Michigan Reading Journal
Volume 37

Issue 3

Article 29

April 2005

Bookends: Reviews of Young Adult Literature
Ed Spicer

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj

Recommended Citation
Spicer, Ed (2005) "Bookends: Reviews of Young Adult Literature," Michigan Reading Journal: Vol. 37 : Iss. 3
, Article 29.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/mrj/vol37/iss3/29

From The Teachers & Writers Guide to Classic American Literature, edited by Christopher Edgar and Gary Lenhart,
2001, New York, NY: Teachers & Writers Collaborative. Copyright 2001 by Teachers & Writers Collaborative.
Reprinted with permission.
This work is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Michigan Reading Journal by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Bookends:
Reviews of Young Adult Literature
BY

En

SPICER

T,

he 2005 Michael L. Printz Award Committee, of which I am a proud member, announced this year's winners in a January press conference at the Hynes Convention Center in Boston. The announcement of the
rintz winner (and the three honor books) for excellence in teen literature took a minute or two and was
sandwiched between several other award announcements. A press release was issued after the press conference with the names of all the winners. Gradually news of our selections rippled out among our readers.

As exciting as the press announcement is, our two
minutes of fame does little to indicate the process for
selecting Printz winning books. What readers don't
know is the sheer number of hours devoted to reading
and evaluating hundreds of books. After they have
spent more than a year reading, committee members
are asked to reach a consensus on THE single best
book. The process starts all over again to determine
any honor books, if warranted. Teachers reading the
Printz list will, perhaps, never appreciate all the
arguing, probing, and dissection involved in a list
of just four books. I know that every member of our
committee is proud of our work, proud of our Printz
selections for 2005; I also know that every member
experienced some personal disappointment in the
consensus process. Each of us had a personal favorite
or two that did not survive. We are all passionate
readers; losing a favorite book hurts.
Any sadness instantly disappears, however, with
thoughts of Sunday afternoon, January 16, 2005. We
called the authors about their books on this day. Gary
Schmidt, ironically was not at home in Michigan
when we called. He was with the class he teaches in
Boston on a bus to the beach in sub zero temperature.
When he was later notified that his book (Lizzie
Bright and the Buckminster Boy) also received
a Newbery Honor, rumor has it that he told the
committee he would only accept the Newbery if he

didn't have to return his Printz award. Alan Straton
(Chanda's Secrets) asked us whether there was
some sort of official celebration. When we told him
that, yes, YALSA was having its award ceremony in
Chicago this coming June, Straton said, "I'm coming
to that!"
It is now early March, 2005. My Printz responsibilities consist of making sure that I don't schedule other
functions at the same time the Printz Committee is
scheduled to wine and dine the winning authors. It's
a tough job, but someone has to do it. However, with
the passing of time, my thoughts drift to the teens,
now and in the years to come, and to whether our
celebration is warranted. Will our books engage the
minds and imaginations of teens reading our books? I
hope so.
It's a very old trick, but it still works. To find out
whether books are engaging teens, ask them. I am
moving from the Printz Committee to the Best Books
for Young Adults Committee (BBYA). Unlike the
Printz Committee that only considers quality, BBYA
factors in teen appeal. A book that is of unquestioned
quality is just shy of a ''YES" vote if it lacks any
measurable teen appeal. This column, therefore, will
add comments I receive from teens at Allegan Public
High School who read with me and send me regular
reviews.
We will start with the Printz winners:

Ed Spicer loves YA literature because it's a road map
for the young, first-grade students he teaches. Mostly,
Ed loves YA literature because he thinks that he's that
young adult who still wonders what he wants to be
when he grows up. Please say hello to Ed at
espicer@alleganpublicschools.org
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Rosoff, Meg. (2004) how i live now. New York:
Wendy Lamb Books, Random House. 144 pp.
ISBN: 1-886910-94-4 (Hard Cover); $16.95.
What Ed says:
In the midst of war, in a foreign setting that is easily
past or present or future, 15-year-old Elizabeth
evolves into Daisy, a girl with roots. Plucked like a
weed from New York, Daisy's self-absorbed world
gradually withers as the war in England seeps closer
and closer to Daisy and her cousins.
The distinguishing characteristic of this deeply
disturbing dystopia is the gradual evolution of voice.
Daisy is a motherless, anorexic young girl. Her
father, feeling burdened by Daisy as he flits from
one girlfriend to the next, ships Daisy off to his dead
wife's sister in the countryside outside of London.
Daisy learns to cope without a communications
network and, eventually, without adults. She lives
with her cousins Piper, Isaac, Osbert, and, most
importantly, Edmund. In the middle of this idyllic
garden-like setting, complete with ancient apple
tree (p. 62), Daisy finds love and acceptance, as the
occupation advances closer and closer.

What teens say:
Student 1: Gross-cousins fall in love. Good story
makes you wonder what's next. This one is better
than most.
Student 2: What a scary book! At first Daisy thinks
she's going to escape the world and hide with her
cousin Edmund who turns into her lover (which was
kind of gross), but then she is forced to deal with the
war. Even though I wish the author did not make
Edmund her cousin, I still believed they were in love.
I felt so bad at the end when Edmund would not
speak to Daisy, but that seems like something that
could happen with war. Daisy turned into someone I
really cared about. It was an excellent book.

Oppel, Kenneth. (2004). Airborn. New York:
HarperCollins. 248 pp. ISBN: 0-316-73369-5
(Hardcover); $16.95.
Airborn is the book from our committee that, I
believe, will probably score the highest with my teen
readers (without sacrificing quality). Think Johnny
Depp and pirates sailing hot air balloons and perhaps
the teen appeal of Airborn will float to mind. The lyri-
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cal writing and stunning world-building are apparent
from the very first page. "Sailing toward dawn, and
I was perched atop the crow's nest being the ship's
eyes ..... The sky pulsed with stars. Some people say
it makes them lonesome when they stare up at the
night sky" (p. 1).

Airborn, which is set in an alternate universe, evokes
a chivalrous, 19th-century mood. Honor motivates
captain and crew. Even pirates have a code of conduct
as well as family responsibilities and small children
to look after. While we find ourselves madly turning
page after page, we also find ourselves re-reading
exquisitely crafted descriptions. Readers will also find
themselves asking what risks are appropriate to realize dreams, especially when the dreams are not easily
reached and not shared by those closest to us. What
will we do when we are most afraid and when we are
confronted by problems much bigger than we are? I
can't wait to share this book with my teen readers.
Schmidt, Gary D. (2004). Lizzie Bright and the
Buckminster Boy. New York: Clarion. 219 pp.
ISBN: 0-618-43929-3 (Hardcover); $15.00.
(Please refer to the Winter 2005 Bookends
column for a complete review.)
What teens say:
Student 1: I can't believe that this story is based on
fact, but I can't believe history sometimes. I didn't
like how Lizzie disappeared from the story when her
name is in the title. The description of the island and
the whales was pretty cool.
Stratton, Allan. (2004). Chanda's Secrets. Buffalo,
NY: Annick Press. 195 pp. ISBN: 1-55037835-X (Hardcover); $19.95. (Please refer
to the Winter 2005 Bookends column for a
complete review.)
What teens say:
Student 1: Wow! I can't imagine living like Chanda,
but in many ways our country is in the same kind of
denial that Chanda saw. We pretend that teens are
going to be these goody two shoes church people who
will not have sex until they are married, but what
happens is that the kids do have sex but they just
don't tell anyone. We do have STDs and pregnancies
and every other kind of problem, but we just don't
talk about them.
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Other New Books Teens and I
Recommend
Carlson, Lori Marie (Ed). (2005). Red Hot Salsa:
Bilingual Poems on Being Young and Latino in
the United States. New York: Henry Holt. 140
pp. ISBN: 0-8050-7616-6 (Hardcover); $14.95.
What teens say:
Student 1: I've always had a strange obsession with
Spanish culture, and being from Texas I've experienced a large part of it. I love Spanish music, I watch
as many Spanish films as I can, and I've read books
such as Like Water for Chocolate, but the only experience I've had with Spanish poetry is from Sor Juana
Ines de la Cruz, so when I saw a book of Spanish
poetry I HAD to read it, and it was everything I
hoped it would be! These poems are wonderful. Specifically my favorites were "Beloved Spic" by Martin
Espada, "Fill My World with Music" by Sandra Maria
Esteves, ''Your Eyes" by Luis Alberto Ambroggio, "El
Parpadeo" by Trinidad Sanchez Jr., and "In a Minute" by Robert B. Feliciano. I think everyone should
give this book a chance whether they're interested in
Spanish poetry, any poetry, or not.
MacCullough, Carolyn. (2005). Stealing Henry.
New Milford, CT: Roaring Brook Press. 208
pp. ISBN: 1-59643-045-1 (Reviewed from
galley); $16.95.
What teens say:
Student 1: This book really makes me want to run
away, go see the world, but I don't know if it will
have that effect on everyone. It's a brilliantly told
story, revealing everything at exactly the time necessary for you to know the details. Towards the end I
was so involved with the main character, Savannah
that something her mother said to her actually made
me angry-and sad-and I had to put the book down
until the next day.
Student 2: The cover is awesome. The book is written exceptionally well, and it will have wide appeal.
This book really brings to light the challenges that
teens can face today. The book is dark but it does
have some parts that are light. I picked this book out
because I needed a quick read, but I got more than
I bargained for! I would nominate this book for the
Best Books for Young Adults list (BBYA).

Williams-Garcia, Rita. (2004). no laughter here.
New York: Amistad. 133 pp. ISBN: 0-68816248-7 (Hardcover); $16.89. (Please refer
to the Winter 2005 Bookends column for a
complete review.)
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What teens say:
Student 1: Gripping subject. Good "my story" at the
beginning. Does a good job of presenting both sides of
issue while clearly taking a side. Inconsistent application of black dialect.
Student 2: This was eye opening. It made me look at
the things that other cultures think are a must. Very
well written, and it showed both sides of the picture.

Morpurgo, Michael. (2004). Private Peaceful. New
York: Scholastic. 304 pp. ISBN: 0-439-636485 (Hardcover); $16.95.
What Ed says:
Private Peaceful is a fabulous, complex war story
with an intriguing structure and plenty of surprises,
including a shocking ending (don't skip the author's
note at the end). As the clock that begins each
chapter winds down, Tommo's thoughts drift from
the present tense to past memories of his brother
Charlie and his family. Tommo changes during the
course of this book from a young, sheltered boy into a
prematurely mature young adult who struggles with
the ugly realities of war.
Marchetta, Melina. (2004). Saving Francesca. New
York: Knopf. 245 pp. ISBN: 0-375-82982-2
(Hardcover); $15.95.
What teens say:
Student 1: Fabulous! It made me laugh and cry. Just
about my favorite book of all the ones I've read.
What Ed says:
Francesca's world has dissolved. She's at a new
school, one that used to be all male, and where many
of the students are perturbed with the female invasion. She's not sure she can make it anymore and no
longer can her peer group help her navigate.
Marchetta made me care more about these characters
than any book I've read in a long while. What's more,
she made me care AND surprised me in the process.
By the end of the book I even liked Thomas. The title
is perfect because it encourages discussion about who
is doing the saving and who is being saved. While
Francesca concludes the book by stating that it is
time for her to save herself, it is in the context of her
learning to love and value her family, respect her
friends, AND also love, value, and respect herself
The emotional pull of this book is so strong that I
could not talk to anyone for a few hours after I read
it-and it still inhabits my emotional memory months
later. Highly recommended!
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