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Topic: White Paper Final Drafts 
 
Background: The Board first received draft white papers at the 2007 Annual 

Conference.  Through Paula, the Board provided the authors with 
some feedback for strengthening the papers, which were resubmitted 
to the Executive Committee for their fall meeting.  A few additional 
refinements were made and final drafts are provided below for the 
“Why Have a Teen Space in Public Libraries” paper, “The Benefits of 
Having Young Adult Librarians on Public Library Staffs” and “The 
Value of Young Adult Literature” paper.   

 
Action Required:   Action 
 

 
YALSA White Paper 

The Value of Young Adult Literature 
 
Abstract: This White Paper will discuss the nature and evolution of young adult literature with 
particular emphasis on its current condition and its value to its intended readership. In discussing 
its increased viability as a body of critically lauded literature, it will also discuss its importance 
in meeting the life needs of young adults and its increasing value in enhancing adolescent 
literacy. It will conclude by affirming the Young Adult Library Services Association’s 
commitment to evaluating, promoting, and supporting the most widespread availability possible 
of this literature to American youth.  
 
Background:  The term “young adult literature” is inherently amorphous, for its constituent 
terms “young adult” and “literature” are dynamic, changing as culture and society -- which 
provide their context -- change. When the term first found common usage in the late 1960’s, it 
referred to realistic fiction that was set in the real (as opposed to imagined), contemporary world 
and addressed problems, issues, and life circumstances of interest to young readers aged 
approximately 12-18. Such titles were issued by the children’s book divisions of American 
publishers and were marketed to institutions – libraries and schools – that served such 
populations.  

While some of this remains true today, much else has changed. In recent years, for 
example, the size of this population group has changed dramatically. Between 1990 and 2000 the 
number of persons between 12 and 19 soared to 32 million, a growth rate of seventeen percent 
that significantly outpaced the growth of the rest of the population. The size of this population 
segment has also increased as the conventional definition of “young adult” has expanded to 
include those as young as ten and, since the late 1990’s, as old as twenty-five.  

“Literature,” which traditionally meant fiction, has also expanded to include new forms 
of literary – or narrative -- nonfiction and new forms of poetry, including novels and book-length 
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works of nonfiction in verse. The increasing importance of visual communication has begun to 
expand this definition to include the pictorial, as well, especially when offered in combination 
with text as in the case of picture books, comics, and graphic novels and nonfiction.  
 As a result of these newly expansive terms, the numbers of books being published for this 
audience have similarly increased, perhaps by as much as 25 percent, based on the number of 
titles being reviewed by a leading journal.  Similarly, industry analyst Albert Greco states that 
the sale of young adult books increased by 23 percent from 1999 to 2005. 

Though once dismissed as a genre consisting of little more than problem novels and 
romances, young adult literature has, since the mid-1990’s, come of age as literature – literature 
that welcomes artistic innovation, experimentation, and risk-taking.  

Evidence of this is the establishment of the Michael L. Printz Award, which YALSA 
presents annually to the author of the best young adult book of the year, “best” being defined 
solely in terms of literary merit. Further evidence is the extraordinary number of critically 
acclaimed adult authors who have begun writing for young adults – authors like Michael 
Chabon, Isabel Allende, Dale Peck, Julia Alvarez, T. C. Boyle, Joyce Carol Oates, Francine 
Prose, and a host of others. As a result of these and other innovations young adult literature has 
become one of the most dynamic, creatively exciting areas of publishing. 
 
Position: YALSA is acknowledging this growing diversity by expanding the number of book-
related awards and lists it presents and publishes. Audio books and graphic novels are only two 
of the new areas that YALSA is targeting. Meanwhile it continues to promote excellence in the 
field through such established prizes as the Printz, ALEX, and Margaret A. Edwards Awards and 
such recommended lists as Best Books for Young Adults and Quick Picks for Reluctant Young 
Adult Readers. 

YALSA also acknowledges that whether one defines young adult literature narrowly or 
broadly, much of its value cannot be quantified but is to be found in how it addresses the needs 
of its readers. Often described as “developmental,” these needs recognize that young adults are 
beings in evolution, in search of self and identity; beings who are constantly growing and 
changing, morphing from the condition of childhood to that of adulthood. That period of passage 
called “young adulthood” is a unique part of life, distinguished by unique needs that are – at 
minimum -- physical, intellectual, emotional, and societal in nature.  

By addressing these needs, young adult literature is made valuable not only by its artistry 
but also by its relevance to the lives of its readers. And by addressing not only their needs but 
also their interests, the literature becomes a powerful inducement for them to read, another 
compelling reason to value it, especially at a time when adolescent literacy has become a 
critically important issue. The Alliance for Excellent Education has declared a “literacy crisis 
among middle and high school students” in the wake of research from the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress that finds 65 percent of graduating high school seniors and 71 percent of 
America’s eighth graders are reading below grade level.  

As literacy has become another developmental need of young adults, organizations like 
the International Reading Association and the National Council of Teachers of English have 
begun to recognize the imperative need for “a wide variety of reading material that they (young 
adults) can and want to read” (IRA), books that “should be self-selected and of high interest to 
the reader” (NCTE), young adult books, in short.     

As a literature of relevance that meets developmental needs – including literacy skills -- 
young adult literature also becomes a developmental asset, which YALSA’s New Directions For 
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Library Service To Young Adults defines as “a factor promoting positive teenage development.” 
The independent, nonprofit Search Institute offers a framework of forty such developmental 
assets. 
 YALSA finds another of the chief values of young adult literature in its capacity to offer 
readers an opportunity to see themselves reflected in its pages. Young adulthood is, intrinsically, 
a period of tension. On the one hand young adults have an all-consuming need to belong. But on 
the other, they are also inherently solipsistic, regarding themselves as being unique, which – for 
them -- is not cause for celebration but, rather, for despair. For to be unique is to be unlike one’s 
peers, to be “other,” in fact. And to be “other” is to not belong but, instead, to be outcast. Thus, 
to see oneself in the pages of a young adult book is to receive the reassurance that one is not 
alone after all, not other, not alien but, instead, a viable part of a larger community of beings who 
share a common humanity.  

Another value of young adult literature is its capacity for fostering understanding, 
empathy, and compassion by offering vividly realized portraits of the lives – exterior and interior 
– of individuals who are unlike the reader. In this way young adult literature  
invites its readership to embrace the humanity it shares with those who – if not for the encounter 
in reading – might forever remain strangers or – worse -- irredeemably “other.”  
 Still another value of young adult literature is its capacity for telling its readers the truth, 
however disagreeable that may sometimes be, for in this way it equips readers for dealing with 
the realities of impending adulthood and for assuming the rights and responsibilities of 
citizenship. 
 By giving readers such a frame of reference, it also helps them to find role models, to 
make sense of the world they inhabit, to develop a personal philosophy of being, to determine 
what is right and, equally, what is wrong, to cultivate a personal sensibility. To, in other words, 
become civilized.  
 
Conclusion: For all of these reasons the Young Adult Library Services Association values 
young adult literature, believes it is an indispensable part of public and school library collections, 
and regards it as essential to healthy youth development and the corollary development of 
healthy communities in which both youth and libraries can thrive.   
 
Reference  
1.  Alliance for Excellent Education. Press Center. www.all4ed.org/press/pr_062907.html 
And www.all4ed.org/press/pr_022207.html Both accessed 9/28/07 
2.  Cart, Michael. “Teens and the Future of Reading.” American Libraries. October 2007 
3.  Cart, Michael. “Young Adult Literature: The State of a Restless Art” in PASSIONS AND 
PLEASURES by Michael Cart. Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press. 2007 
4.  International Reading Association. “Adolescent Literacy” 
www.reading.org/resources/issues/positions_adolescent.html Accessed 9/28/07 
5.  Magazine Publishers of America. TEEN MARKET PROFILE 
www.magazine.org/content/files/teenprofile04.pdf Accessed 9/28/07 
6.  NCTE. “A Call To Action.” www.ncte.org  Accessed 9/28/07 
7.  NEW DIRECTIONS FOR LIBRARY SERVICE TO YOUNG ADULTS. YALSA with 
Patrick Jones. Edited by Linda Waddle. Chicago: ALA. 2002 
8.  Search Institute. www.search-institute.org/ 
--Written by Michael Cart on behalf of the Young Adult Library Services Association 
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Why Have Teen Spaces in Public Libraries? 

 
This paper provides an overview of and commentary on teen space development and 
its implicit bearing on the strategic vision, planning, and development of facilities design 
for 21st century libraries.  Attention will be drawn to key success factors such as why 
teen space is important and current and future priorities and best practices related to 
library facilities for teenaged users.  This paper will help you understand the importance 
of teen space within your community and organization and address issues which shape 
the quality of a teen customer’s experience with your library.   
 
Background 
Over the past twelve years there has been a transformation in library facility design for 
teenagers. Traditionally speaking, common practice has been to ignore dedicated space 
for teens or to create boring, unfriendly facilities with little attention to adolescent needs 
and wants.  Libraries have generally been designed without teen customers in mind, 
driven by the personal likes and ideas of librarians, administrators, and architects.   
 
As the number of teenagers increases and as libraries look to reevaluate their priorities 
and services in the 21st century, more and more schools and public libraries are working 
to accommodate thirteen to eighteen year olds, moving away from the previously 
described traditional approaches to creating more efficient, innovative, appealing, and 
teen-inspired spaces.  This reevaluation of priorities is supported by the fact that kids 
are not only using the library, they are visiting frequently.  78% of children ages 8 – 18 
year olds have library cards, according to the Youth and Library Use Study, a Harris 
Interactive poll conducted in June 2007.  57% of public library users and 78% of school 
library users have visited their library at least monthly.  According to the Public Agenda 
in June 2006, three-quarters of Americans believe it is a high priority for local public 
libraries to offer a safe place where teenagers can study and congregate.  Equally 
relevant is the Harris poll response to the question, “I would use my local public library 
more often if…?”  Twenty-six percent of the respondents replied, “If there was a space 
just for teens.” 
 
Position 
As libraries continue to move forward, organizations of all types, sizes, and budgets 
must realize that warm, inviting, comfortable, and user-centered environments are 
integral in attracting teenaged users and transforming the role and image of the library.  
Such environments are essential in encouraging positive use of libraries for recreational 
activities and education. 
 
Whether building a new library, renovating an existing facility, or working on a minor 
facilities revamp, the primary key success factor is understanding why teen space is 
critical.  Developing dedicated, attractive, motivating, and teen-oriented space provides 
a way to create a positive, safe environment for studying, socializing, and leisure 
activities.  It is a way to outwardly and interactively acknowledge teen customers and 
their needs by supporting adolescent asset development, creating an environment 
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which encourages emotional, social, and intellectual development, and building a sense 
of teen belonging, community involvement, and library appreciation.   
 
Creating appealing teen environments is also an effective way to expand a library’s 
customer base, by appealing to both users and non-users, creating a wider variety of 
customers from a diverse social groups, backgrounds, and interests.  If done correctly, 
teen space is a very useful marketing tool, enabling libraries to draw teenagers into the 
physical library space, leading them to other library services such as materials, 
programming, etc. 
 
All of these efforts provide a path to increasing current & future library supporters.  The 
future of libraries is tomorrow’s adults and, believe it or not, these are today’s 
teenagers.   
 
Other key success teen space factors include making teen participation and input a 
priority as well as a regular practice throughout the planning, design, implementation, 
maintenance, and marketing of the space and related teen library services.  It is also 
crucial that libraries appropriately size their teen facilities based on community/student 
population (ages 13 – 18).  Libraries must re-evaluate space allocations in their overall 
facilities and scale them according to demographics, not personal bias.  In public library 
facilities, the ratio of a teen area to the overall library should be equal to the ratio of the 
teen population of that community to the overall population of that community.   
 
All space and facilities projects should include a well thought-out plan for improvement, 
including short-term and long-range planning for current and future teen space and 
services.  During this process it is equally important to get buy-in and support from all 
stakeholders, including teens, staff, faculty, administrators, and the community.  And, 
lastly, think about what teenagers’ need, not about what adults want.  In regard to the 
actual design and décor of teen spaces, a truly teen-friendly space is comfortable, 
colorful, interactive, flexible in design, and filled with technology.  It is important to keep 
in mind that “teen-friendly” is not synonymous with unruly, unreasonable, impractical, 
and tacky.  Don’t make assumptions or let personal biases impact decision making, 
whether selecting furniture, shelving/display units, flooring, lighting, paint color, signage, 
etc.  Items should be welcoming, have visual impact, be versatile, and encourage 
positive, independent use of the library. 
 
Conclusion 
Making libraries appealing and important to teenagers is not an impossible task.  Library 
facilities design is one integral step in attracting teen customers and redefining libraries 
of the future. Looking at teen facilities design in a new light, letting go of antiquated 
ideas, re-evaluating traditional ways of doing business, and emphasizing customer 
needs and wants are essential first steps in moving forward in the world of 21st century 
libraries.  
 
Resources 
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Bernier, A. (Ed.). (forthcoming). Making space for teens: Recognizing young adult 
needs in library buildings. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press. 
 
Bolan, Kimberly. “Looks like teen spirit.”  School Library Journal, vol. 52, no. 1 (Nov.  
2006): 44+.   
 
Bolan (Taney), Kimberly.  Teen Spaces: The Step-by-Step Library Makeover.  Chicago: 
ALA Editions, 2003.  *Note: The 2nd edition of Teen Spaces will be available in 2008. 
 
40 Developmental Assets for adolescents - 6th to 12th grades (2007).  Retrieved June 
14, 2007 from the Search Institute.   http://www.search-
institute.org/assets/assetlists.html 
 
Jones, Patrick, Mary Kay Chelton and Joel Shoemaker.  Do It Right: Best Practices for 
Serving Young Adults in School and Public Libraries. New York: Neal-Schuman, 2001. 
 
Long Overdue: A Fresh Look at Public and Leadership Attitudes About Libraries in the 
21

st 
Century, Public Agenda.  Retrieved September 4, 2007 from Public Agenda.  

http://www.publicagenda.org/research/research_reports_details.cfm?list=99 
 
Youth and Library Use Study.  Retrieved September 4, 2007 from Harris Interactive. 
http://www.harrisinteractive.com 
 
 
--Written by Kimberly Bolan on behalf of the Young Adult Library Services Association 
 

 
-6-

http://www.search-institute.org/assets/assetlists.html
http://www.search-institute.org/assets/assetlists.html
http://www.publicagenda.org/research/research_reports_details.cfm?list=99
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/


YALSA Board of Directors – Midwinter 08 
Topic: White Paper Final Drafts   

 
“The Benefits of Having Young Adult Librarians on Public Library Staffs” 

 
Background 
The Young Adult Library Services Association adopted a strategic plan in 2004.  That plan 
included a Core Purpose and a Vivid Description of the Desired Future.  The Core Purpose is “to 
advocate for excellence in library services to the teen population.”  The first bullet below the 
description states: “There will be a young adult librarian in every public and secondary school 
library”.  The group of practitioners who developed both of these statements understood that they 
go hand in hand.  The only way to provide quality library service to teens is to have a dedicated 
Young Adult Librarian in each location that serves them. 

 
Position 
Why is it so important to have Young Adult Librarians on staff?   
Because a significant percent of the population is comprised of adolescents and many of 
them are already library users.  There are over 30 million teenagers in the United States, the 
largest generation since the Baby Boomers, and according to a 2007 survey of young people 
conducted by Harris Poll for the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA), 78% of 
respondents have library cards.  Not surprisingly, participation in library programs for kids under 
18 has been rising steadily over the past decade, from 35.5 million/year in 1993 to more than 
51.8 million in 2001 (Learning in Motion).  We also know that while 14.3 million 
kindergarteners through 12th graders take care of themselves after school every day (After School 
Alliance), three-quarters of Americans believe it is a high priority for local public libraries to 
offer a safe place where teenagers can study and congregate (Long Overdue).  Unfortunately, 
many communities often do not provide after school or weekend activities, despite the 
understanding that successful, well prepared young adults are essential to fill roles as 
contributing members of a vital society.   

 
Why not have other library staff serve the teen population?   
 
Because Young Adult Librarians are age level specialists who understand that teens have 
unique needs and have been trained especially to work with this particular population.  As 
books like Barbara Strauch’s The Primal Teen:  what new discoveries about the teenage brain 
tell us about our kids have shown us, teens brains and bodies are different from both a child’s 
and an adult’s.  As a result, their behavior and needs are not the same as children and adults.   
 
Armed with this knowledge, Young Adult Librarians create programming and build collections 
appropriate to the needs of young adults and develop services based on knowledge of adolescent 
development.  They are experts in the field of young adult literature and keep up with current 
teen trends in reading, technology, education and popular culture. They provide reference service 
to help young adults find and use information and they promote activities that build and 
strengthen information literacy skills. They know the benefits of youth participation and 
understand it is essential to provide excellent service to teens.  They recruit teens to participate in 
activities such as teen advisory groups and encourage teens to volunteer and work in libraries. 
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They also work with youth development experts in the community and collaborate with agencies 
that provide services to teenagers. 
 

The Chapin Hall Center for Children, www.chapinhall.org, completed a study in 2004 on Teens 
in the Library.  In the area of staffing, the first recommendation for improving youth services in 
libraries is that “dedicated staff are essential to effective youth programs”.  Across all of the sites 
senior administrators and librarians agreed “that youth programs require a staff person whose 
priority is to manage the program...” 
 

Why provide staff and services just for teens?   
Because it improves the library as a whole.  According to key findings from the “Public 
Libraries as Partners in Youth Development (PLPYD), a Wallace Foundation Initiative,” public 
libraries selected for this program were challenged to “develop or expand youth programs that 
engaged individual teens in a developmentally supportive manner while enhancing library 
services for all youth in the community”.  Based on the experiences of the PLPYD sites the 
findings concluded that: “Public Libraries have the potential to design youth programs that 
provide developmentally enriching experiences to teens and have positive effect both on youth 
services and the library more broadly.”   

 

Young Adult librarians build relationships with teens and help other staff become comfortable 
with them.  One of the findings from a study by Chapin Hall indicated that staff prejudices broke 
down when they develop relationships with teenagers.  Youth development principles were 
credited with changing the general culture of the library by providing an “important new 
language” for library administrators that helped the library establish a new leadership role in the 
community.  In an era when libraries must clearly articulate their importance to the larger 
community, these collaborative efforts increase our value as an institution and also make good 
economic sense for the community. 
 

Because that’s what teens want.  The 2007 survey conducted by the Harris Poll for YALSA 
asked young people what needed to happen in their local library in order for them to use it more 
often.  1 in 5 respondents said they would use their library more if  “there was a librarian just for 
teens.”  One third of respondents said that they would use the library more if the library had 
more interesting materials to borrow and events to attend.   

Conclusion 
Why employ Young Adult Librarians?  The obvious reasons are listed above.  On a fundamental 
level the goal is to provide excellent service to a large but unique segment of the population, 
teenagers.  Young Adult librarians are essential to providing the best service to young adults in 
libraries and they are essential to keeping libraries viable and up to date.  They are creating the 
next generation of tax paying library users.  So the answer is simple – it is the smart thing to do. 
 
Resources 
“7 in 10 Voters want New Congress to Increase Funding for Afterschool Programs, Poll Finds,” 
Afterschool Alliance Press Release, 13 November 2006. 
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“2007 PLDS Statistical Report.” Chicago: Public Library Association, 2007. 
 
28 Dec 2007. "Competencies for Librarians Serving Youth: Young Adults Deserve the Best." 
YALSA. 2004. Young Adult Library Services Association. 
<http://www.ala.org/ala/yalsa/profdev/Competencies.pdf>. 
 
Harris Interactive Inc., 28 Dec 2007. "Youth and Library Use Study." YALSA. 2007. American 
Library Association. <http://www.ala.org/ala/yalsa/HarrisYouthPoll.pdf>. 
 
Jones, Patrick. New Directions for Library Service to Young Adults, Chicago: ALA 
Editions/Young Adult Library Services Association, 2003.  
 
28 Dec 2007. "Learning in Motion: a sampling of library programs." Americans for Libraries 
Council. Americans for Libraries Council. 
<http://www.actforlibraries.org/pdf/TeensFactSheet.pdf>. 
 
28 Dec 2007. "Long Overdue: a Fresh Look at Public and Leadership Attitudes About Libraries 
in the 21st Century." Public Agenda. 2006. Public Agenda. 
<http://www.publicagenda.org/research/research_reports_details.cfm?list=99 >. 
 
 Spillett, Roxanne. "When School Day Ends, Danger Begins for the Young." Atlanta Journal-
Constitution 03 October 2002. 
 
Strauch, Barbara. The Primal Teen: what new discoveries about the teenage brain tell us about 
our kids. New York: Doubleday, 2003. 
 
--Written by Audra Caplan on behalf of the Young Adult Library Services Association 


