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Reviews of Young Adult Literature
BY

ED

SPICER

M

onday morning, January 12, 2004, many hundreds of people sit in a packed ballroom noticing the looming shadows dancing across c_ream-colored walls. We notice the ceiling tiles, the chair patterns, and the
blaze of color coming from dressier than normal clothing. The sound of all these people is overwhelming
in its absence. The hum of fluorescent lights buzzes and, every once in a while, a murmured sigh reverberates
and vibrates across the crowd. Hundreds of children's-book lovers lean forward in their seats, most unable to
even whisper, while they wait to see which favorite books will win awards at the American Library Association's annual press conference, also called "The Academy Awards of Children's Publishing."
My focus is the Printz Award but not a soul in that ballroom is immune to the drama. When the Coretta Scott
King author award is given to Angela Johnson for The First Part Last, cheers erupt, gasps of both astonishment
and delight echo, and a cacophony of whistles, claps, foot stamping, and screams replace the focused silence.
Perhaps it may sound melodramatic to readers sitting in recliners, but I cannot describe the feeling any better
than with the word reverent. If my goose bumps are any indication, we sit in a sacred place, the ghosts of all
2003 published books floating among their devoted fans.
The Michael L. Printz Award Committee recognizes four honor books and, like the Coretta Scott King committee, chooses Angela Johnson's The First Part Last as the 2004 winner. You will not read this in the ALA press
report, but the members of the Coretta Scott King committee stand and give the Printz committee members a
standing ovation. I watch this as if in slow motion, fascinated. Slowly it is dawning on me that next year in
Boston, the lights, the media, and the young adult focus will be on the work of a committee that includes me.
My life is truly blessed!
As Michigan teachers, we also should be aware of the Thumb's Up Award, selected by a committee of 11
Michigan teen services librarians. Unlike the Printz award, teens have a say in
selecting the award winning books. We invite you to compare this year's Printz
winners with the winners of Michigan's Thumb's Up Award. Although the awards
have different eligibility requirements, both focus on quality. I have included
the "short list" of nominees at the end of this column. For more information
and a look at the ballot, go to http://www.mla.lib.mi.us/units/division/tsd/
thumbsupwin.htm.

Michael L. Printz 2004 Award
Johnson, Angela. (2003). The First Part Last. New York: Simon & Schuster 136 pp.
ISBN 0-689-84922-2 (Hardcover); $15.95.
Please refer to the Fall 2003 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal for a review of
this book.

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@accn.org.
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Michael L. Printz 2004 Honor Books
Going, K.L. (2003). Fat Kid Rules the World. New York: Penguin Putnam. 187 pp. ISBN 0-399-23990-1
(Hardcover); $15. 99.
Please refer to the Fall 2003 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal for a review of this book.

Donnelly, Jennifer. (2003). A Northern Light. Orlando: Harcourt. 389 pp. ISBN 0-15-216705-6 (Hardcover);
$17.00.
Please refer to the Winter 2004 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal for a review of this book.

Frost, Helen. (2003). Keesha's House. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux/ Frances Foster Books. 116 pp. ISBN
0-3 7 4-34064-1 (Hardcover); $16.00.
Keesha 's House is the perfect book for illustrating the importance of awards. When it won a Printz Honor, I
picked the book up and discovered that it was another verse novel (Anyone else noticing the recent abundance
of verse novels?). Quite frankly I was prepared to dislike the book. On page 80 I read:
The juvenile system is set up
to protect kids and the community at large.
I don't see it as either "pass a cup
of kindness" or "put the monsters behind bars."
The final two lines of this 14-line poem end, "child. I believe Carmen will be okay. I I'll talk
straight, then send her on her way." Immediately I started re-reading the
book. It hit me! I was so involved with the narratives of Stephie, Jason,
Dontay, Carmen, Harris, Katie, Joe, Keesha, that I forgot to notice the very
careful attention to form. Stephie's troublesome pregnancy is carefully
crafted within a sestina. Her boyfriend, Jason, struggles within his own
sestina of responsibility and basketball dreams. Dontay, Harris, Carmen, and
Katie deal with abandonment, sexuality, addiction, and abuse within the strict
confines of the sestina. Keesha and Joe are like the concluding envoi that
hold together these broken pieces and make them work. I was so pleased to
discover the structure of this novel while reading that the note at the end of the
book, explaining the poetic forms used, almost made me angry.

this

Joe speaks in sonnets that vary between Shakespearean and Petrarchan sonnets. English teachers will have a field day analyzing these poems, teaching
poetic structure, and arguing over the meaning of using different poetic forms
to distinguish among characters' voices. Students, however, may be too busy
enjoying the story to notice the forms! And to think that I would have missed
book without the Printz Award!

Mackler, Carolyn. (2003). The Earth, My Butt, and Other Big Round Things. New York: Candlewick Press. 246 pp.
ISBN 0-7636-1958-2 (Hardcover); $15.99.
Keesha 's House fell beneath my radar, but this book did not. This book was listed, but not reviewed, as a book
to watch in the Fall 2003 issue. For fans of Life in the Fat Lane by Cherie Bennett (Delacorte, 1998) and those
looking for good, body-image fiction, The Earth, My Butt, and Other Big Round Things fills the bill. Virginia
Shreves lives with her adolescent psychologist mom and software executive dad who are both workaholics.
Handsome debating champion brother is off to college. Older sister is in Africa. Best friend ( only friend) is in
Wala Wala while her dad researches onions for his latest weird book. Virginia is left to sort out who she isincluding her sexual identity-on her own. Virginia lives by the "Fat Girl Code of Conduct." Rule three states:
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"Go further than skinny girls." And now she just may have that chance with a trombone-playing boy, Froggy
(real name), who is anxious to feel her boobs. But when her perfect brother is kicked out of college, Virginia
is forced to reassess her code of conduct, her family values, the "body goals" her parents have for her, and her
place on earth. Readers may quibble with the characterizations of the parents, especially, the mom, but they will
also find that honest, hurting, dumb, lovable Virginia more than makes up for any parental flaws. Check it out!

Coretta Scott King Award (Author)
Johnson, Angela. (2003). The First Part Last. New York: Simon & Schuster 136 pp. ISBN 0-689-84922-2
(Hardcover); $15.95.
Please refer to the Fall 2003 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal for a review of this book.

Coretta Scott King Honor Award (Author)
Draper, Sharon M. (2003) The Battle ofJericho. New York: Atheneum. 297 pp. ISBN 0-689-84232-5 (Hardcover);
$16.95.

The Battle of Jericho introduces a great topic-hazing. Who would not want to wear the stylish black silk jacket
of the Warriors of Distinction? This club has been around for more than 50 years and membership guarantees
status, fine parties, universal acceptance, and perhaps even the girl of your dreams-but at a price!
Jericho has several problems. The most difficult is the dialogue, which does not match the novel's realism:
"What's manure?" Cleveland whispered.
Josh answered, "Cow dung. Doo-doo. Feces. Sh_"
Cleveland groaned and interrupted, "I get it." (p. 194)
The characters and their motivations are without depth. The bad guy, Eddie Mahoney, is especially flat. Jericho,
the main character, is anxious to meet Arielle but is so shy that page after page drifts by before he makes
contact. Finally he calls her on the phone, and they arrange to go to a work party together. On only his second
time speaking to Arielle, shy Jericho "was enjoying this. And he was enjoying the fact that somehow all his
shyness had disappeared." (p. 49)
Young readers will identify with the struggle between acceptance and
conscience. The fast-paced action will win over many teens. Draper has a
good sense for the way teens get sucked into poor peer behaviors, unable
to speak about them even when they recognize danger. Draper fans may
not be disappointed with this book, but she has several better books.

2003 Thumbs Up Award (Michigan Library Association)
Frank, E.R. (2002). America: A Novel. New York: Simon & Schuster. 224
pp. ISBN 0-689-84729-7 (Hardcover); $18.00.
Please refer to the Winter 2003 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal for
a review of this book.

2003 Thumbs Up Honor Books
Farmer, Nancy (2002). House ofthe Scorpion. New York: Simon & Schuster.
380 pp. ISBN 0-689-85222-3 (Hardcover); $18.00.
Please refer to the Winter 2003 issue of the Michigan Reading Journal for
a review of this book.
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Auch, Mary Jane (2002). Ashes of Roses. New York: Henry Holt. 256 pp. ISBN 0-8050-6686-1 (Hardcover);
$16.95.
Roses made of paper will burn. Roses can be abandoned and left to wilt.
Roses planted in foreign soil often have trouble growing, let alone blooming. This story of Rose Nolan combines the Irish immigration story with the
historical details of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire of 1911.
Rose decides to stay in America when her brother and father return to
Ireland after failing the Ellis Island physical. Eventually Rose finds employment in the Triangle Shirtwaist factory, where she and the other girls are
locked inside until their shift is done. When the fire starts Rose manages to
escape but her roommate, Gussie, is not so fortunate. While this book sometimes feels like a history text instead of a novel, the immigration and factory
details are compelling and make for easy, if not rosy, reading. Ashes of Roses
is a great addition to social studies or history classes, one of the best historical
fiction novels of 2002.
Dessen, Sarah (2002). This Lullaby. New York: Penguin Putnam. 352 pp. ISBN
0-670-03530-0 (Hardcover); $16.99.
Sarah Dessen is no stranger to the Thumbs Up Award list. It seems like every
book she writes finds its way to Michigan readers (except for my favorite,
Dreamland, which I picked for Printz recognition!). At the heart of the novel is
Remy's determination to avoid being "let down." She sees her mother's many failed marriages and the sappy
romances that she writes. When Dexter, a musician like her hippie songwriter-birthfather, enters her life, Remy
is forced to sort out and define the differences between love and history. This is the storyline that will attract
teens. Remy is a smart, sharp, funny character who will not disappoint Dessen's many fans.
Koertge, Ronald (2002). Stoner & Spaz. Cambridge, MA: Candlewick Press. 176 pp. ISBN 0-7636-1608-7
(Hardcover); $15.99.
You have cerebral palsy. People flinch every time they look at you. No one, but no one ever would dream of
touching you. So you sit in the movie theater watching old horror movies, seeing
yourself as the Invisible Man. One day Colleen Minou, notorious druggie, sits
her tattoos down next to you in the darkened theater. Not only does she sit next
to you, but also falls asleep during Bride of Frankenstein with her head on your
shoulder! Is she on drugs? Will she too flinch when she comes to her senses and
sees the twitching mass of nerves she sits beside? Koertge's smart and sensitive handling of this unlikely relationship will win him many new fans. Passed
over by the Printz and the top 10 list of Best Books for Young Adults (BBYA),
but included on the full list, Stoner & Spaz compares favorably with anything
published in 2002.
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Do you want to second-guess the 2004 Thumbs Up committee? Here is the list of nominated titles:
Alt Ed by Catherine Atkins

Sword of the Rightful King by Jane Yolen

Buddha Boy by Kathe Koja

City of Ember by Jeanne DuPrau

East by Edith Pattou

Claws by Will Weaver

Northern Light by Jennifer Donnelly

Dead Girls Don 't Write Letters by Gail Giles

Olives Ocean by Kevin Henkes

First Part Last by Angela Johnson

Pirates I by Celia Rees

ZigZag by Ellen Wittlinger

Vampire High by Douglas Rees

An American Plague by Jim Murphy

Acceleration by Graham McN amee
The Earth, My Butt and Other Big Round Things by
Carolyn Mackler
Green Angel by Alice Hoffman

Firebirds Edited by Sharyn November
Full Tilt by Neal Shusterman
Keesha s House by Helen Frost

I've read all but five of these 20 titles (one of the five I started but could not finish). Taking this into consideration, I don't see how the Thumb's Up committee will be able to ignore The First Part Last by Angela Johnson,
which is not only beautifully written, but also widely popular. My dark horse candidate is the brilliant fantasy,
East by Edith Pattou. I do have, however, MANY teen fans of Gail Giles who tell me Dead Girls Don't Write
Letters is, "the best book I've ever read." An American Plague by Jim Murphy is the finest nonfiction book of
the year and well deserving of its many awards. It would be a pleasant surprise and a huge shock to see a book
on yellow fever come away with the Thumbs Up Award for 2004! If you don't read any other nonfiction book
this year, read this one!
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