little bit different than 

some of the books that we had seen before. But in terms of issues back in ‘84, I honestly can’t 

remember. 

And as far as 2014, you know, you’ve got the fantasy with Flora & Ulysses. Again, it’s 

dealing with a home that’s going through a separation. And just the horror of Doll Bones. A 

chapter book with Billy Miller. Chapter books sometimes had been overlooked. A lot of people 

again think of Newbery as books for older kids that they don’t really want to read, but they’re 

assigned to read. And, you know, we were glad that we had a mix there of different books. 

 

Foote: Yeah, it’s hard for me to address the question without sort of wanting to get into the 

actual conversations in the room. So, one of the issues that was happening around all of these 

awards at that time and leading up to that time was about committee members able to write or 

tweet or talk about or review eligible books. That was all coming to a head at the time. Questions 

of the confidentiality, questions of conflict of interest and whatnot had been raised at that time. 
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One kind of interesting anecdote on our year—One of the publishers, and I won’t name them, did 

tweet out the news before it was announced at the press conference. Just by a few minutes, but it 

was out there first. And so, I remember thinking to myself if I were still at ALSC, and I was not 

at the time, I would probably have embargoed that publisher from the news for about five years 

if they had future winners. But that did not happen and it never happened again, and they were 

contrite and whatnot. In an era of social media, that was just starting to be a real challenge for 

talking about eligible books if you were a committee member. 

 

McLeod: You had to be very careful about your publishers too. I think they’re much more 

restricted now then in 1984. Because now you basically, I guess you can be friends with 

someone who’s in publishing, but if you’re a spouse or a relative, [inaudible] can’t. And they just 

want to make sure that—You don’t want there to be any appearance at all, especially with things 

becoming much more transparent for out in the open with social media. That can be [inaudible].  

I do have to say one thing about, with 1984. This was kind of funny. Because this was 

back in the day where you announced it at the board meeting, the winners. It wasn’t where—This 

is pre-press conference. But there was this New York Times reporter, and I cannot remember his 

name, but we were warned about him that he would try to find members of the committee and try 

pry out what books are being discussed so that he could have a scoop. And I do remember that 

after we had the announcement at the board meeting how everyone would rush up to find a 

payphone to libraries. How completely different nowadays with, you know, you all know, and 

you don’t have to worry about reporters skulking around your hotel room or your meeting room. 

 

Schwebel: Great. I have another question about change. We’ve heard quite a bit this morning 

about the split between the Newbery and Caldecott Committees as a number of books in any 

given year just increased to the extent of an increasing workload that necessitated the splitting of 

the committees. But we’ve also seen sort of a collapse between illustrations and texts with 

graphic novels, for example, being awarded—One graphic novel being awarded the Newbery 

and others the Newbery Honor. So, I’m wondering your thoughts towards the future. Should 

there continue to be two separate committees, the Newbury and the Caldecott, or do you see that 

distinction as no longer working? As a committee member, what do you think would be helpful 

and then what you sort of seek if you could predict the future?  
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McLeod: I think there’s a value in having the two because one recognizes the written word, 

while the other is the art. And while the Caldecott does rely on text, you can’t have a poorly-

written book win the Caldecott. Because one thing [inaudible] to have that balance of word and 

picture. There definitely is value in that because it’s nice to have a writer in the spotlight and an 

illustrator in the spotlight, and sometimes the best aren’t in the same book. So, I really think you 

need to have that split. 

 

Andracki: I would agree. I think that there’s something interesting about having a committee 

that is focused on the visual component and a committee that is focused on the storytelling 

component. And I think what graphic novels have done is caused us to reevaluate what 

constitutes text. And I think that that’s a really valuable conversation for the committee to have, 

but I still see them operating in sort of different realms. There’s something over here that is 

distinguished about the illustrative style, and there’s something over here that is distinguished 

about the mode of storytelling, right. And whether that storytelling might be accomplished 

partially through the visual narrative, I think that there is something different that we’re 

evaluating in the Newbery than what someone is doing on the Caldecott.  

 

Foote: I think that Last Stop on Market Street is a really good example of that. In which aspect of 

that book was ascendant in having it be an honor and a winner? It’s won so many different 

awards and honors for various facets of it that I think that’s a really interesting example because 

it was so high quality in so many of its aspects. And I think that as librarians, as people who are 

evaluating books, you’re used to evaluating the whole package, not just one aspect of it. So, 

when we come to these award deliberations when we’re only supposed to look at the text, only 

supposed to look at the illustrations, that’s a challenge because it’s not the way we work in our 

daily lives. But that’s not a prediction for the future. I don’t have a crystal, I don’t have a 

prediction for the future, other than to say I believe there will be more genre kind of blending. 

And you’ll see things like This One Summer winning the Caldecott for example.  

 

McLeod: Well, that did [inaudible] The Invention of Hugo Cabret. There was a lot of 

conversation about that book because it’s got the illustrations, and it tells the story, and then the 
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text picks up where the illustrations leave off. The text tells it and then it stops and the 

illustrations continue the story, and it was—Is this a picture book? In a picture book the 

illustrations are supposed to move the story forward. And we felt it met that criteria, but it was 

something we really had to think about. What truly does make a picture book and, with graphic 

novels, what truly—Because the illustration and the text they really rely each other, you really 

need that. Yeah, I think it’s opening our eyes as far as what’s a picture book, what’s a novel, you 

know, but still I think there are books that definitely fit in the picture book realm. You know like 

looking at wordless picture books too. Yeah, I think we definitely need to have the two.  

 

Andracki: I see a follow-up question in the Q and A also about like how does each community 

define text, and it’s interesting that the manual does not define text. And I think that the 

implication there is that, you know, it’s the words printed on that page, but I think that that 

means that each committee is therefore open to determine how they would define text, right. So, 

in part, like you see Crown on my list. When I read Crown, I read a typed-up manuscript, no 

pictures. I just read Word document with the text of Crown, but it’s also the experience of 

flipping those pages too is something different. And I think that both of those things are valid 

and things that the committee needs to come together and decide as the fifteen people in that 

room. 

 

Kalkhoff: Hearing you all reflecting on what’s really been happening in recent years—I retired 

in 2003, and I walked away from everything. I walked away from ALA and have no contact with 

it at all but to hear the changes as this is the whole thing. We are constantly changing. And all I 

could think of was hearing graphic novel winning was thinking back to someone like Carolyn 

Field, who would probably have had a heart attack that a graphic novel would have ever been 

considered because of—But she was a reflection of what was going on at the time. And this is 

what has to be constantly remembered as the Newbery goes forward into its next hundred years. 

Is that it’s not a set pattern that can be established. Each committee has got to reinterpret. I mean 

just like my pick, an “I Can Read.” And it was by covering the pictures. And the same thing and 

hearing that you read the text and you didn’t see any pictures. And this is what we have to keep 

in mind forever. Otherwise, it’s going to become a moot point. 
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McLeod: Yeah, for either award to survive it has to grow, and you have to acknowledge the 

changes that are happening in the field of children’s literature. Otherwise, it becomes nothing. I 

mean we saw the demise of the Carnegie Medal for Video. That hurt me because I was on that 

first committee. I chaired that committee and—But with streaming services and, we didn’t really 

adapt to that, so the award is gone. You know, we want to keep Newbery and Caldecott around 

for a long, long time because we think it’s important. 

 

Andracki: I like KT’s point that she’s putting in the chat well. That there is no such thing as 

precedent. Each year is something new and unique in and of itself.  

 

Foote: That is a really good point.  

 

Kalkhoff: And listening to you all discuss things, it’s a pleasure to hear that—I’m glad that the 

chairs are elected now. Our chair was the president-elect of the division, who ironically had 

never served on the Newbery-Caldecott, so she was trying to figure out how to handle it, plus do 

all the work she needed to do as the president-elect. And that was another recommendation that 

came out of the committee; this had to end. And so we did not have a strong leader to guide us, 

but we had strong people, and that helped a lot. But to hear the reflection and, again, what was 

happening today is that you have people that are prepared because they’re elected, and they had 

served before. And having that previous service is important. I know, having served on the 

Caldecott for a number of years after I served on the joint committee, it was like a walk in the 

park because everything was so much easier to deal with. Because we were only dealing with 

one thing and people. We were dealing more with—She brought a computer and all, we did 

everything by mail and all but still it was a time of change. And now it’s even easier for you. 

 

Schwebel: There are a number of questions about process in the Q and A. So, I want to turn to 

that. One question about group rule. And I guess this is probably, those serving most recently—

Do you think that it’s essential that committee members meet in person? Is there something 

about being in the room with the closed door, 50 people, or is virtual work a possibility for doing 

business for Newbery and Caldecott Committees in the future? What are your thoughts?  
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McLeod: I think there’s value in meeting personally just because you create this bond. It’s kind 

of hard to bond with people you just see on Zoom. Though you do get to know one another. I 

mean I’ve done a number of meetings with organizations on Zoom, but we had relationships 

before that. So, I don’t know, Tad, what way are you doing this year? 

 

Andracki: So, I am probably well-poised to answer this. I can say that they are different things, 

they are different experiences. And so, we have not yet had our final deliberations. I think Dr. 

McClain is the person who might be able to even more sort of be able to answer that question 

well. But I can say that my experience so far is we’ve been trying to develop that community 

virtually, and I think we’re succeeding in doing that on my committee. And hi, committee 

members who are out there; I see some of you in the audience. But also it’s a different 

experience and, honestly, when the San Antonio conference was cancelled, and we found that we 

be doing our final deliberations virtually, I had committee members reach out to asking if we 

could go rogue and just meet somewhere else. And we will just be doing our virtual meeting, but 

it’s going to be a challenge to try to develop that same sorts of sense of being together and 

making our decision when we are each an individual home. I think that’s the part that I am the 

most concerned about developing, and also I think that there are strategies that can be used to do 

that well. And so, I don’t know that I have a satisfying answer for that, but I just that it is 

something that I’m really having a heightened awareness of right now. 

 

McLeod: Yeah, I think you can you can get the relationship there, but the beauty of being in a 

locked room together is you have no distractions. While you’re Zooming in your home, you 

know, it’s like—Okay, the dog wants to go out; okay, make sure that the phone is, my husband 

took it far away. You’ve got these things that can distract you and break up where your thoughts 

might be going. But I’m sure you’ll be able to do it, and it’ll be just fine. Hopefully, in the future, 

you’ll be able to have at least one meeting together. 

 

Foote: I would concur with the importance of being together in one place without distraction. 

That was really important to me. And obviously, over the past year, that’s been an impossibility 

for external reasons, but in an ideal world without, you know, global pandemic, I think it would 
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be ideal to meet in person; however, that does also restrict or constrict or potentially limit the 

people who can be in that room. And so, that’s a very real consideration. 

 

Schwebel: Great. Another question related to practice. A lot of curiosity about how to manage 

the workload. How do you get all of the books read? How do you organize your notes? How do 

you prepare for meetings, whether virtual or in person in discussing the books? I think people are 

looking for some tricks of the trade.  

 

Kalkhoff: You give up a lot of your social life. You are tied into this. And I remember that I was 

juggling three balls: I had the reviewing service, I worked for the library, I had the Newbery-

Caldecott, and that I survived is a miracle. But it was worth it. You had to be very organized. 

Someone who was not organized could never successfully do it. And I think that that’s a 

reflection of every committee because I never saw anyone on a committee that was not prepared 

and had not done it. They might not have found some of the books, but they were ready to take it 

back to their room and stay up until three in the morning to read it. 

 

Andracki: Yeah, it’s overwhelming. It truly is. I’ve received over 800 books in my one bedroom 

apartment in Chicago, and so, I’m like swimming in books currently, I’m swimming in print. 

And also, it does require that level of organization, that level of dedication. Right. There was a 

point on my last term of service where I was literally reading a book a day. Like just you pick it 

up, you start, you finish, you write your notes, and that’s the sort of pace that you’ve got to be 

moving at. And so this comment about, you know, giving up your social life, outsourcing some 

of the tasks of your daily life, which is a lot easier for those of us in the modern world, is another 

big thing that goes on. I’m relying on partners and friends to take care of things for you is a huge 

need just because of the sheer amount of stuff that you have to get through is a real, real concern. 

 

Foote: I also used a very physical means of organization. Of course, you know, there was a 

spreadsheet with lists and whatnot, but I literally moved piles of books from the two—I had kept 

the piles separate: haven’t yet opened; have given cursory look; have dismissed; possible 

suggestions; possible nominations. I physically had them in different spaces, and I was just very 

disciplined about not mixing them up. If I took one upstairs to read, you know, in my bedroom, 
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and I realized—I hear people talking about, in a studio apartment getting these 800 boxes of 

books or if you share your living quarters with somebody else. The ability to move them around 

physically might be constricted in some cases, but that was one tactic that I used to help keep 

things clear in my own head. 

 

McLeod: Our garage became a library. Sort of the same sorting that Diane did. The ones like 

yeah these are contenders, let me think about this, and things that yet to be read. But I will say 

that the ones that I did later my second term for the 2014 was much easier than 1984. Because, 

first of all, I had done it before, and also, in 1985, you relied on mail. You got all your 

recommendations by mail, time lapse. So, in 2014, I mean it was all internet email, you got the 

recommendations as soon as the chair got them together and sent everybody’s stuff out. It made 

things a lot easier with email and the social media stuff definitely. 

 

Schwebel: Thank you so much for sharing your experiences, your expertise, really just your 

thoughtfulness on the Newbery process. As someone who has never served on a committee and 

has only read Newberys, studied Newberys. I appreciate so much hearing this real life, on the 

ground experience about what it means to sit in the room and deliberate decisions and the 

thought that goes into the process. So, thank you very much for being here.  

We are now going to break for lunch.  If you’d like to continue the conversation over 

your sandwiches and salads, we are opening up four zoom rooms loosely organized around 

themes: Diversity and the Newberys, The Evolving Book Cover, My Newbery at 100 (a new 

archive for youth voices), and open discussion/un-themed.  Illinois faculty and CCB graduate 

student assistants will be in the rooms to serve as hosts.  Please note: you need to EXIT this 

webinar zoom and click on the lunch room zoom link to get to these discussions.  At the end of 

the lunch hour, please log back into the Newbery at 100 Symposium webinar using your original, 

invitation link.  See you at 12:30! 

 

 

Break 

 

Schwebel: A warm welcome back to The Newbery Medal at 100 Symposium!  I know that 

lunchtime zoom conversations were buzzing with activity.  Thank you to all who participated 

and hosted! 
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For those of you just joining us now, my name is Sara Schwebel, and I’m the Director of the 

Center for Children’s Books and a Professor at the iSchool at Illinois.  We had an exhilarating 

morning of presentations and discussion; if you missed them, recordings will be posted at the 

Center for Children’s Books website in the weeks ahead. 

 

While our focus this morning was on archives and the Newbery selection process, past and 

present, we turn now to a series of lectures by literary scholars: Kenneth Kidd, Jocelyn Van 

Tuyl, and Ebony Elizabeth Thomas. They will help us to think about canons, prestige, and the 

classroom, as well as what the Newberys can teach us about lived and imagined American 

childhoods.  Following these talks, the ALSC’s Newbery 100th Anniversary Celebration Task 

Force will share details about the 101st Newbery Medal Announcement and host a Mocktail Hour 

on Mock Newbery Discussions. 

 

Before I turn over the microphone, I’d like to take the opportunity one more time to 

acknowledge and thank our contributing sponsors: the Association for Library Services to 

Children, and at UIUC, the School of Information Sciences, the Humanities Research Institute, 

University Libraries, the Departments of English, History, and Curriculum & Instruction, and the 

Unit for Criticism.  Thank you.  

 

Now, I’m happy to introduce my colleague Elizabeth Hoiem, assistant professor of 

Information Sciences at Illinois. 

 

Prizes, Canons, and Classics - Kenneth Kidd, University of Florida 
 

Elizabeth Hoiem: Welcome!  My name is Elizabeth Hoiem and I am an assistant professor at the 

iSchool at Illinois. Before we being the afternoon program, I’d like to provide a few reminders: 

 

If you haven’t yet completed the Symposium survey, please do so now—it will pop up on your 

screen.  If you have already done that this morning, thank you. Please just close the survey box 

when it opens on your screen. If you need tech support at any time, the iSchool Help Desk is 

standing by.  Their contact information is in the chat. If you are an Illinois preK-12 educator, you 

are eligible to receive Professional Development Hour credit for attending today’s Symposium.  

Please watch the chat box for the form you need to complete. 

Now, I’m pleased to introduce Kenneth Kidd. 

 

 

Dr. Kenneth Kidd is Professor of English at the University of Florida. He is the co-editor of 

Prizing Children’s Literature: The Cultural Politics of Children’s Book Awards and author of 

the essay, “Prizing Children’s Literature: The Case of Newbery Gold” (in Children’s Literature). 

He has written and edited many books, of which the most recent is, Theory for Beginners, or 
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Children’s Literature as Critical Thought. His presentation today is titled, “Prizes, Canons, and 

Classics.” 

 

Kenneth Kidd: Today I’m going to talk about the Newbery Medal as a prizing tradition and 

in relation to canonicity and the idea of the classic or classics. I’m thinking about all of this from 

the perspective of someone not involved administratively with the Newbery Medal or with ALA 

prizing but rather as someone interested in how prizing practices have helped shape children’s 

literature as a project nationally and globally. The Newbery Medal is obviously a prize, but it’s 

also a kind of canon, as well as a set of potential if not actual classics. The prize, the canon, and 

the classic are all useful concepts with which to think rather than static descriptions of objective 

reality. I’ll take each of these concepts or categories in turn. 

 

PRIZES (and this is the longest of the three parts today). Prizing isn’t just a concept but 

also a strategy for both commodity promotion and taste management, a deliberate process of 

review and signal-boosting that elevates single titles and the broader operation. As the world’s 

first and oldest prize for children’s literature, the Newbery Medal is both a prizing mechanism 

and a prizing tradition. The process that’s been followed for a hundred years now has generated a 

grouping of “distinguished” children’s titles as well as an elaborate phenomenon involving many 

stakeholders (if you like the entrepreneurial model for culture making) or players (if you prefer 

game metaphors).  

The Newbery Medal was one of the earliest modern book awards. The Nobel Prize came 

first (1901), followed by the Prix Goncourt (1903), the Pulitzer Prizes (1917), and then the 

Newbery. More significantly, the Medal was the second American prize to be founded, following 
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the Pulitzers, and long before the creation of the National Book Award in 1950. Literature was 

but one arena of an early twentieth-century culture of competitive prizing, in which nationalist 

energies commingled and sometimes collided with an internationalist faith in human 

achievement. In fact, from 1912 to 1948, the Olympic Games included art competitions in five 

categories:  architecture, literature, music, painting, and sculpture.  The works of art entered had 

to be inspired by sports. Children's book authors are hardly Olympic athletes, and they tend not 

to write about sports, but with the advent of the Newbery, authors too could go for the gold, even 

if the Medal is technically bronze. A more analogous institution for the Medal is the Academy 

Awards, launched in 1917, and likewise focused on American cultural production 

As we all know, the success of the Newbery Medal led to the creation of other awards 

within the American Library Association especially, beginning with the Caldecott Medal in the 

late 1930s, and especially after midcentury the ALA has participated in the proliferation of 

prizing. The ALA isn’t the only prizing game in town but it’s the most extensive one. Prize 

proliferation is one of the key terms in James English’s excellent study of prizing, titled The 

Economy of Prestige. English notes that prizing has become so popular and ubiquitous a strategy 

for cultural production as to be nearly indistinguishable from culture itself. There’s a new prize 

born every six minutes, he claims, because people assume that creating a prize is the best way to 

generate publicity and honor excellent work. Meanwhile, of course, the world is littered with 

dead or dying prizes, because – let’s face it – keeping up a prizing tradition takes tons of time, 

effort, and often money, and prizes that aren’t well-conceptualized and sufficiently supported are 

not likely to endure. An interesting if depressing study could be made of dead or dying prizes, 

including prizes for children’s literature. Anyway, the point is that the Newbery Medal and the 

larger children’s book awards machinery play out in this national and even global landscape of 
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prize proliferation, even prize frenzy. Prizing is very much the stuff of commodity capitalism, 

connected to the book business in this example as much as to education, even as it’s also 

invested in making distinctions between more and less excellent materials. Prizes, English 

reminds us, aren’t just mechanisms for publicity; they also conversions of one kind of capital 

into another – so money into reputation, or the other way around.  

Beyond the Newbery, there are hundreds of children’s book prizes worldwide, maybe 

thousands (there are hundreds of English-language awards alone). Literary prizing is a 

fascinating and understudied subject, with lots of opportunities for research, including 

comparative prizing studies. A few years ago Joseph T. Thomas and I coedited a collection of 

essays called Prizing Children’s Literature, which looks at ALA awards but also other prizes 

given by other institutions and/or in other national cultures – among them the Canada Governor 

General Literary Award and Australian prizes such as The Children’s Book Council of Australia 

Book of the Year Award and the Inky Award. Many of the contributions to the book considered 

the prize’s shifting ideological politics, looking, for instance, at the tension between prize criteria 

emphasizing a generic “excellence” vs. criteria emphasizing contribution to cultural identity or 

social improvement. Another recurring topic in our volume was the hegemony of English-

language and especially American awards in and around the politics of translation, even the 

politics of prizes for translation. That of course raises the issue of prizing and nationalism: do 

national prizes circulate internationally? How influential is the Newbery beyond America? What 

about international prizes like the Astrid Lindgren Memorial Award or the Hans Christian 

Andersen Award? Even within the States, children’s book prizes work  differently, of course. A 

terrific article on that subject – not in our book but in another excellent essay collection --  is 

Carl F. Miller’s comparative study of the Newbery Medal and the Young Reader’s Choice 
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Award, the oldest children’s choice award in North America, dating to 1940. Miller tracks some 

fascinating differences between these awards. It’s worth asking more questions about how the 

Medal compares to and fits in with other children’s book prizes both domestically and 

internationally. I’ve also written about the connections between prizing and anti-censorship 

efforts, stressing that challenged books often enjoy gains in status by virtue of the tussle over the 

attempted censorship – whether or not those books are actually good or interesting. The ALA’s 

Banned Books Week is arguably a prizing initiative of sorts, and the ever-growing list of 

challenged books a kind of best books’ list. While Newbery titles haven’t generally inspired such 

challenges, you may remember that Susan Patron’s 2007 Medal winner The Higher Power of 

Lucky set off a storm of controversy due to the word “scrotum” appearing on page 1.  

As a cultural strategy, prizing has of course been challenged over the years. African-

American writers and artists were justifiably suspicious of the adult literary prize culture that 

emerged during the Harlem Renaissance, for example. Langston Hughes and Zora Neal Hurston, 

themselves prizewinners, came to see prizes as part of an infantilizing white patronage system. 

Jessie Fauset, editor of the Brownies’ Book, voiced similar concerns, and Claude McKay even 

called the prestigious NAACP Sprigarn Medal (established in 1915) “an insult to the intelligence 

of the American negro -- like a tick attached to a thoroughbred horse.” Whereas white authors 

from the period such as Sinclair Lewis expressed doubts about the objectivity of prize-

evaluation, African-American authors took issue with the ethos of competitive individualism that 

made difficult a sense of solidarity. This and related strains of critique anticipate the more 

contemporary debate about the Newbery Medal’s politics of representation. As contributors to 

Prizing Children’s Literature show, reforms to the ostensibly apolitical “aesthetic” prizing 

practice of the Medal have happened both inside the Medal tradition itself (with increasing 
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diversification) and outside the Medal in the form of other prizes affirming excellence in things 

like community engagement and social justice. More generally there’s the problem that comes 

with mechanisms of distinction – they work by exclusion, producing fewer winners than losers, 

as it were. Better are prizes that pluralize or produce lists of “winning” titles rather than celebrate 

one winner. The Newbery does this to some extent with its Honor Book designations, but Honor 

Books don’t usually enjoy the same visibility. Does the Medal float enough boats, as a strategy 

for supporting the project of children’s literature? I don’t know. ALA prizing more broadly does 

better, I think, in that it pushes in different directions and spotlights many titles. But what is clear 

is that prizing is difficult to relinquish as a cultural practice. We may be addicted to prizing.  

On the upside, more and more people participate in some prizing activity as time goes on, 

such that prizing can function as a form of participatory culture. I’m thinking of things like 

prizing-related festivals and Mock Caldecotts held in schools and public libraries. There’s a case 

to be made that these participatory events are not simply sideline activities for non-gatekeepers – 

they arguably encourage a sense of ownership of prizes and even endorse alternative outcomes 

and values. Prize prediction blogs, such as Heavy Medal and Calling Caldecott, increase 

investment in awards, yes, but they also provide a platform for people not on award committees. 

It’s an open question how much participatory prizing (if we can call it that) pushes back against 

the more exclusive workings of prizing. I’d love to see research on that topic. 

 

CANONS. If the prize is an effective mechanism for book evaluation and promotion, the 

canon is a surprisingly stubborn idea or ideal, entirely imaginary but gesturing to some ostensible 

reality. The canon came to academic culture from religious culture, and ever since ideas about 

the canon and about canonicity have undergone secularization and modernization. More 



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  59 

narrowly, the canon is a set of exemplary and/or authoritative texts, as acknowledged by and 

through elite institutions (once the church, then the university). More broadly, canon can refer to 

a text, tradition, or even an idea that’s primary in some way – in the case of fanfiction, canon just 

means source text (and inspiration for fan-based things like headcanon). The canon is ostensibly 

unconnected from the sordid realities of capitalism (nonsense, obviously), whereas prizing is 

more openly a strategy for new commodity promotion. By definition the canon is limited or at 

least not infinitely expandable, but it is possible, we are told, to reform and improve it. The so-

called canon wars of the 1990s involved exactly that effort, as academics rightly took issue with 

the conservative, white male literature that for so long dominated the Anglophone literary 

curriculum. If John Guillory is right to point out that we sometimes confuse the canon with 

syllabus, thinking we are changing the former by changing the latter, progressive challenges to 

the canon idea did lead to a more diverse and robust literary curriculum at the college and (to 

some extent) high school level. And when canonicity has been hard to shake, it’s at least been 

pluralized as well as diversified; we tend now to speak of multiple canons rather the THE canon.    

One of the ironies of Anglophone children’s literature studies is that children’s literature 

scholars in English departments were trying to establish a children’s literature canon exactly 

when other scholars were calling for canon busting or overhaul. For instance, members of the 

Children’s Literature Association, formed in 1973, felt the need to emphasize that children’s 

literature is a legitimate kind of literature and worthy of “serious” academic study (i.e. in English 

departments). ChLA did a couple of things toward this end. It started its own literary prize, the 

Phoenix Award, which hasn’t really taken off, and it called for the identification of a canon of 

children’s literature, on the grounds that having a canon would make it easier for children’s 

literature to get some institutional and professional respect. That move was controversial for 
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obvious reasons, and the eventual result was not a limited list of titles but a three-part collection 

of critical essays about literary “touchstones” (that’s Matthew Arnold’s term). ALA librarians 

had gotten to children’s literature first and had already designed a sort of canon-making machine 

called the Newbery Medal. Librarians were not concerned with getting children’s literature 

noticed within literary studies necessarily, but they were interested in promoting the cause of 

children’s literature. And as Anne Lundin observes, that meant they wanted to transform 

children’s books into that more ostensibly unified and respectable thing called children’s 

literature. Lundin sees the shift as having happened by the 1950s. Librarians successfully used 

the Newbery Medal and subsequent awards to fast-track contemporary books into “children’s 

literature,” which is a kind of canonizing formulation. Prizes claim to stand in for the so-called 

test of time, their evaluative processes assuring us that yes, actually, the book in question is 

excellent, and we don’t need to wait five or fifty years to know so. 

The idea of the canon applies to the Medal in several ways. First, the Medal itself is 

canonical, as the oldest and one of the best-known prizes in the field of children’s literature. As a 

prizing tradition it has enjoyed impressive staying power – to echo Sara Schwebel and Jocelyn 

Van Tuyl in their introduction to Dust Off the Gold Medal, it is “still vigorous at 100” (12). Here 

we are, after all, celebrating its centenary (as if it were a 100-year old book). The Medal is 

canonical among children’s book awards as a system, and it is also canonical in the contestation 

of its value and its ideological dimensions – meaning, it’s canonical in part because we fight 

about it. Contestation is just as helpful to canonicity as scandal is helpful to prizing. Second, the 

Medal is a limited canon of children’s literature, a group of books that are ostensibly the best of 

any number of American children’s books published in a given year. Collectively it now 

represents a century of literary effort and cultural assessment.  
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Some Newbery titles not only recognize but in some way reflect on the making of art and/or 

the dynamics of cultural distinction. In Elizabeth Coatsworth's The Cat Who Went to Heaven, for 

instance, which won the Medal in 1931, the phenomenon of book production and reception gets 

recast as a nostalgic, quite charming story of a poor Japanese artist commissioned to paint the 

Buddha. The artist sacrifices himself for the sake of art -- and in the end becomes rich. Or 

consider Elizabeth Borton de Treviño's problematic I, Juan de Pareja, the Newbery Medal 

Winner of 1966. Set in early seventeenth-century Spain, Treviño's novel tells the story of a slave, 

Juan de Pareja, and his relationship to his master, the great Spanish painter Diego Velàzquez. 

Diego is the royal painter for the King of Spain; he paints the King's portraits and other 

commissioned pieces. Juan assists his master in the studio, and accompanies him on various 

artistic expeditions abroad. More an apprentice than a slave, Juan is also an artist, having 

observed his master over the years and painted in secret. At the novel's end, Diego frees Juan just 

before the great painter dies.  Juan, however, still insists on calling Diego "Master," saying, 

"'You are still Master. My Master, as you were master to the apprentices, and to other painters. 

Master means teacher, does it not?'" (157). So, yeah. I, Juan de Pareja speaks to the problem of 

art in the age of mechanical reproduction, if conservatively. You may disagree, but I also find E. 

L. Konigsburg’s From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler (the 1968 winner) to be 

custodial in its vision of art and access to art. In the story, Claudia and Jamie Kincaid run away 

from home and hide out in Manhattan's Metropolitan Museum of Art. Their search for 

information about a statue named Angel leads them from the museum to the public library to the 

United Nations and finally to the private and rather museum-like mansion of Mrs. Frankweiler. 

Mrs. Frankweiler exchanges the secret of Angel for the story of their exploits in the museum, 

giving them a sketch that authenticates Angel as the work of Michelangelo. Rather than make 
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that knowledge public, however, Claudia in turn keeps it private – kind of an extension of their 

private tour of the museum. Pushing in the other direction is Virginia Hamilton’s M.C. Higgins 

the Great, the 1975 Medal winner, which might be described as having an anti-prizing or anti-

distinction thematic. African-American protagonist M.C. Higgins surveys his neighborhood atop 

a pole that he thinks of as his “prize” for swimming the Ohio River. But he learns that the pole is 

also a marker for the dead, in effect a collective headstone; he’s sitting atop his ancestors. This 

prize isn’t his alone but belongs to all. Meanwhile, he also comes to understand that his mother’s 

gorgeous voice can’t and shouldn’t be captured and commodified in a musical recording. The 

titular “great” is more interrogative than declarative. If it’s ironic that the book won the Medal, 

it’s no coincidence that the author was the first African American writer to be recognized.  

 As a canon, the Medal skews toward realistic and especially historical fiction, with less 

attention given to genres like poetry and biography. Historical fiction has a special place in the 

middle-school and high school curriculum, as Sara Schwebel has shown in her study Child-Sized 

History, and Medal selections have helped bolster that association. Granted, there’s variation in 

terms of the staying power of individual Medal titles, as Schwebel and Van Tuyl observe. There 

are many reasons for that variation or unevenness, they note, including the sheer age of some 

titles, the competition from an increasingly diverse body of children’s materials, and the long, 

lingering, all-too-white shadow of the Medal. Plus, the Medal was the brainchild not of literary 

scholars but of librarians and publishers, who cooperated to launch a public sphere of American 

children’s literature in the early twentieth century. The ongoing disciplinary segregation of 

librarians and literary scholars has contributed to a general indifference by the latter to children’s 

literature more broadly as well as to Newbery titles more particularly. The Medal’s association 

with libraries and schools lends it a kind of “edubrow” status, more middlebrow than highbrow, 



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  63 

linked with ideals of quality but grounded in education. Literary scholars haven’t generally paid 

a lot of attention to Medal titles – not even children’s literature scholars. Schwebel and Van Tuyl 

point this out and hope to stir up greater scholarly interest with their collection. The essays 

collected deal with lesser-known Medal titles worthy of greater attention from literary scholars. 

(Full disclosure: I have a piece in the volume.) In her contribution, for instance, Poushali 

Bhadury points out that the 1928 Medal winner, Dhan Gopal Mukerjee’s Gay-Neck, The Story of 

a Pigeon (1928), could be called an early OwnVoices text, offering anticolonial critique while 

nonetheless reflecting caste privilege – just the sort of ideological messiness we like as literary 

scholars. Meanwhile, Kathleen T. Horning and Jocelyn Van Tuyl make the case that Emily 

Neville’s It’s Like This Cat (the 1964 Medal winner) should be studied as an early YA novel, 

while Sara K. Day and Paige Gray recast two 1970s winners, The Summer of the Swan and The 

Westing Game, as disability texts. Other essays offer similarly useful reframings.  

Of course, as Schwebel and Van Tuyl acknowledge, not all Medal titles need dusting off; 

some remain quite shiny, such as Island of the Blue Dolphins, A Wrinkle in Time, and The Giver. 

(Wrinkle is so entrenched that it helped inspire another science-fiction Medal title, Rebecca 

Stead’s When You Reach Me.) Other better-known Medal winners include Johnny Tremain, The 

Twenty-One Balloons, The Witch of Blackbird Pond, Sounder, Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of Nimh, 

Julie of the Wolves, Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry, Bridge to Terabithia, Dear Mr. Henshaw, 

Number the Stars, and Holes.  In 1974, Norma Schlager wrote a dissertation on children’s 

choices in reading, taking as her literary sample the Medal winners through 1973. Studying 

library circulation numbers, she found that the five most circulated were Island of the Blue 

Dolphins, The Witch of Blackbird Pond, From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler, 

It’s Like This, Cat, and A Wrinkle in Time. Circulation and sale numbers continue to be useful in 
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gauging the visibility of Medal titles across and through the decades. And of course I’m giving 

priority here to the winners, not the Honor Books, which is a shame, since many of the Honor 

Books are more envelope-pushing. The Medal titles that are more visible are canonical in the 

sense that they 1) belong to the Newbery tradition, 2) enjoy ongoing readership, and 3) are taught 

in schools or persist on lists of recommended reading, inspiring curricular materials both print 

and online (the edubrow again); and (probably the least significant factor) 4) are studied by 

literary scholars. Newbery authors, meanwhile, tend to enjoy a canonizing boost even whey 

don’t join the ranks of the best-known children’s authors.   

The Medal also encourages the development of what Catharine R. Stimpson calls the 

paracanon, a set of books that we love and pass on to the next generation of readers; these are 

titles that don’t necessarily rise to the higher standards of canonicity but which are nonetheless 

loved and circulated across time and space. Along similar lines, we might also play with the 

prospect of Medal titles as “canon” in the fandom sense of the word, meaning as source text for 

fan writing. Medal titles don’t generally attract the kind of fan attention that we see around the 

big transmedia enterprises, but there is some engagement. A quick check of one large fanfiction 

repository, Archive of Our Own (AO3) reveals Charlotte’s Web, The Westing Game, and 

especially A Wrinkle in Time to be the most popular Medal sourcetexts for fan writing (with both 

CW and Wrinkle showing up in various crossover or mashup fics). Even so, the engagement is 

pretty limited. For scale, here’s a glance at the fanfic story numbers for other children’s or 

children’s associated titles on the other big fanfiction archive. The place of children’s book 

prizes and prized children’s books in fandom is another intriguing research topic.  

CLASSICS. The idea of the classic has more in common with the idea of the canon than 

with the practice of prizing, but it shares with prizing a recognition of the importance of 
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circulation and popularity. There’s a long line of speculation about the classic, about what makes 

something a classic and what a classic is more categorically. The question dates back at least to 

Sainte-Beuve’s "Qu'est-ce qu'un classique?" (What is a Classic?) and running through essays by 

T. S. Eliot (1946), Frank Kermode (1975), J. M. Coetzee (1992), and most recently, postcolonial 

critic Ankhi Mukherjee (2014). What is a classic? is itself a classic question, with evolving 

coordinates and concerns. The question is performative and aligns the speaker with the broader 

tradition of inquiry and association, not unlike a hashtag.  

If the more custodial energies of the classic are still with us – if the classic remains 

associated with elite culture – the classic is also associated with popular and commercial use, 

with wide, sometimes wacky circulation. The classic may stand for the past but it also claims 

relevance for and demands accommodation to the present. Like the canon and prize, the classic 

tends toward modernization, gesturing to the old but making way for the new. The classic is 

imagined variously as a gift, a bribe, a promise, an aspiration, a legacy, a contract. The classic 

binds together contradictory things: time and timelessness, continuity and change, the 

exceptional and the typical, the historical and the contemporary, the organic and the 

manufactured, the universal and the personal, the rarefied and the popular. If the classic claims a 

certain pedigree, it also belongs to everyone. The classic embodies continuity but also change. It 

not only survives but thrives across time, context, form.  

In sociological terms, the classic is a force for civilization and even character building, 

linked with broader programs of moral education and citizenship. The classic offers insulation 

against ostensibly lowbrow narrative forms as well as the promise of moral improvement. This 

understanding of the classic rests upon a broader correlation of book and self – the classic as 

personal, as a book of the heart. In psychoanalytic terms, the classic functions as screen dream, 
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symptom, and wish fulfillment or (moving into object relations theory) the classic is the good 

object, the bad object, or some combination – the good object gone bad, the good enough object. 

More generally, the classic is that which endures not only the test of time but also our love, our 

abuse, our indifference. Or, switching back to more economic language, the classic is the durable 

good in a capitalist economy that generally demands obsolescence and turnover. The classic 

survives us. It’s the Text That Lived. We don’t necessarily read the classic, of course, as Twain 

suggests, although we might be more likely to read the children’s classic -  you tell me.   

What children’s titles are children’s classics? It’s a limited list, and tends to include 

European and English fairy tales plus texts from the so-called first and second Golden Age of 

Anglo-American writing, fantasy especially. The staying power of this material is remarkable 

and a little depressing – some children’s classics enjoy a robust afterlife in visual media and 

popular culture, including pop-philosophy and pop-psychology. Self-help titles for adults that 

make use of Anglophone children’s classics include Dan Kiley’s The Peter Pan Syndrome 

(1983), Benjamin Hoff’s The Tao of Pooh (1983), Toni Raiten D’Antonio’s The Velveteen 

Principles (2004) and Gita Dorothy Morena’s The Wisdom of Oz (Morena is a Sandplay therapist 

and the great-granddaughter of L. Frank Baum). As these examples suggest, we expect the 

children's classic to help or speak to us in some way. 

If we worry about using the term canon to describe the Medal books, maybe the term classic 

affords more flexibility? If so, which Newbery titles might register as classics? While popularity 

can be more of a problem than an asset for adult titles that aspire to be literature with a capital L 

– hence the tendency of some “serious” writers of literary fiction to refuse certain prizes or 

recognition such as being featured in Oprah’s Book Club (I’m looking at you, Jonathan Franzen) 

--  popularity generally helps prize-winning children’s titles achieve or approach classic status. 
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Most of the Newbery titles that are popular with readers are also admired by scholars, so in this 

context the children’s classic doesn’t have to reconcile popularity with quality. The better-known 

Medal winners I mentioned earlier are probably also classics:  Island of the Blue Dolphins, A 

Wrinkle in Time, Bridge to Terabithia, The Giver, Holes. In 2008 the website Goodreads 

published a ranked list called “The Most Deserving Newberys,” as determined by both number 

of voters and average rating (with 2,959 people participating so far). The list is kept up to date 

and evidently re-scored every five minutes. The top ten “most deserving” are, in order, The 

Giver, Holes, A Wrinkle in Time, Number the Stars, Bridge to Terabithia, From the Mixed-Up 

Files, The Westing Game, Island of the Blue Dolphins, The Witch of Blackbird Pond, and The 

Tale of Despereaux. These are arguably among the most classic of the Newbery titles. The 

bottom ten (those least deserving) are M.C. Higgins the Great, Onion John, Waterless Mountain, 

Hello, Universe, Gay-Neck, Daniel Boone, Tales from Silver Lands, New Kid, The Door in the 

Wall, Merci Suárez Changes Gears, and When You Trap a Tiger. The least deserving on this list 

are a mix of newer titles (the four most recent) plus several much older ones. Personal teacher 

and librarian websites tend to favor some of the top or “most deserving” titles along with Bud 

Not Buddy, Out of the Dust, Kira-Kira, and The Midwife’s Apprentice. Online book lists and 

curricular materials often frame Newbery titles as classics as much as canonical texts. 

At the same time, there’s ongoing debate about the accessibility as well as merit of both 

individual titles and the broader tradition. The 2008 Medal selection of Laura Amy Schlitz’s 

Good Masters, Sweet Ladies: Voices from a Medieval Village inspired some controversy about 

the Medal’s ostensibly penchant for literariness at the expense of reader accessibility, as 

evidenced by Anita Silvey’s critique along those lines, published in The School Library Journal. 

A September 19 post by librarian Steven Engelfried in Heavy Medal, a “mock Newbery blog,” 
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emphasizes the things that the Newbery Medal is not: It is not, he insists, just for the youngest 

readers; it is not just for fiction; it is not for pictures; it is not for teachable moments; it is not for 

high sales and circulation, and it is not for diversity. Engelfried bases his remarks on close 

reading of the terms and criteria for the award. Fair enough -- And yet, the Newbery Medal as an 

award culture is not not about those things. It is not indifferent to sales or circulation; it is in fact 

a sales and circulation aid. And it is not not about diversity; indeed, even if the criteria do not 

explicitly target diversity, as Engelfried emphasizes, Newbery selection committees have come 

to prioritize diversity and inclusion. I’d venture that just as debate about the Newbery Medal as 

an institution contributes to more than undermines its canonicity as a prize, debate about 

particular Newbery titles and their worthiness contributes to more than undermines their classic 

stature. The classic may embody popularity but it doesn’t relinquish claims to distinction.  

Some of the best known American children’s classics, of course, are not Newbery Medal 

winners or even Honor Books. Charlotte’s Web is an Honor Book (the 1953 Medal winner was 

Ann Nolan Clark’s The Secret of the Andes). Ella Enchanted, the Honor Book for 1998, is 

arguably more of a modern classic than the Medal winner of that year, Out of the Dust (which I 

adore). Harriet the Spy, published in 1964, was not even an Honor Book, although it was 

included in a retrospective ALA Notable Books List for 1960-1964. Harriet inspired some 

division among reviewers but has remained very popular, with particular appeal for queer 

people. Norton Juster’s fantasy allegory The Phantom Tollbooth (1961) also missed Newbery 

recognition (the Medal that year went to The Bronze Bow). Juster’s book didn’t sell well at first 

either, and only rose to prominence after Emily Maxwell praised it in The New Yorker. It became 

a crowd favorite, although its reviewers haven’t always been fans. The point here isn’t that the 

Medal can miss the mark, though it can; the point is that both classics and canonical texts can be 
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made in different ways (even if few titles escape prizing altogether!). Harriet the Spy and 

Charlotte’s Web arguably qualify as canonical, having inspired scholarly as well as popular 

engagement. The existence of annotated or critical editions also suggests a canonical or 

academic-canonical association.  

In sum, the Medal is certainly a prize, and it is a canon of sorts as well, and a grouping of 

children’s classics as we understand that even more elastic category. The Medal negotiates and 

embodies broader tensions in our culture between art and commerce, distinction and democracy, 

boosting the profile of children’s literature in ways that are both helpful and not so helpful in our 

time. The history and status of the Medal can tell us a lot about American children’s literature 

and its discontents from the 1920s forward. I’m surprised that no one has yet written a long 

cultural history of the Medal along these lines. Maybe one of you will do so. In any case, I hope 

I’ve suggested some fun topics for further research and conversation, and appreciate your 

patience with these remarks.  

Elizabeth Hoiem: All right, thank you so much for your presentation. And we have time for 

questions. I can start us off with something. 

I'm curious, because so much reviewing now happens online, and a lot of book banning happens 

very quickly through social media, whether you think that social media has influenced the way 

that canonization, prizing, banning any of this happens, and whether it only affects the more 

current books or also books from long ago? 

Kidd: Oh, I'm certain it has, and I suspect that all of you collectively know a lot more about this 

than I do, on all ends of the question. Clearly there's so much activity and of course we had some 
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conversation about the zoom facilitation of selection for the committees this year, which is a 

more narrow version of that. But yeah it's such a vast amount of material online. 

Obviously with the attempted censorship question, you have all of these categories and ALA is 

very clear about the difference between a challenged book, a banned book, and so forth. So, there 

are those registers which I didn't probably talk about in any fair way. My main kind of interest in 

that part was just the way in which the ALA has very strategically gotten out in front a little bit 

of that debate and said, “Actually, these are really important titles maybe because they're being 

challenged and let's figure out a way to help celebrate them and celebrate intellectual freedom 

and artistic freedom.” 

So, I think that's pretty powerful, but I don't know a whole lot about more generally the 

canonization part. I'd like to think it's become a little more democratic, and would like to think 

that this idea of participatory prizing is a little more functional than it once was. But I don't 

actually know--I'd be curious to know what people think about this. 

I know that in my community, we host a Mock Caldecott, which one of our PhD students has 

been hosting for several years. And it's a great event, and we often come away with a different 

set of conclusions about what we would like to see recognized. 

I guess a cynical view would be well that doesn't that doesn't necessarily have any impact on the 

actual decisions, but I think it does matter in terms of people's sense of values and in some cases 

those are transforming online as well.  
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Hoiem: We have two questions here. And you can speak to either one of them. They might be 

related. So, one is, what is your favorite Newberry winner? And then the second, is there 

evidence that popular books, equal award winners?  

Kidd: The second question perversely is easier. I think that relationship is pretty vexed, and I 

know there's a long history of discussion of the place of popularity and specifically popularity 

with child readers or younger readers in this process. Not only in the initial selection but just 

what kind of longevity it can or should enjoy. Right. And I imagine a lot of you feel differently 

about this question, and probably there are other factors that maybe might be more important. 

And I think gauging popularity is also maybe harder than I've implied, because there are a 

number of things that you can look at. Sales and circulation numbers but also, it may, it may vary 

a bit regionally and so forth. 

So, I think there is a connection between what gets on the collective radar as a classic and what is 

fairly popular. But I think just being popular might not be quite enough always to get to that 

classic status. There are a lot of examples of books that are hugely loved by kids and popular and 

have insane sales that may or may not be considered to be sufficiently literary to be associated 

with the idea of the canon or the classic. 

Favorite, that’s a really difficult one. I’m going to probably just dodge it. I have to say I've 

enjoyed going back to some of the older titles, just because they're so filled with drama and 

there's such a such a rich tradition there. I do like some of the ones that have come up high on the 

list. A Wrinkle in Time is probably still a personal favorite, for better and for worse. I really 

enjoyed The Westing Game. I'm still kind of thinking through my relationship to that book but 
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really learning from the discussions that people are having about it now. And thinking about it as 

a disability text added a really rich dimension to that. So, those are some of the ones that have 

been on my mind maybe a little more. 

Hoiem: Thank you. We have two questions about the role of publishers and professional 

organizations in prizing. So one, can you speak more about the role of professional organizations 

in prizing, what are some of the big questions you have? 

And then, do publishers play a role in who gets the awards? Publishers have historically 

excluded authors of color, so this question might be related to the question of stakeholders.  

Kidd: Obviously, in the case of the ALA, and this was discussed by Cara [Bertram] and K.T. 

[Horning] both, just the collaboration we saw in the early 20th century between the publishers 

and other stakeholders, particularly librarians being essentially the drivers of this. But at teachers 

as well and even some of the people involved in those character building organizations like 

scouting really did collaborate to sort of create the idea and sustain the culture and figure out 

how to fund it. So, I think there has been involvement and obviously a lot of the women who 

were really leading authorities in libraries and publishing houses, including some of the earlier 

woman editors of children's divisions in major houses. They played a significant role and worked 

with librarians and so forth, so I think that the history has a lot of cooperation.  

Current situation, I don't know as much about. I suspect that it's more about publishers lobbying 

committee members in the organizations. And this is where those of you who are ALSC and 

ALA know so much more than I do about that, but I I'd like to think there's still a spirit of 

cooperation and mutual interest there. And I know obviously publishers are interested in having 
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their titles identified for prize consideration, and there are now so many prizes that that's not as 

difficult in some ways as it once was. 

And that doesn't necessarily mean they're going to win, the Printz Award or they're going to win 

the Stonewall Award or the Pura Belpré, or some of the ones outside of ALA, so like Jane 

Addams Book Award which is for social justice titles. But it does mean that there are more 

possibilities for books doing different kinds of work and having different kinds of excellence. 

And so, I think that would be my response to that part. What was the first part? 

Hoiem: What is the role professional organizations play? 

Kidd: So, the ALA is clearly a significant player here. There are other organizations, though, 

that are involved in that, including some professional or scholarly organizations. My own 

organization that I've been most involved with is The Children's Literature Association. There is 

a book award there. It's super interesting. I've written about it elsewhere, but it basically 

recognizes books that were published 20 years prior that didn't at the time get the kind of 

attention they ostensibly should have. So, it's a kind of retroactive, risen from the ashes, the 

Phoenix bird, award. Which I love the idea of , but that doesn't actually have a lot of circulation 

outside the organization for a lot of different reasons. 

 But I think there are there are those associations, like professional organizations outside of the 

United States. I think it's really interesting when governments are behind some of the major 

awards. So, I think that's super interesting as well. 
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Hoiem: And I apologize. I wasn't keeping my eye on the time, but we have only one minute left. 

So, I think I better close out the questions and my apologies to anybody that we didn't get to 

hear. But thank you so much for the Q & A. We’ll start up in a moment with my colleague Kate 

McDowell, who will introduce our next speaker. 

Short Break 

Intersecting with a Fraught History: From Child Reader to Parent to 
Children’s Lit Scholar - Jocelyn Van Tuyl, New College of Florida 
 

Kate McDowell: Hello, my name is Kate McDowell. Welcome back. I am an associate 

professor at the iSchool at Illinois.  I am pleased to introduce our next speaker, Jocelyn Van 

Tuyl. Jocelyn Van Tuyl is Professor of French at New College of Florida.  She is the co-editor of 

Dust Off the Gold Medal: Rediscovering Children’s Literature at the Newbery Centennial, and 

the author of André Gide and the Second World War: A Novelist’s Occupation, and the author-

translator of André Gide et la Seconde Guerre mondiale: l’Occupation d’un homme de lettres. 

Her presentation today is titled, “Intersecting with a Fraught History: From Child Reader to 

Parent to Children’s Literature Scholar.” 

Jocelyn Van Tuyl: Thank you. Thanks, Kate. I want to start by thanking Sara and the entire 

team for organizing this symposium and for inviting me to participate. I’m totally humbled to be 

here in the company of Newbery experts and Newbery Selection Committee members, because 

all I have to share are my thoughts from the point of view of a Newbery consumer. Since I’m 

offering myself as a kind of case study, here’s a little background: I was born in the mid-60s, so I 

became a reader in the early 70s, exactly halfway through Newbery’s first century. I grew up in 

an overwhelmingly White, middle-class Northern California suburb known for its good public 

schools (which, I now realize, made me something of a targeted reader of Newbery books).  
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Now, my topic has morphed since Sara first proposed that I talk about interacting with 

Medal books as a child reader, parent, and scholar. The parent part has mostly dropped out, 

though I did interview my adult daughter this summer. She described several Newbery titles she 

had to read for school as “boring” and grumbled about the gender-based literature circles in third 

grade, when the girls had to read the Newbery Honor Book Princess Academy by Shannon Hale 

while the boys got The Lightning Thief by Rick Riordan. My daughter is “still salty” about that 

academic injustice from fourteen years ago. But that comports with my experience, because 

today I’m going gripe about a book I had to read forty-five years ago. Focusing on my sixth-

grade self, I’m going to revisit my intensely negative reaction to one book, overlaying my 

admittedly imperfect childhood memories with the perspective of a grown-up literature scholar. 

So, that being the case, I’d like to informally re-title this talk: “The Book That Made Me Hate the 

Newbery.”  

That book was The Slave Dancer by Paula Fox, a prolific writer for both children and 

adults who won both the Newbery Medal and the Hans Christian Andersen Award. Set in 1840, 

The Slave Dancer follows Jessie Bollier, a White thirteen-year-old boy kidnapped from New 

Orleans and pressed into service on a slave ship, The Moonlight. Jessie is required to play his fife 

while the captive Africans are forced to, quote, “dance” on deck because they will bring a greater 

profit if they are in good physical condition.  

This is painful subject matter, and the book filled me dread and disgust. To be fair, I was 

predisposed to dislike any assigned book, because I’d recently come off two years in a 

progressive open classroom where no one ever told us what to do or what to read—a very 70s 

thing. Another 70s thing was The Slave Dancer’s focus on aspects of Black experience, since 

Medal books with African or African American characters hit their twentieth-century peak in the 
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1970s. The first half of the decade saw the prizing of Sounder by William H. Armstrong, then 

The Slave Dancer—both books by White authors. (By the way, this was entirely consistent with 

my reading experience, since every book with Black characters that I had read up to that time 

was by a White author.) The mid-70s finally saw Newbery gold awarded to African American 

authors, with the prizing of M. C. Higgins, The Great by Virginia Hamilton and Roll of Thunder, 

Hear My Cry by Mildred D. Taylor.  

But I was a little too old to read those in school. M. C. Higgins, The Great didn’t come 

out in paperback until I was in seventh grade—the first year of junior high in that time and place, 

and the year the teachers stopped assigning children’s literature. So, my concept of the Newbery 

crystalized around The Slave Dancer. That made sense, because it was the first Medal book I was 

ever required to read, and the teacher mentioned its Newbery win in a way that made it clear that 

Medal books were extremely important. At the same time, it was completely unreasonable of me 

to equate the Newbery with The Slave Dancer, since I had previously read at least a dozen Medal 

winners—and even more Honor Books—from the public library. Actually, some of those 

books—kid-pleasing, plot-driven novels like A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle and From 

the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler by E. L. Konigsburg—were among my all-time 

favorites. But my mind didn’t register these books as a corpus, even though I surely saw the 

occasional Newbery poster or shiny gold sticker (which, to be fair, were far less ubiquitous in 

those days). As absurd as I was to project my aversion for one novel onto all things Newbery, I 

now realize that the book’s content and the educational context in which I encountered it actually 

justify the association in many respects.   

The Slave Dancer is what I would call a “Very Newbery Novel.” Its main character is a 

boy, and we know that male protagonists preponderate in the Newbery canon, even though most 
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Medal authors are women. It’s a historical novel, a genre the Newbery Selection Committee 

tends to “favor.” Now, the next two characteristics are drawn from librarian Linda Silver’s 

assessment of Paula Fox’s oeuvre, but I think they apply equally well to a large portion of the 

Newbery corpus: we are talking about “morally serious art” and, often, about “books [that] are 

easier to admire than they are to love.” As I’ve mentioned, The Slave Dancer made me think of 

Newbery books in general as weighty, painful, and grim. And the scholarship shows that I was in 

good company. Young readers widely regard Medal books as “boring,” “sad and difficult,” “‘too 

old,’ and ‘too literary.’” (Those last two complaints date from Newbery’s earliest decades.) 

Newbery books are for duty, not pleasure: what E. J. Graff calls “eat-your-spinach books.”  

Now I want to zoom out a little and consider the educational context in which I read The 

Slave Dancer. As Kenneth B. Kidd has demonstrated, the Newbery canon has—since the 

beginning—intersected with the educational establishment. Moreover, Kidd observes, Award 

winners are “not usually primary teaching texts” but instead “form a kind of secondary or 

supplemental curriculum.” This fits with my experience, since the only time I was ever assigned 

Medal books was in a sixth-grade pull-out reading group—part of an enrichment program for 

students identified as “gifted,” as my former elementary-school principal Pat Lamson recently 

explained. She also affirmed that teachers were free to select books of their own choosing. So, I 

have to admire the fact that my teacher was keeping current with the Newbery—he assigned The 

Slave Dancer some eighteen months after its prizing—and that his choice was undoubtedly, as I 

dimly grasped at the time, an act of consciousness raising (as they said back in the 60s and 70s).  

My memories are probably incomplete, but the three books I recall reading that year were 

The Slave Dancer, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark Twain, and another Newbery 

winner, Adam of the Road by Elizabeth Janet Gray. These books have some obvious things in 
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common. Our teacher assigned us “classics” and prizewinners, and his selections illustrate how 

the Newbery Medal can catapult a book right up there next to Mark Twain. In this grouping—

clearly dictated by a concern for seriousness or prestige—we have stories about boys. (White 

boys, to be specific—an issue I’ll come back to shortly.) At the time, I didn’t question the male 

focus, even though girls outnumbered boys three to one in our reading group. (This made for a 

totally different situation from the equally problematic gender segregation my daughter 

experienced some thirty years later—but at least she felt empowered to speak up.) Did my sixth-

grade reading teacher have other options? Yes: he could have assigned the 1973 Newbery 

winner, Julie of the Wolves by Jean Craighead George. I suspect that the reason he didn’t was to 

maintain a focus on historical novels. Not that he was teaching social studies through fiction—

our focus was literary—but I’m sure he was guided by the high standing and perceived 

seriousness of the genre.  

Even in the language arts classroom, readers of historical fiction are sure to pick up some 

non-literary insights. This is particularly true with The Slave Dancer, whose didactic intentions 

are hard to miss. Beginning in the 1940s, author Paula Fox traveled in progressive circles, 

sharing her Communist friends’ belief in “equality for black people”—which she described as 

“an astonishing thought in those days.” Without explicitly stating that antiracist intentions 

inspired The Slave Dancer, Fox implied a connection in her 1974 Newbery acceptance speech, 

where she described seeing “an elderly woman” on TV protesting the construction of what Fox 

called a “housing unit for black people.” “‘Why should they get special housing?’ [the protester] 

cried. ‘Their people decided to come to this country on ships just like mine did.’” Indignant at 

this erroneous claim, Fox declared that “self-imposed ignorance of slavery keeps the mind closed 
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and the heart beating too faintly to do other than insult and wound with such phrases as special 

housing.” Countering that ignorance of history was clearly one of Fox’s aims. 

I did learn a great deal from The Slave Dancer, but I think the lessons got skewed a bit by 

the context—the clutch of historical novels on our sixth-grade curriculum. When I started writing 

this talk, I knew I’d have to reread The Slave Dancer, but I dreaded it and dragged my feet for 

months. When I finally reread it this summer, I was shocked by the frequent use of a racial 

epithet (the “N” word). It comes up seventeen times in the novel—every ten pages, on average. 

To be sure, protagonist Jessie never uses it, and there’s a lesson in that … if the reader is 

attentive enough. There is, of course, a case to be made about historical accuracy, and Newbery 

Medalist Christopher Paul Curtis makes precisely that case—while emphasizing his profound 

discomfort with the word—in his introduction to the 2016 Kindle edition of The Slave Dancer. 

But the historical-fiction context can be pernicious, too. I knew, in sixth grade, that the “N” word 

was a word you did not say; but it was, apparently, one you read in school. I now realize how 

normalized it must have seemed to us in the context of a course where we also read The 

Adventures of Tom Sawyer, with its racial slurs against African and Native Americans.  

I have no recollection of discussing these epithets in our reading group—not surprising 

for an all-White group of students with a White teacher back in the 70s. I also have no memory 

of discussing The Slave Dancer’s contemporary relevance (though I do remember that the 

teacher described Adam Quartermayne, the boy minstrel in Adam of the Road, as a professional 

child performer “like Michael Jackson”). The reading group’s emphasis on historical fiction 

surely helped consolidate the impression that slavery and racism belonged to a distant time and 

place. This would be easy for a White child reader to assume, since—until the prizing of Kwame 

Alexander’s The Crossover in 2015 and Jerry Craft’s New Kid in 2020—“most of the Medal 
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books [addressing] racism” were, in Kidd’s words, “historical novels … set no later than the 

Depression.” Looking back, I now see that the “prime literary real estate” of my sixth-grade 

enrichment group became a sort of “gated community” where the all-historical landscape may 

have heighted our sense of distance from the subject matter.  

But let’s step back and examine the context in which Fox spoke of counteracting racism 

by teaching history. She did so in her Newbery acceptance speech, delivered at the Newbery-

Caldecott banquet on July 9, 1974, during the annual conference of the American Library 

Association (or ALA). Fox was aware of negative reactions to The Slave Dancer, and had 

learned of “plans for a sort of demonstration” around the Newbery award ceremony. Without 

questioning the sincerity of Fox’s intentions, I simply want to note that her decision to 

foreground an antiracist message in her Newbery acceptance speech was part of a context in 

which critics were calling attention to racist content in The Slave Dancer.   

A group of those critics took the floor at the ALA convention on July 8, the day before 

the Newbery banquet, with a presentation titled “How to Identify Racism and Sexism in Your 

Library.” This session was organized by the Council on Interracial Books for Children (or 

CIBC), formed in 1965 by “a group of concerned librarians, teachers, parents, and political 

activists,” as Sara L. Schwebel explains, with the mission of “address[ing] the needs of African 

American children.” Critiques of The Slave Dancer occupied a central place in the session and 

were subsequently published in the CIBC’s bulletin, Interracial Books for Children. Marshaling 

extensive textual evidence of the novel’s “stereotypes” and “distortions,” the CIBC critics 

highlighted the distance between intent and effect. “No matter what the author’s intent,” argued 

librarian Binnie Tate—or “the intent of the librarians who gave The Slave Dancer the Newbery 

award,” added Lyla Hoffman—the novel “presents grave problems for those of us concerned 
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with eliminating children’s materials which help perpetuate racism,” Tate maintained. The Slave 

Dancer drew particular scrutiny because of its Newbery win. In Schwebel’s words, the CIBC 

“called attention to the way prizing children’s books for ‘literary quality’ translated into awards 

being conferred on texts that contained racist, sexist, or otherwise offensive elements.” And 

“awards” largely meant the Newbery, given the Medal’s predominance at the time. Indeed, as 

author and librarian Sharon Bell Mathis pointed out, “When a Newbery winner is cited, it is one 

of the first books that school officials make sure the children read.” Thus, her own African 

American children would be forced to read The Slave Dancer’s derogatory depictions of 

Africans, while White children might pick up biased ideas that had not previously occurred to 

them. 

Furthermore, the CIBC critics argued, The Slave Dancer exposes young readers to 

distorted historical information. Noting repeated claims that “greedy” “native chiefs” were eager 

to capture and sell other Africans—an allegation that comes up at least five times in the novel—

Tate cautioned that there was “not enough evidence that African chiefs were a primary force in 

the slave trade to allow for the consistent projection of this theme.” I would add that the vast 

majority of children lack the historical knowledge to assess the novel’s claims about African 

involvement. Similarly, few children are equipped to question the scene in which a crew member 

equates his Irish ancestors’ servitude with chattel slavery. To be sure, both claims come from 

characters whom the novel presents as untrustworthy, but in the absence of other perspectives, 

these ideas can easily plant seeds in the child reader’s mind.  

Building on the CIBC’s analysis of The Slave Dancer’s problematic assertions, 

omissions, and distortions, I want to offer a close reading of a passage from the novel that almost 

every reviewer or critic cites: “I hated the slaves!” Jessie exclaims. “I hated their shuffling, their 
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howling, their very suffering! I hated the way they spat out their food upon the deck, the 

overflowing buckets, the emptying of which tried all my strength. I hated the foul stench that 

came from the holds no matter which way the wind blew, as though the ship itself were soaked 

with human excrement. I would have snatched the rope from Spark’s hand and beaten them 

myself! O, God! I wished them all dead! Not to hear them! Not to smell them! Not to know of 

their existence!” 

Let’s start at the top, with “I.” The first-person narrating subject is a White teenager. 

While White perspectives predominated in children’s literature at the time, this was not the 

default position within Fox’s oeuvre. Writing for a Black readership, she used African American 

narrators in two early stories published in The Negro Digest. Both “Lord Randal” (1965) and 

“The Living” (1968) addressed racism and violence. Notably, “Lord Randal” is the internal 

monologue of a mother approaching the body of her son, who has been lynched for dating a 

White girl. Fox also focused on an African American protagonist in a children’s book published 

around the same time: the 1967 novel How Many Miles to Babylon?, to which I’ll return in a 

moment. 

So, why opt for a White focalizer in The Slave Dancer? Novelist Christopher Paul Curtis 

sees this as a strategic choice by an author dealing with devastating material. “For years I wanted 

to write a novel about slavery from a slave’s perspective,” writes Curtis, but “slavery was a 

horror beyond my skills as an author.” Presenting the story from the perspective of a young 

White boy—a character at one remove from the horrors of the Middle Passage—was a way to 

“overcome[] this problem,” says Curtis. The writerly dilemma that Curtis evokes reminds me of 

Eric A. Kimmel’s observation about children’s Holocaust fiction: the author is “torn between his 

duty toward his subject and his responsibility … not to be too violent, too accusing, too 
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depressing.” Like Fox, Kimmel was writing in the 1970s, when Gentile rescue adventures made 

up a significant portion of children’s Holocaust literature. No surprise, then, that The Slave 

Dancer is a White rescue narrative: when The Moonlight is shipwrecked in a storm, the sole 

survivors are Jessie and Ras, an African teenager whom Jessie rescues. This is one detail that 

prompted CIBC critic Albert V. Schwartz to ask whether “a white author [should] use the Black 

Experience as mere background for a white-oriented adventure story.”  

Next, the verb “hated.” While some critics see this as an example of racialized hate, I 

think the most illuminating reading is one that relates to the comparison I’ve just sketched 

between slavery and the Holocaust in children’s literature. Comparing representations of 

historical trauma in children’s fiction, Hamida Bosmajian finds that “Fox is accurate in depicting 

the psychology of human beings in extreme situations,” adding that the slaves’ “very 

helplessness is a threat to Jessie, who reacts with self-defensive aggression.”  

Fox had previously explored this psychological reaction in How Many Miles to Babylon?, 

which I read as a sort of “sandbox” for The Slave Dancer—a place where we see Fox thinking 

through some of the ideas she would develop in her Newbery novel. Babylon follows James, a 

ten-year-old African American child taken captive by a group of older boys, who make him 

participate in their dognapping scheme. The novel also addresses the history of slavery, albeit 

indirectly. James’s mother has told him that he is an African prince. She has been hospitalized 

for several months, but James tells himself that she is in Africa, meeting with the other princes in 

order to “fix everything.” What needs fixing? His mother’s absence, the family’s poverty—but 

also a historical wrong: “His mother had told him how the real life of all those princes had come 

to an end long ago, how they had been made to march for days and weeks through wild forests, 

with their hands chained and their necks in ropes, until they came to a river where they were put 
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in boats which carried them across the water.” His mother’s story stops there, but James’s own 

imprisonment and mistreatment by the gang prolong the story, standing symbolically for the fate 

of the African princes.  

While being held by the gang, James becomes deeply attached to Gladys, the dog he was 

forced to steal. But when she inadvertently ruins his attempted escape, his reaction prefigures 

Jessie’s feelings toward the captives on The Moonlight: “Gladys was tangled in his legs. How he 

hated her at that moment!” James and Jessie share a similar psychological state and a similarly 

conflicted situation, since each boy is both captive and captor. Fox gives each character a 

resolution that goes some way toward assuaging his guilt and anguish. In a passage that 

anticipates Jessie’s shipwreck escape and his rescue of the African boy Ras, James eludes the 

gang and returns Gladys to her owner’s apartment building. Now, I want to be cautious here, 

because Babylon is about kidnapping dogs while The Slave Dancer involves trafficking human 

beings. These are disproportionate topics—but that’s actually one lesson I take from comparing 

the two novels, because, in all honesty, Gladys the dog is a more fully-realized character than 

any of the captives in The Slave Dancer.  

Which brings us to: “the slaves.” One of the CIBC’s strongest critiques of The Slave 

Dancer concerns the novel’s pervasive dehumanization of the undifferentiated mass of captive 

Africans onboard The Moonlight. In contrast with the White crew, Schwartz pointed out, “no 

human characteristic is delineated for the slaves; no individuality is shown.” The captives don’t 

even have names—except for Ras, whose name Jessie learns only near the novel’s end.  

How is that “nameless mass” depicted? Let’s consider the ship’s “foul stench.” Fox 

evokes the stench repeatedly, in striking detail. When Jessie ventures down into the ship’s hold: 

“I could barely draw breath, and what breath I drew was horrible, like a solid substance like suet, 
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that did not free my lungs but drowned them in the taste of rancid rot.” From my childhood 

reading, this sensory disgust stuck in my memory at least as much as the moral horror the novel 

inspired. But Mathis highlights the distortion underlying this intense olfactory impression: 

“Nobody says anything about the white sailors taking a bath. One bucket of water per day is 

allotted to the whole crew for washing … but there’s no attention given to that. Only to the fact 

that the smell that was on the ship came from Black people.” This insight is all the more telling 

because the smell and its origin are conveyed not in the slavers’ dialogue but in the sympathetic 

young protagonist’s narration.  

Jessie’s outburst culminates when he says, of the captives, “I wished them all dead!” A 

momentary aggressive impulse? Possibly. After all, as Schwebel points out, “Jessie’s horror at 

his own lack of sympathy leads him to defy orders to dance the slaves”—a rebellious act that 

earns him five lashes. But perhaps the gears of the narrative know better, because Jessie’s wish is 

eventually realized. The Moonlight is shipwrecked, with Ras and Jessie the sole survivors. The 

other Africans onboard are apparently expendable in service of a plot device that disposes of the 

evil crew and lets Jessie be something of a hero. Moreover, in keeping with Tate’s observation 

that “America is held generally blameless in the slave trade”—because the novel repeatedly 

stresses American laws against importing slaves—this plot twist spares readers having to think 

about the captives’ future lives (and those of their descendants) in the United States.  

This comports with Jessie’s wish “Not to know of [the slaves’] existence!” Here we have 

to reckon with the novel’s admirable but problematic educational aim. Early in the voyage, a 

crew member tells Jessie: “You’ll see some bad things, but if you didn’t see them, they’d still be 

happening.” Jessie’s position mirrors ours, because the novel makes readers look at many 

uncomfortable things. There is an imperative to witness—but also an awareness that readers may 
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shy away from that imperative. We see this in Jessie’s desire not to know of the captives’ 

existence and also at the end of the novel, after Jessie returns home. “My mother often wept … at 

the story of The Moonlight. When I described how the slaves had been tossed into the shark-

filled waters of Cuba, she covered her face with her hands and cried, ‘I can’t hear it! I can’t hear 

it!’” Jessie’s mother is literally shedding what Robin DiAngelo calls “white tears”—the “self-

indulgent” reaction in which “racism becomes about white distress, white suffering,” or “white 

guilt.” It’s not just Jessie’s mother: Fox centers Jessie’s distress in her novel—and I have 

replicated that move by framing this talk around my own childhood discomfort with the book.  

Still, these reactions can teach us something, so I want to look back at one more reading 

experience from my childhood. The insights of the CIBC critics help me understand some of the 

reasons why The Slave Dancer bothered me so much in sixth grade. Not that I had the wisdom or 

perspective of those critics, but by the following year I did have a point of comparison. In 

seventh grade I chose to read the family saga Roots by Alex Haley, a novelist and journalist who 

co-authored The Autobiography of Malcom X. The Roots TV miniseries (starring LeVar Burton 

as Kunta Kinte, the ancestor trafficked from Africa) was a huge hit in January 1977, but I hadn’t 

been allowed to watch it, so I chose Roots as my “independent reading” for English class.  

(I might not have finished the 688-page tome on my own, but there was a point system, and I had 

to see it through or risk failing English for the quarter.) Roots was painful reading, but it didn’t 

destroy me the way The Slave Dancer had. A year and a half had elapsed, and maybe the extra 

maturity made a difference. Maybe Fox’s novel prepared me for Haley’s, possibly even 

desensitizing me to some extent. But I think there’s more to the story. The account of the Middle 

Passage in Roots tracks closely—almost point for point—with that of The Slave Dancer. 

Whereas Fox’s African captives are, in Schwartz’s words, “pathetic sufferers,” “chained objects” 



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  87 

with “no ‘fight back’ qualities”, Haley’s have agency and initiative. As in The Slave Dancer, 

Kunta and his fellow captives are forced to “dance” on the ship’s deck, but this is an occasion for 

subversion. The women sing, spreading information and calling for rebellion in a language the 

captors don’t understand. The captives stage one uprising during a “dance” session, and they 

plan to attack the crew again the next time they are “on deck … and jumping in their chains”—

but a storm foils the second revolt. In terms of the novels’ effect on the reader, the major 

differences between Roots and The Slave Dancer are, I think, those outlined by the CIBC critics. 

Kunta Kinte is the focalizer, not part of the background for a White-focused adventure. In Roots, 

the captives are individualized: Haley details their differing origins, attitudes, and religions, and 

stresses the challenges of communicating across language barriers. Within the constraints of their 

captivity, Haley’s Africans take action, rather than remaining passive. And of course the 

righteous anger elicited by Kunta’s experience is a lot easier to stomach than Jessie’s anguished 

complicity in The Slave Dancer.  

Turning back to The Slave Dancer now, I want to ask what purpose Jessie’s torment 

serves—not just for the reader, who may be awakened to uncomfortable truths, but also for the 

protagonist himself. At the novel’s end, Jessie has been changed by his experience aboard The 

Moonlight. He rejects his earlier goal of becoming a ship’s chandler: “I made a promise to 

myself: I would do nothing that was connected ever so faintly with the importing and sale and 

use of slaves. But I soon discovered that everything I considered bore, somewhere along the way, 

the imprint of black hands.” Now, I really dislike this formulation: the “imprint of black hands” 

ascribes too much agency to the enslaved Africans, just as the narrative emphasizes Africans’ 

complicity in the slave trade. Nevertheless, the insight is central to Fox’s message, and feels very 

relevant today: there is no getting away from American chattel slavery and its legacy.  
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But before we get too excited about Jessie’s growth, let’s look at the novel’s ending. 

Jessie apprentices to an apothecary (an apparently untainted profession), moves north to Rhode 

Island, and fights for the Union in the Civil War. He is taken prisoner and spends three months in 

the notoriously deadly Andersonville prison camp, “surviving its horrors, I often thought, 

because I’d been prepared for them on The Moonlight.” In the end, then, Jessie recuperates his 

time on the slave ship for another purpose, comparing the slaves’ experiences to his own 

suffering as a prisoner of war.  

There’s a coda to my reading of The Slave Dancer—one that involves returning to my 

sixth-grade reading class. After reading Fox’s novel, I was dead set against Newberys, and when 

we got to Adam of the Road, a historical novel set in the Middle Ages, I thought “here we go 

again.” But the book turned out to be surprisingly enjoyable. And then one day, waiting outside 

the reading classroom, my classmate Mark urged me to read William Pène du Bois’s The 

Twenty-One Balloons—another Newbery winner, though Mark didn’t describe it as such. (As an 

aside, I want to point out how lovely the memory of that conversation seems to me now: a sixth-

grade boy enthusiastically and unself-consciously recommending a favorite book seems like 

something out of E. L. Konigsburg’s Newbery novel The View from Saturday.) I read The 

Twenty-One Balloons during summer vacation, and it was everything I liked a story to be—

humorous, escapist, both adventurous and domestic—and so it went a long way toward 

attenuating my dislike of the Newberys. Balloons is the antithesis of The Slave Dancer: its 

characters enjoy a labor-free utopia on a luxurious tropical island. But years later, as a Florida 

homeowner struggling to mow the unstoppable lawn in subtropical heat, I realized what was 

wrong with that picture. Who mows the island’s manicured lawns? Who farms the food for the 

twenty exotic restaurants? As I looked into this question of invisible labor, I discovered how 
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extensively the novel engages with colonialism and slavery—and how hard it works to conceal 

both of those institutions.  

I shared these ideas at a Children’s Literature Association conference, where my 

colleague and friend Sara Schwebel was in attendance. We went to lunch and chatted, then 

talked late into the night, and before the conference was over, we had conceived of our essay 

collection Dust Off the Gold Medal: Rediscovering Children’s Literature at the Newbery 

Centennial, which came out from Routledge this August. (Yes, this is the part where I rep our 

book just a bit.) The volume’s essays explore how Medal books have engaged with diversity, and 

how the Newbery Committee’s choices reflect the era of their prizing—surely a factor in the 

post-Civil Rights selection of The Slave Dancer, I now realize.  

Dust Off the Gold Medal opens with Paul Ringel’s analysis of The Dark Frigate by 

Charles Boardman Hawes, a winner from Newbery’s infancy a winner from the Newbery’s 

infancy. Award. In many respects, Hawes’s novel brings me full circle to The Slave Dancer, the 

book that first made me aware of the Newbery Award as an institution. Both novels offer an 

unusual degree of “moral complexity.” Both are sea adventures in which the protagonist is 

compelled to do ill: in The Dark Frigate, young Philip Marsham signs on with a ship that is 

subsequently seized by pirates. Under their orders, he becomes a pirate, too—just as Fox’s Jessie 

Bollier becomes a slaver. Eventually free of the pirates, Philip fights for the Royalists in the 

English Civil War, then, dismayed by the war’s outcome, decides to leave the country. Philip’s 

happy ending involves “book[ing] passage to Barbados, an island that was,” as Ringel explains, 

“one of the most prosperous and violent models of the slave economy during that period.” But 

most child readers would be unaware of that fact. It would be thirty-five years before another 

Newbery novel made the connection explicit: as Schwebel has demonstrated, Elizabeth George 
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Speare’s The Witch of Blackbird Pond portrays opposition to slavery as “fundamentally … 

American” by contrasting slaveholding Barbados with New England, whose connection to 

slavery has been strategically erased. Then, fifty years after The Dark Frigate, Paula Fox’s 

unflinching depiction of the slave trade offered a further corrective to Hawes’s uncritical view of 

a slaving hub. And now, some fifty years after The Slave Dancer, we have begun to see Newbery 

winners that offer alternatives to Fox’s overwhelmingly White focus and her use of 

undifferentiated African captives to facilitate the White protagonist’s development.  

In terms of my own personal history, I now realize how powerful The Slave Dancer was 

to stick with me so vividly for the past half century. I’m glad that writing this talk required me to 

revisit it, since I can now admire the author’s literary craft and political intentions. I can also 

understand the novel’s biases and the ways the book reflects the historical moment in which it 

was written and prized. And by way of apology to my sixth-grade teacher—because I know that 

my dislike of the material made me a bratty, resentful student—I’ll offer one revision to my 

claim that The Slave Dancer made me hate the Newbery: it may also have been the book that 

made me think critically about literature and literary institutions. Thank you.  

 

Kate McDowell: Thank you so much, Dr. Van Tuyl for this fascinating look at the book that 

made you hate the Newbery. So, I’d love to open the floor for questions at this point, and right 

now we don’t have any questions yet from the audience, but I would welcome them. I’m 

wondering—I'll start with a question just so that we have one. I’m wondering about—often I 

think a lot about what doesn’t get told. And I think you’re talking in multiple ways here about 

ways that settler colonialism has been systematically concealed, and I wonder if you could say a 

little bit more about any patterns that you notice as you look across these various kinds of 
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concealments, I’ll just, I’ll say in my own words, for white sensibilities, right, to sustain a 

comfort zone that needs to be destabilized. 

Van Tuyl: Right. Well, I would say that it’s ubiquitous because, on the one hand, we have, you 

know, what Kenneth Kidd has called the “counter canon of the Honor Books.” We have a couple 

of Laura Ingalls Wilders’ Little House books, which, you know, were widely admired and are 

now understood for being as problematic as they are for the heroic narrative of settler 

colonialism.  

But in terms of the concealment for comfort, I would say that this is ubiquitous. Just off 

the top of my head, everything from The Witch of Blackbird Pond, which, you know, Kenneth 

was talking about Sara’s Child Sized History—you see my heavily marked up copy right here—

she talks about how carefully The Witch of Blackbird Pond just evacuates any slavery from 

anywhere other than maybe Virginia a little bit, but Barbados, where the heroine comes from, is 

a slave holding place. And of course Americans, true Americans as we understand these Puritan 

settlers to be—wait a minute, they’re settlers right. So, it’s so deeply problematic. And then of 

course the other one I just mentioned is Twenty-One Balloons, which goes just about as far as 

you could possibly go in concealing all that. So, I think probably if we started looking at a list of 

Newbery winners, we wouldn’t be able to rule a great many out. 

McDowell: Thank you. Yeah, I think that’s absolutely honest answer, and I appreciate it. We 

have lots of room for question and answer. Great and we have a question. It’s more of an 

observation, but just commenting that “as an audience member who grew up in the UK at around 

the same time, the only American literature that was assigned was Tom Sawyer and no Newberys 

at all, and many, the only American literature that was read outside of school was Laura Ingalls 

Wilder as you just mentioned.” And Helen comments, “I don’t think we understood anything 
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underlying either of them at the time.” I don’t know if you’ve thought about the British context 

at all or any comparisons, but I know you have written internationally. So, it seems, hopefully 

not too far flung to springboard off of Helen’s comment to ask if you have thoughts about those 

things. 

Van Tuyl: No, not at all, and I’m, as a matter of fact, Helen Rees, a professor at UCLA, is a very 

close friend of mine, and we have talked about this before, and I find it really interesting—she 

and I are exactly the same age—really interesting that young English kids were being brought up 

with a vision of the United States that came from Wilder and Twain. And of course we didn’t ask 

difficult questions about those things that seems so very obvious now weren’t being 

acknowledged at all.  

Um, you mentioned the international context. You know my background is in French 

literature, and my current research is on immigrants and exiles and expats going back and forth 

between France and the United States. And of course, in the French context, there is a great deal 

to do with colonialism, which of course manifests itself differently in the French historical 

tradition, but I would actually be really interested in learning more. I know that some of the 

Wilder books, particularly I think The Long Winter, were books that were used shortly after the 

end of World War II in Japan as exemplars of American resilience and American qualities. I 

think Sara might have more information on that. So, that’s pretty telling that that is a message 

that this country was exporting internationally, particularly in the context of what it understood 

to be [a] country that could learn from the American example. 

McDowell: Thank you and Helen has a question. It’s a great one. Helen Rees asks, “Is there a 

Newbery equivalent in France that affects French school children?” 
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Van Tuyl: I am not aware of an exact equivalent, but I do know that vast, vast amounts of 

English language literature, both American and British, are translated for the French children’s 

market. I’m always surprised when I go to bookstores in France and see that. 

McDowell: Thank you and I just want to amplify a comment that the panelists can see from 

Sarah Park Dahlen. That “children in Korea are also growing up with a vision of the US that 

includes anti-Black and anti-Indigenous content. It’s hugely problematic and shows up in all 

kinds of popular culture,” and I just wanted to be sure to say that. Yes, that’s—Well, we have 

reached a point in the day I think when it seems that we could take also a break, so let me thank 

you again, Dr. Van Tuyl. What an excellent presentation that spans sort of internal reflection and 

a broad swath of interrelated literature that and scholarship that’s been in conversation for a long 

time. It’s a lot of fun.  

Oh, there’s one more question from a person you may know named Rory. The question is 

“As you described it, The Slave Dancer would probably have been quite acceptable to adult 

readers. Should books with such difficult topics be read by children?” And we’ll have that be the 

last question before we take a break, but it’s an excellent question.  

Van Tuyl: Right, that’s a question from my dad, who was the one who didn’t let me watch Roots 

on TV, which is, but it made a reader of me, right?  I read 700 pages of the book. Um, this is a 

huge debate in children’s literature, right? The question of what is appropriate for children, what 

is appropriate for children of various ages. And this is something that has changed a lot over the 

years. I remember reading a book called Listen for the Fig Tree when I was in older elementary 

school, and my grandmother picked it up. And this is a book about an African American blind 

girl whose mother’s an alcoholic and her father has recently died. And my grandmother said, 
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“Wow, when I was a girl, books were all sweetness and light,” and I think about subjects that 

were untouchable when I was a kid and how very much that changed in my daughter’s time.  

But one of the things that concerns me is that we have this notion of what’s appropriate 

and that may relate to things very much if it has to do with sexual content. I mean, Judy Blume 

was—oh, you passed it, you know, in secret from one friend to another, and now a great deal of 

children’s literature deals with sexuality more openly. But violence also—But what’s concerning 

to me is that while we might find the publishing industry as a gatekeeper saying, “Oh, well we 

don’t want to have too much about war and crime and that kind of violence.” It did all along, 

again, returning to Laura Ingalls Wilder as the example, admit and promote the unspoken 

violence, the violence that the books worked really hard to repress, of precisely settler 

colonialism, presented in heroic light in the Little House books. 

 

McDowell: Yeah, absolutely. Thank you so much. I just, we’re giving you big virtual rounds of 

applause all over the place for Dr. Van Tuyl. And I’ll once again, let me amplify something from 

the panelists’ comments, and this is a great transition because we’ll be hearing from Dr. Ebony 

Thomas next after we take a short break. But Ebony Thomas, KT Horning, who we heard from 

earlier today, and Debbie Reese—this is a comment from Sarah Park Dahlen. I’m sorry, let me 

slow down. Sarah Park Dahlen made a comment that Ebony Thomas, KT Horning, and Debbie 

Reese have an excellent article about teaching enslavement through picture books, “Much Ado 

About A Fine Dessert: The Cultural Politics of Representing Slavery in Children’s Literature.” 

It’s in the Journal of Children’s Literature, Volume 42, from fall 2016. And I think it’s a great 

way to end in a great place to say there are so many connections here that deserve greater 

exploration. Thank you so much, Dr. Van Tuyl, and what a pleasure to meet you virtually.  



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  95 

Van Tuyl: 

Great to meet you! Thank you all so much. 

 

The Shadow Book: Reading Slavery, Fugitivity, and Freedom in the 
Newbery Canon - Ebony Elizabeth Thomas, University of Michigan 
 

Sarah Park Dahlen: My name is Sarah Park Dahlen, and I am an associate professor at the 

iSchool at Illinois.  I am pleased to introduce Ebony Elizabeth Thomas.  

 

Ebony Elizabeth Thomas is Associate Professor in the Joint Program in English and 

Education at the University of Michigan. She is the author of The Dark Fantastic: Race and the 

Imagination from Harry Potter to the Hunger Games and numerous articles and essays, 

including “‘We Always Talk about Race’: Navigating Race Talk Dilemmas in the Teaching of 

Literature” (in Research in the Teaching of English). Her presentation today is titled, “The 

Shadow Book: Reading Slavery, Fugitivity, and Freedom in the Newbery Canon.” 

 

Ebony Elizabeth Thomas: Thank you very much, Sarah, I want to sincerely thank the Illinois 

iSchool, ALSC, and the Center for Children's Books for the invitation to speak today. 

 

My talk’s title, The Shadow Book: Reading Slavery, Fugitivity, and Freedom in the Newberry 

Canon speaks to the central concern of my program of research. The ways that black American 

and other African Diaspora pasts, presents and futures are represented to children and teens 

through the literature, media, and popular culture that they encounter in schooling and society. 

This is very much work that is in progress and has been for many years. 

 

So, I am looking eagerly forward to our discussion at the conclusion of the lecture. I've actually 

reduced some of the talk time so we will have ample opportunity for Q and A. And given the 

nature of the presentations we've already had, they've been so great, I'm hoping that we can refer 

across all of the talks during our discussion period. 

 

“How long ‘til Black Future Month?” MacArthur Genius N.K Jemisin's anthology title echoes a 

centuries old question in the hearts and the minds of many today. 

 

Thus, I begin today's conversation with a snapshot of the state of the world--the present. The 

black present. We are living through perilous times. Our species and the planet that sustains us 

are embroiled in crisis. We are nearly two years into a global pandemic that has infected millions 

and taken precious lives. We are facing profound economic shifts, perhaps a recession, perhaps 

heightened inequality. Millions are out of work, and millions more do not have the sustenance 

that they need in order to live and thrive. The rise of nationalist authoritarianisms threaten to 

break down the post-Cold War international community. 

 



 Newbery at 100 Symposium – November 5, 2021  96 

Even worse, this information has spread unchecked throughout the social web, despite the best 

efforts of womanist, Marxist, and other feminist digital activists, over the past couple of decades, 

the persistence of anti-Black racism is one of the many problems that we face in the present 

moment. The death of George Floyd in Minneapolis last year signaled the summer of protests, 

counter-protests, cities burning, 1000 conversations, myriad booklists without much promise of 

lasting change. 

 

Although we have entered the third decade of the 21st century, anti-Blackness continues apace, 

as it has for the long centuries since the inception of the transatlantic slave trade and the imbuing 

of African heritage with permanent underclass status.  The United Nations declared 2015 through 

2024 as the international decade for people of African descent, but slave market still operate 

from Mauritania to Libya. The Mediterranean remains both perilous crossing and elusive 

welcome. The elders of the Windrush generation of the United Kingdom, are not yet saved. 

Broadcasters in China, South Korea, and elsewhere, have been unapologetic about blackface in 

their programs. And the United States continues its extrajudicial police and citizen murders of 

Black people. At times, such persistent and totalizing oppression seems inescapable.  

 

How long till black future month indeed. 

 

And, in the very midst of this hurricane here in the United States, there's one question on 

everyone's minds. It is a question that has dominated the recent election and will be likely visited 

again next year, and revisited in 2024, and will determine the fate of the nation if our cable news 

stations and pundits are to be believed: How young is too young to teach kids about race? 

 

Many people over the past week on Twitter have responded with anger and sadness about this 

tweet from CBS News elicited by the contentious gubernatorial election this week in Virginia, 

and the rise of anti-Critical Race Theory sentiment from local school boards to state legislatures. 

Teachers of young children may especially wonder how best to broach the challenging yet 

necessary topic of how to talk about race. 

 

One way that many do so is through the use of children's books. But Black child readers as well 

as their teachers, families, and communities occupy a unique place when it comes to stories for 

children that deal with race. The collective trauma of enslavement, what Cydia Hartman has 

famously called The Afterlife of Slavery, has continuing implications for the descendants of 

enslaved people living today all over the world. Beyond persistent racism and structural 

inequality, slavery influences the way that Black people are perceived more than 150 years after 

emancipation. 

 

In the classic, The Souls of Black Folk W. E. B. Du Bois, I'll return to him later in this talk, notes 

the presence of blackness as always already being a problem, both in reality, and in the 

imagination.  Between me and the other world is ever an unasked question.  Unasked by some 

through feelings of delicacy, by others through the difficulty of rightly framing it all. 

Nevertheless, flutter around it to the real question: How does it feel to be a problem? 

I answer seldom a word. 
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When we don't teach kids about race, when we say they're too young to learn about race, What 

ideas might they pick up from the books that we've been talking about all day? Well, some of us 

have thought about this. We know what young adults coming of age have told us. 

 

Here are some of the challenges that I see to attaining literary and textual justice. First, likability. 

Often Black characters, settings and narratives aren't seen as being likable. I wrote about this in 

my book The Dark Fantastic. How youth and young adults in fan communities just didn't like 

the little black girl in the story. They couldn't really articulate why--they just didn't like her. 

Relatability.  Black characters, settings, and narratives aren't seen as relatable. And there's almost 

an enforced sense that young people cannot relate, and we'll talk more about that later on. 

 

Mimicry, we see this sometimes online, and this is a strand that we find in the history of 

multicultural children's literature. So, when you racebend or colorblind cast, I don't prefer that 

term I listened to folks who say it’s ableist, so I like to use the term, non-traditional casting. So, 

when you make a black Cinderella, or if a black girl plays a historical princess, or you cast a 

black boy as King Arthur or a European knight. Then, sometimes some readers and viewers and 

critics will say, this is simply seen as imitating mainstream and or white narratives. 

 

I'm really wrestling with sort of the spatial and temporal problem of children's literature. I began 

thinking about it in The Dark Fantastic, and I want to give a shout out to Donnarae MacCann, 

whose book White Supremacy in Children's Literature, I discovered long after I finished my 

doctorate, and just trying to figure out why we seem to be stuck, only in certain space-times. And  

that definitely affects how others see Black characters and Black people. That we don't belong 

over there, and or back then. 

 

And then finally, hyperreality--keeping it real. So, because black characters, setting, and 

narratives aren't yet liberated from the imperatives of racial justice, reality must come before 

fantasy. Now that view is shifting, especially over the past decade, with the coming of age of the 

younger millennials and the Zoomers, the Generation Z teens and young adults, but there still is a 

sense that some of our work on media and books and entertainment are exercises in frivolity 

when we are in a struggle, an existential struggle for black life. 

 

For many years, many of us on this zoom call have been thinking about how different kinds of 

children, families, and people are treated within the body of children's literature, both in print 

and within the children's literature of the past. Quite troubling is the fact that Black characters, 

often show up in non-Own Voices (and I know that the hashtag has been contested, but this was 

the quickest way to indicate stories written by people who are not from the group, but I do know 

the critiques.) We often show up as enslaved, surviving segregation, perpetually fighting for our 

humanity. We're stereotypical, we're magical, we're deviant, we're adultified. Sometimes we are 

several of these things or all of these things at once. 

 

I've been joking with audiences for the past few years that there are only about five to seven 

kinds of Black characters and or Black story people in books for children and teens, especially if 

we're not the focus or at the center of the narrative. And I think that causes a lot of fatigue in 

Black child and teen readers. And this is something that my field of reading and literacy 

education has overlooked because we're so busy worrying about why Black children can't read. 
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And we're doing less examining of what we are actually giving them to read. The balance of my 

talk will kind of walk us through the present moment and some of the challenges of the present. I 

often think about the past, how children's books have taught us about racial history and the future 

through work like The Dark Fantastic and the articles I've been writing since then. But right 

now, I want us to think about the present. The Newbery at 100. 

 

I confess that some of this material was new to me. As a children's literature and education 

professor, I often have the luxury of thinking about how the books are used in classroom settings, 

and I've also written about the cultural politics of the books within society and certainly my 

advocacy via Twitter, blog, and some of the other public scholarship I've done have focused on 

that. So I finally got a chance to delve into the Newbery a bit. 

 

And so I asked, What's the Newbery’s  role in the portrayal of Black children, families, and 

communities in books for young readers. Fortunately, Binnie Tate Wilkin already wrote a book 

about this, so I didn't have to do the analysis. The book was published a few years ago, and so 

the past decade of the Newbery award is not reflected but just reading this book was eye- 

opening. 

 

Since 1922, the Newbery Medal has been awarded to distinguished works of literature for 

children. Although Black characters did appear in U.S., and other children's literature's long 

before the establishment of the award, very often the depictions were limited. So, the characters 

were enslaved. They were portrayed racistly as savages or they were servants. We find that to be 

the case in the first two or three decades of the award itself, as many of my fellow panelists today 

have noted, and I did not know that. Because in my field I always told my students that if the 

book was published before 1970, you need to do a lot of vetting before you use it in a classroom 

of the 2020s, and that's not because we don't care about the past. It is, as I often say to people, we 

can use those past books with older children, or with teenagers, or adults who are looking at how 

we thought of ourselves in the past and how we narrated that passed to give to young people. But 

I value this text because I learned that the depictions of Black children, families, and 

communities shifted over time. And there was a noticeable shift as a result of activism during the 

mid-20th century’s classical civil rights movement and other movements for human rights. 

And I definitely value that and I highly recommend Wilkin’s book it's still very relevant. When 

considering the price, and it is noted by some of the various scholars who are sitting in this chat, 

including in prizing children's literature. 

 

My fellow presenters have noted the sparse numbers of Black American Newbery Medal 

winners over time. So as several of us have said Virginia Hamilton in 1975 was the first African 

American writer to win the medal for M.C Higgins The Great.  And I’d like to pour my libations 

and to call out the names of the others because one is very new and a good friend. So the four 

other winners are Mildred D. Taylor’s Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry.  If you haven't read her 

most recent book, All the Days Past, All the Days to Come, I highly recommend that.  It's so 

beautiful, I cried throughout. Christopher Paul Curtis's Bud, Not Buddy, Kwame Alexander’s The 

Crossover and Jerry Craft’s New Kid.  

 

I find it so interesting that, during most of the 20th century, I guess Bud, Not Buddy was 2000 so 

whether or not you count 2000 as part of the 20th century I guess it's semantics, but we only ever 
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had those two winners during the prior century, where most of us were children. And only 27 

African American writers have been honored, or received the Newbery Honor and the vast 

majority of those books are in the 21st century. I'll get to that in a moment, but I was struck by 

the fact that notable authors from the late, great Walter Dean Myers to past National Ambassador 

for children's literature, Hans Christian Andersen Awardee and MacArthur Genius Jacqueline 

Woodson have not yet been honored with a top award in our field.  Now of course I do 

understand more about the process as a teacher coming into conversations with library and 

information scientists, but I just find it really, really interesting. 

 

I noted it during K.T. Horning's talk about the fact that, at one point, there was consideration 

about whether we should split the award between fiction and nonfiction and sometimes I wonder 

in an alternate universe, maybe there would be more winners. Because so often, Black children’s 

and young adult literature deals with topics that are historical, that are informational, that are 

stark. 

 

The Coretta Scott King Awards are given annually to outstanding African American authors and 

illustrators of books for children and adults that demonstrate an appreciation of African 

American culture and universal human values. One of the conversations we’re having within 

Black children's books, at least in education is, you know, expanding, what we see as “Black 

Children's Books.” I know that you as librarians and library professors in the library and 

information sciences,  you’ve  probably thought about this in a lot of detail but, some of the 

definitions of how we prize Black children's books really privilege those of us who are Black 

American. I've noticed that there aren't any Africans winners of the award, although I'm not sure 

about our last three winners’ specific heritage.  I do believe all three Kwame and Jerry and 

Christopher all identify as Black American. And so I just wanted to note that American-ness is 

embedded within the criteria that award. 

 

It commemorates the life of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and honors his wonderful wife, who was 

a glorious civil rights activist herself, Mrs Coretta Scott King. And I would think, and I know 

that most of you all would agree, that between the Newbery Honor and the CSK awards, honors, 

etc. we have a rich and vibrant canon of African and African Diaspora books for young readers 

published in the United States that is just incredible. This is a canon of hundreds of books. I did 

not count up the CSK honor books to find the current number. There are lots of them, and I tried 

to look as I was doing my research and I didn't find the number. So, it's over 100. It's probably 

several hundred. 

 

Time did not permit me to cover all of the books in this category. And so many of my fellow 

keynoters have covered this terrain well, but I want to do is once again raise the uncomfortable 

question of the inaccessibility of the very top award when it comes to black creatives, both 

authors and illustrators and the pervasiveness of negative portrayals within the books that we do 

have even well-meaning ones. 

 

I would argue that this is embedded in the very history of the award. So, Again, this was my first 

time delving into these early books of the first year of the award. So indeed, the first Newbery 

Medal winner and Honor Books depicted black people and as noted by Wilkin  
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troubling depictions of Black characters persisted throughout the early history of the award. So it 

is so interesting that even when Black characters were not the topic or the focus, [even when] the 

book had nothing to do with anything, not only black American, but African diaspora, Black 

people would just show up in books randomly. Which is something I become obsessed with as 

I'm trying to slowly right write The Shadow Book because I think about the meme, if you will 

allow me to get a little informal, from pop culture where NeNe Leaks from The Real 

Housewives of Atlanta famously says, “How am I in it?” 

 

So, how am I, how are we in The Great Quest but we show up. How are we in The Old Tobaccos 

when we show up? [laughs] So, these books, ostensibly have nothing to do with Black history or 

culture or people or personhood. And yet, here's a Black person just hanging out. So, I am so 

intrigued and it is something that I want to pursue. But for the purposes of this talk, I would say 

that this shadow is embedded even in the very inception of the award and continues on. 

 

So, what do you do with this? What do you do when you're both the haunted. So you're haunted 

by these negative depictions. And you're the haint, to borrow a word from my grandmother and 

southern, and Black American culture. So, what do you do if you're the haunted. You're sort of 

haunted by your shadow in all these books but then you also are the haint. You are the shadow. 

You're the ghost. So what do you do when your presence is the ever-present shadow within the 

Western imagination?  

 

Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark--I've done a lot of teaching of her book and its applicability 

for analysis of children's books where race is a factor, but she speaks for herself and she's been in 

the news, so I'm going to, in the interest of time, move on. We can return to it.  

 

The way others see us in stories. Here, I want to pivot from my usual work, examining racism in 

children's literature and its attendant implications for education, and note other work that I do on 

re-storying. Women, people of color, and other marginalized populations have always had to 

read ourselves into cannons that excluded us. 

 

One of the first scholars to conceptualize the process of narrating the self into existence, or the 

racialized self into existence, was Nola Ray Brooks, who when I last checked she's at Cornell. 

She considered Black women authors of slave narratives and this was back during the time when 

Dr. Gates and others were really Henry Louis Gates were doing that work. But she focused on 

the Black women in the early 80s and she wrote, “Black women writers have begun the task of 

reshaping and redefining the patriarchy’s notions by offering an alternative view of history. A 

vision which has Black women at its center. While they have not yet answered all of the 

stereotypes of Black women that we have come to accept, they have made a definite start. Black 

women have begun to write themselves into existence.” 

 

This image depicts, one of the many doors of no return. There are many points of departure that 

are memorialized along the west and central African coast, and I want to delve more deeply into 

this metaphor for a moment, and I'm going to dovetail it into the pandemic as portal. 

 

Black Atlantic storytelling traditions are rooted deeply in the past, beyond the door of no return. 

Despite adversity, oppression, and the shadow books lost along the way, Black people in the 
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United States and around the Diaspora have always dreamed of the future. Traditions of storying 

extend deep, deep into our past, yet the Door of No Return irrevocably transformed the tenor of 

Black narrative. Dionne Brand, who is being celebrated in Toronto this weekend at a magnificent 

virtual conference, I highly recommend it. Dionne Brand and this landmark work, A Map to the 

Door of No Return, described the metaphor of the door as, “That place where our ancestors 

departed one world for another, the old world for the new. The place where all names were 

forgotten and all beginnings recast. In some desolate sense, it was the creation place of Black 

people in the new world diaspora, at the same time that signified the end of traceable 

beginnings.” 

 

Thus, Black stories beyond the door, a portal became inextricably intertwined with Black 

embodiment. The Black presence in these United States came to define the new project of the 

nation state as Toni Morrison reminded us in Playing in the Dark. Indeed, what she calls the sign 

of abiding Africanist presidents in U.S. letters is itself a multitude of stories, emerging as Black 

storytellers found new words to share their extraordinary lived experiences, imbued with 

memories and what she calls re-memories, imagining future worlds beyond the traumatic past 

and present. Although absolutely influential to popular culture in the United States and beyond, 

and vibrant within our Black enclaves, I would argue that this Black story-ing tradition has been 

suppressed over time from Hollywood to publish children's books. 

 

That's all right, though, because the storytelling traditions of Africa and her diaspora have not 

been broken by the profound diversity of the past half millennium. 

 

In The Grey Album, Kevin Young, poet, and now the executive director of the Smithsonian 

Museum on African American culture.  I love this book you should. This is a really good one. 

But he characterizes our storytelling tradition as animal tales, the spirituals as codes for runaway 

slaves, runaway slaves themselves, Maroons, the Blues, code of life, tragic and comic, laughing 

to keep from crying, nothing but a good man feeling bad, nothing but a bad woman, feeling 

good.  

 

And then he further observes the last shadow book is the book that Blackness writes, every day. 

The book that memory, time, accident, and the more active forms of oppression prevent from 

being read, yet omits this persistent oppression. There is ripe potential for new narratives. There's 

generative space there. The space between performance and pain, he writes, between blackness 

as a problem and blackness as possibility illuminate the storying tradition. Storying describes the 

way in which Black writers have forged their own traditions, their own identities, even their own 

freedoms. 

 

This is a familiar graphic for many of you in this audience. It was developed in consultation with 

Illinois’ own Dr. Sarah Park Dahlen. It illustrates statistics from the Cooperative Children's Book 

Center at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, directed by fellow keynoter today, Kathleen T. 

Horning. The CCBC has analyzed trends and children's publishing on an annual basis for more 

than three decades. And they have found that, every year, the vast majority of all children's and 

young adult books published feature white characters, animals and machines. 
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And I used to say that the stat had not moved much since the 1960s. We're seeing the needle 

move a bit. And so, as of 2018, so this was the last year of a pretty graphic 10% of all children's 

books feature Black child characters. And so given the fact that only 15% of children in the 

United States are Black, maybe this is a promising development. 

 

However, the situation is very complicated. Again, this dovetails into the conversation today 

about the Newbery. This is another familiar graphic for many of you in the audience. Often when 

I talk to audiences beyond children's literature, this is all news to them. This is not news to most 

of you. But I just want to point out that radical educator activist and artists Maya Gonzalez has 

been pushing us. Those of us who are working on diversity and inclusion in the field to think 

beyond the statistics. So, every year she calculates how many more books would need to be 

published in order to not only achieve parity with the right side of the previous graph. 

 

How do we rectify the previous disparities? Because books don't publish one year and then 

disappear the next. There's a cumulative effect. So, although this graph ranged from 2006 to 

2017, I invite you to consider this cumulative effect of the books missing from the shelf, year 

after year, decade after decade.  

 

Shadow Books. Young. The lost shadow book is the book that Blackness this writes every day. 

The book that memory, time, accident, and the more active forms of oppression prevent from 

ever being read. And so I want to spend the balance of this talk immersed in this rich black 

storytelling tradition, moving through space-time asking questions along the way and getting the 

voices of actual black young people today, how are they responding to the persistence of the 

traumatic Black past in stories? I have some data. 

 

Early in the pandemic, Arundhati Roy's essay “The Pandemic is a Portal” went viral on the social 

web. She wrote, “Our minds are still racing back and forth, longing for return to normality, 

trying to stitch our future from our past and refusing to acknowledge the rupture, but the rupture 

exists. And in the midst of this terrible despair, it offers us a chance to rethink the doomsday 

machine we have built for ourselves. Nothing could be worse than a return to normality. 

Historically, pandemics that forced humans to break with the past and imagine their world anew. 

This one is no different. It is a portal, a gateway between one world and the next, we can choose 

to walk through it, dragging the carcasses of our prejudice, and our hatred, our avarice our 

database, and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk through 

lightly with little luggage, ready to imagine another world, and ready to fight for it.” 

 

Last year, very early in the pandemic many of us were hopeful about the rupture, that it might 

represent between the past and future world, a silver lining given the role of crisis throughout 

human history.  

 

Then, George Floyd's life was snuffed out on camera by Minneapolis police officer, Derek 

Chauvin on Memorial Day, 2020. And we realized with great horror that the portal of the 

pandemic was an inescapable torrent. 

 

It gets worse. The persistence of anti-blackness, even within pandemic time, cannot be 

overstated. Claire Cole observes reading Sadiya Hartman's essay, “The End of White 
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Supremacy.” Hartman notes with regard to the 1918 pandemic, for every year between 1906 and 

1920 Black folks in cities, experienced a rate of death that equaled the white rate of death at the 

peak of pandemic. Drawing on the work of W. E. B. Du Bois, third mention, not the last, and 

Walter White's The Work of the Mob, Hartman argues that the spectacle of lynching would be 

enough to generate a form of pessimism, in which only the end of the world might generate a 

space for future hope. 

 

Time is everything. The rate of Black death had been at peak pandemic levels for many years 

prior to 1918. Slavery had already been an intersection of slow and fast violence, the slow 

violence of 400 years of building racial empire, coupled with the sudden spectacle of lynching. 

By the time of the pandemic, those speeds intersected with uneven healthcare and substandard 

housing for African Americans and then “the Holocaust of lynchings of 1918.” 

 

In the spring of 2020, I asked a few friends in the humanities as well as a couple of historians, 

whether there was any correlation between the Great Influenza of a century ago, and the Red 

Summer of 1919, which brought my maternal grandfather's family to Detroit, Michigan after the 

violent lynching death of my great grandfather David Bray outside Selma, Alabama. Hartman's 

essay, “The End of White Supremacy” seems to provide the beginning of an answer to my 

musings. 

 

The theme of horror. If the pandemic is truly a portal, if it is indeed a portal, the afterlife of 

slavery is a walker between worlds. 

 

Some of the next two slides will be familiar if you read my article in the special issue of The 

Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth.  I'll go over this very quickly in the interest of 

time. 

 

Hartman’s pandemic meditation harkens back W. E. B. Du Bois’ 1920 short story “The Comet.”  

Published as the final chapter of Dark Water: Voices from Within the Veil, “The Comet” is 

considered one of the first Black U.S. speculative fiction short stories along with Pauline 

Hopkins’ Of One Blood, which was serialized in The Colored Magazine from 1902 to 1903. 

Hartman notes that “The Comet” appeared at the other end of our previous pandemic portal 1918 

and 1919. So, more critical attention is now being paid to the origins of black speculative 

narrative and a lot of my colleagues over in speculative theory are thinking about “The Comet,” 

they're thinking about Dark Water and some of these other things. But it has to be observed that 

in Du Bois’ time and in ours, during moments when the present is unbearable, future dreaming 

provides a way to not only escape but also to theorize lived experiences that feel like an 

impossibility. 

 

I'm getting back to the Newberry, bear with me for a moment. One thing I was able to talk to our 

colleagues across campus who are thinking about speculative fiction right now is the fact that 

around the time that Du Bois’ was writing early speculative fiction, he was also thinking a lot 

about children. And many of you again in the audience are experts on this topic on the Brownies’ 

Book. And I'm just kind of gloss over this slide, since this is a specialist audience. 
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The same year that Dark Water was published, a landmark children's periodical the Brownies’ 

Book published its first issue. And it was a radical departure from previous children's magazines, 

and I will refer you to work by Violet Harris and Dianne Johnson-Feelings, 

and for work on the fantastic in The Brownies’ Book, Katherine Capshaw has certainly have 

given us a lot to ponder about sort of the origins of an intentional secular Black children's 

literature. 

 

So, what I wanted to point out is that the Brownies’ Book is just one example of the shadow 

book tradition. It's missing from the mainstream shelf but it's present in Black communities, and 

it also launched the careers of many of our most famous Black literary figures. So, Langston 

Hughes’ first poem was famously published within its pages and he's not alone. I wish I could 

spend another 15 minutes just talking more about the Brownies’ Book, but I should get back to 

the Newberry in a moment. 

 

The Shadow Book: Reading Slavery, Fugitivity and Freedom in Children's Books and Media will 

pay homage to Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop, Dionne Brand, Kevin Young, all the ancestors, all the 

elders, mentors and others. I'll be thinking about Perry Nodelman’s work, Derida’s notion of 

ontology, J. M. Barrie’s weird colonialist obsession with shadows. So much has been swirling 

around my mind for many years. The Shadow Book in my mind is the echo of The Dark 

Fantastic--it's all the leavings behind, the wonderings, the sudden realizations, that my academic 

best friend was right when she told us in grad school that all roads for Black scholars lead to 

slavery. 

 

The Shadow Book’s foundation rests on the wonderful life and legacy of the ancestress, 

foremother, who inspired Bishop and Young and so many others, Isabella Baumfree known to 

history as the activist and abolitionist, Sojourner Truth. The Shadow Book is equally inspired by 

Rudine Sims Bishop’s landmark text, Shadow and Substance. Have you read it and free within 

ourselves yet? 

 

I'm also eager to immerse myself in the incredible work of University of Wisconsin-Madison 

colleague Bridget Fielder, whose research is directly in this area.  She and other 19th and early 

20th century scholars of Black children's literature, I'm thinking about [indistinct], I'm thinking 

about the influence of Robin Bernstein's work and I'm also thinking about Crystal Lynn Weber, 

whose book just came out. All of that work will be foundational is I take up these issues for 

education popular culture and media. 

 

We have thousands of shadow libraries filled with diverse, de-colonial, and emancipatory stories 

for young readers that exist in Black enclaves but that should exist everywhere. They don't. 

Black creatives 100 years after the Newbery Medal was first awarded still must, I would argue, 

sell the shadow to support the substance. It should be said that, my work is part and parcel of 

many centuries of efforts to think about how children and adults really are portrayed in children's 

literature.  

 

Of course, African American parents, educators, and clergy have been noting and writing about 

dehumanizing representations of Black people in children's book since the mid 19th century. 

Often, because of what it takes to get published, especially at mainstream presses, our books 
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since the Civil Rights Movement, I have found from reading hundreds of them in this category, 

they seem to promote a sort of a middle-class ideology of racial uplift and respectability in order 

to counter stereotyping and caricatures that were pervasive in earlier periods. But in doing so, 

these stories uphold what I said last night in class to my students was sort of this forward arrow 

of progress, which is a very American myth. It dovetails with individualism and exceptionalism 

and it causes so much dissonance for today's young people. 

 

So how do Newbery award winners and honor books, teach racial history to each successive 

generation? Most studies of African American children's literature and classrooms focus on the 

literary features of texts, with Wanda Brooks and Jonda C. McNair’s important review of the 

literature in Review of Research in Education being the most comprehensive in recent times. It's 

surprising that there hasn't been further study here, because of the connections between the 

disciplines of literacy, English language arts, and history at the K-8 level. Often the two subjects 

are taught together. 

 

Reading historical literature can create opportunities for our students to extend their 

understanding of history in ways that challenge or complicate positive representations of 

traumatic events. However, the challenges of teaching history through books have been noted by 

scholars in history, English, and area studies. Learning history is not always compatible with 

learning goals in reading and language arts. Literacy and English language arts content is not 

necessarily history. Another factor is that children's books, genre, form, and category are an 

under-examined site for the teaching of history and how we introduce historical topics to kids. 

I've always found our field is among the most vital in society, and the fact that recent events have 

propelled us to the center of cultural politics seem to provide a warrant for my belief. The power 

of children's books to shape the imagination and shape the future extends from classrooms to 

libraries to homes to the halls of Congress. 

 

Therefore, we should be thinking about how children's books shape the national consciousness. 

iI's not too lofty a proposition. Before our young people reach their high school and college 

classrooms, they’ve already formed ideas about the kind of nation they live in and the different 

kinds of people living here. They don't enter secondary or higher education as blank slates, so 

some questions follow. How should we represent our nation's past as a slave-holding nation to 

each successive generation of young people? How have authors and illustrators been telling 

stories about slavery since the Civil Rights Movement? Is the background of the storyteller the 

only challenge? What might the over-representation of painful histories within Black children's 

and young adult literature, including prize winning literature, mean for the black child reader, for 

all young readers? 

 

I am not going to have enough time to really lay out a research study that I've been doing, where 

I've been investigating reader responses. I actually have three studies, and I only have slides for 

the first. We taught Elijah of Buxton in a seventh-grade classroom in Philadelphia several years 

ago. For 10 years, my students and I have been reading children's books published in the United 

States since 1970, that deal with slavery and other fraught racial topics in our collective national 

past. So, given our findings from this text analysis study, we predicted that many students would 

have trouble understanding this historical period by middle school. With national and state 

testing imperatives concentrating on reading and mathematics, there's less time allotted for 
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Social Studies instruction in many public and charter schools, especially in under resourced 

districts. Therefore, as a focus test, alongside teachers at a now-closed West Philadelphia middle 

school, where social studies have 

 

been absorbed into the reading walk, we chose Elijah of Buxton, a 2007 Newbery Honor and 

Coretta Scott King award-winning middle grade novel by Christopher Paul Curtis. This is a story 

about a young boy who was born free in Buxton, Ontario, Canada. He's the child of parents who 

were born into enslavement and self-liberated. Elijah crosses the border into the United States 

due to a series of unfortunate events and learns about the harsh realities of the slave trade, the 

internal slave trade. My graduate students and I spent six weeks reading the book alongside 

middle school seventh graders. So, what did this one group of Philadelphia seventh graders say 

about this Newbery Honor book and CSK winning book? 

 

 As a good educational researcher, I'm trying to show my work. I did delete my methodology 

slides because I thought there's not going to be time, but we actually engaged in a two year 

partnership at the school. The school was closed as a result of the Philadelphia schools crisis. I 

can return to this in the Q & A if there is time. 

 

All right, I am going to summarize these really quickly, with apologies. I would suggest, if you 

would like, you can screenshot. 

 

I'm just going to give you my analysis. First it was clear that the students understood many of the 

challenges and injustices of slavery. But what was also interesting was their fluctuation between 

past and present tense, as they related the events in the novel to their own lived experiences as 

black teenagers in West Philadelphia.  This happened throughout the study. So, my team and I 

found ourselves asking many clarifying questions. Are you talking about then? Back then, or did 

this happen now? 

 

So, as we started the unit, issues of language in the novel came up, and students told us that the 

dialect in the book really contributed to the story’s context and authenticity. They both related to 

Curtis’ use of archaic African American English varieties from the mid 19th century, but then 

they also negatively evaluate it, perhaps because they were in school and schooling definitely has 

a lot of negative discourse around African American English. See April Baker-Bell’s Linguistic 

Justice--it's a recent book that's excellent on this very thing. 

 

The conversation extended to include the topic of the N-word. Someone needs to track the use of 

the N-word and other racial epithets throughout the K-12 Reading, English, Language Arts 

canon. It always comes up, and very, very few people until the 2010s really dealt with it. It was 

something that we agreed to, you know, not talk about. It shows up everywhere from 

Huckleberry Finn to Dangerous Minds. 

 

And so, students both negatively assessed the use of the N-word by a white character but then 

they also said, “well, sometimes we use it.” And so, sort of the variable uses of the word, the 

ending --er versus --a came up and comes up often, I have found, in the teaching of literature. I'm 

thinking about after the unit it's so interestingbecause as middle school students often do, they 
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expressed boredom and a lack of lack of engagement after the class finished the unit, but at least 

one of them made it clear to the team that it wasn't because they thought “slavery is done” 

 

So, what we found is that the kids really felt as if, you know, Jocelyn uses the term spinach texts, 

and that is how a lot of black children and teens regard this kind of book, as eating your 

vegetables. I think I called it that in The Dark Fantastic, like no one wants to do it but we know 

we have to do it, because we need to honor our ancestors. And this is where we learn about the 

origin of contemporary race relations in the United States, 

 

Young people today are quite aware that they live in a complicated moment when it comes to 

race and race relations. I've already mentioned that they blurred the lines between past and 

present. You see Saidiya Hartman’s thesis of the Afterlife of Slavery. And, you know, what many 

black radical scholars say that slavery, never ended. Bryan Stevenson is not radical, but he's at 

the center of thinking about how we remember slavery. The author of Just Mercy, he said slavery 

didn't end, it evolved. 

 

And while I'm agnostic on that question, it's clear that these 12-year-olds really blended a lot of 

the past and present in their discourse. And so, the question is, why did the journey from the 

period of legal enslavement to race relations today get lost in translation? 

 

We extended the study further. It is very challenging to research this. I'll get to that in a minute. 

 

We found their responses to be quite fascinating indeed. So, we set up reader responses in two 

other settings. These are two of my former black women graduate students. They are both 

graduated and off and doing their own career. Both returned to K-12 education. And I just don't 

have enough time to tell you all the cool stuff that happened. But in the elementary study, the 

kids were super confused because it was a little early. But we think it was because of the 

construction of the books and, I do not have time to get into that today. Not enough time, but I 

have those slides at the end, because many of you have seen me give that talk about the features 

of slavery in picture books, even good ones. 

 

And then in the high school study, my student Dr. Jackie Dawson  sat with a group in a sort of 

experimental school and she went every week to a book club and tried to convince them to read 

any book dealing with enslavement at all, and students rejected it. And she came to me at the end 

of the year and said that she had failed. 

 

This is significant because they wouldn't even read Octavia Butler's graphic novel, Kindred.  

Students expressed fatigue over reading black trauma and pain. That's huge. In all three cases, 

slavery was not explicitly taught in the curriculum, until the 1619 Project, there was little success 

finding external sources of funding and student, teacher, and administrator resistance and 

ambivalence toward focuses on slavery seem to mirror resistance and ambivalence around the 

topic in U.S. society today. 

 

And here are a set of questions that I'm asking moving forward. The 1619 Project is at the heart 

of the battle for the soul of U.S. education right now. Here is where I am going next. And have 

already gone. 
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And then I want to close with this quote. “Black slavery enriched this country's creative 

possibilities. For in that construction of blackness and enslavement could be found not only the 

not-free, but also with the dramatic polarity created by skin color, the projection of the not-me. 

The result was a playground for the imagination.”—Toni Morrison, “Romancing the Shadow” 

 

So, what are these playgrounds? Who gets the play? And how do all of our prizes in children's 

literature, including Newbery and Caldecott and Coretta Scott King, influence the collective 

imagination for generations to come? Thank you so much.  

 

 

I know I went a little long, and I have so many more. 

 

Sarah Park Dahlen: Thank you so much for your very powerful presentation and we do have a 

few questions for you from the audience. The first is from one of our phenomenal PhD students, 

Lettycia Terrones. 

She says, Dear Dr. Thomas, I'd like to ask more about your thoughts around the topic of 

CSK criteria, and how Afro-Atlantic studies and Afro-Indigenous Studies are expanding,  for 

example the categories in CSK  and other ethnic prizing awards like the Belpré metal. I've been 

thinking about books like Your Mama by Monica Ramos, and illustrated by Chaplin Alcantara. So 

that's your first question and she also has a comment. Thank you for bringing Brand’s map to this 

conversation Dr. Thomas. The question I asked above is informed by the resisting of belonging 

and inclusion that Brand makes us think about and contend with. 

 

Thomas:  Thank you so much. I really appreciate that question and I'm super excited about your 

own work. I think we follow each other on Twitter or if we don't, @ me and we will follow each 

other. I think it’s important for us to think beyond the United States in our conversations about the 

future of children’s literature and prizing in children’s literature. I was surprised, as someone 

coming from education, to see how American the criteria are for many of the prizes, and I think 

that it's really important for us to expand beyond national borders.  
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If you visit the #mapat20 hashtag, you can go to the YouTube channel where all the talks 

on Dionne Brand’s book, a landmark book, have been recorded. Michelle M. Wright even says in 

The Physics of Blackness that we need to move beyond sort of this uni-directional Middle Passage 

epistemology, which is why I love Born on the Water, which is, I didn't get a chance to talk about 

it. I'm going to be moderating a panel during NCT between Nikole Hannah-Jones, Renee Watson, 

and the illustrator, Nicholas Smith. about it. I think it's brilliant—that metaphor that Black America 

was born on the water. But not just us, all of the transatlantic slave trade’s descendants but then 

also Mother Africa. Because Africa was also in irrevocably transformed by enslavement and 

colonialism, and that's something that I don't think we picked up enough in the field. So, thank you 

so much for that. 

Dahlen: Okay, next question is from Jesse. Do you think there should be space made in school 

curriculums for more books about black joy, as opposed to books about slavery, Jim Crow, etc? 

Or do you see curriculum moving in that direction? 

 

Thomas: I think that there's still a lot of resistance because of what's happened because of the 

neoliberal testing imperative in K-12 schools in the United States during the Bush administration. 

The problem is that social studies got eaten early in George W Bush's term, because schools had 

to attain proficiency in reading and mathematics by an arbitrary date that we blew right past and 

students were not yet saved. 

And so, unfortunately social studies teaching became quite difficult. So what happened 

was that it became subsumed into the English-Language Arts block, and so it all became content 

area literacy. But many of my colleagues, I'm not a trained historian, most English majors aren't. 
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And so, a lot of social studies teaching became lost in translation. So one of the points I made in 

the slavery work is that, you know, we really need to be cautious that, as English educators, as 

reading educators, we are also teaching history. And that requires something different than just 

teaching kids how to read and write. We really need to be thinking about the fact that historical 

fiction is not the same as primary source documents and how can we help young readers unpack 

the history contained within the book? Because something is getting lost very often, when we bring 

those books into the classrooms. It’s very difficult because the kid is learning how to read, and 

they're also learning traumatic history at the same time and we need to know more about that 

process. 

Dahlen: Thank you and, just in relation to black joy, last year, I think the day after George Floyd 

was murdered our friend and colleague, Edith Campbell posted a list of black joy books on her 

blog, because she knew that it was important that young people, especially young black people 

saw black joy in that moment. 

 

So, if you want to make your way over to Edith Campbell's blog, there's a list of books 

there labeled under Black Joy. We have another question. I think this might be the last one, from 

Michelle McDaniel. Do you think that creation of the various minority awards, such as Coretta 

Scott King and the new Black Caucus Children and YA literary awards, Pura Belpré, etc has 

influenced the lack of diversity represented in the flagship awards, like the Newbery and the 

Caldecott? 

And I know, Andrea Davis Pinkney and Nikki Grimes and Marc Aronson have had a lot to 

say about this. I'm interested in your answer as well. 
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Thomas: I think, in the interest of time, I'm just going to echo everything that they've said, and 

that many critics of the award over time have said. Those can stand. I do think it was really 

interesting, I did see a question about the genre in the award that [indistinct] and others have noted 

that, black pain, which is a result of historical and contemporary realism predominating in the 

genres, shout out to Philip Nel, my mentor, for Was the Cat in the Hat Black? 

So, one of the things I was very happy about was Tracy Deonn won the John Steptoe Award 

for Legendborn. Legendborn is magnificent. But it's not the normal fare or the usual fare for any 

of the CSK awards. I was so pleased she won it, I sent her a gift. I was like wow, look at what you 

did. And then also Kwame Mbalia with Tristan Strong Punches a Hole in the Sky. 

What a magnificent book that teaches black folklore, and harkens back to the time of 

Virginia Hamilton and Patricia McKissack. And you know just brings it to life for today's young 

people and of course that was part of Rick Riordan Presents, but what an important joyous, 

interesting, fun, rip roaring adventure of a book. I highly recommend it. So just make sure that 

there's a balance of stories to the quote Chinua Achebe, we need a balance of stories to 

counterbalance. A lot of the negative portrayals that still circulate within the culture. 

Dahlen: Thank you. I think that's a really great message to end on, and I just want to thank you 

again for your talk. It was fantastic, as we knew it was going to be. 

 

The Transcript for the ALSC panel is forthcoming  
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