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Item #6 
YALSA Board of Directors Meeting 

Via Conference Call 
December 6, 2013 

 
Topic: Request for Board Action: Poetry Award  
 
Background: Sylvia Vardell has submitted a Request for Board Action 

regarding the establishment of a poetry award.  Her proposal is 
provided below. 

 
Action Required:  Action 
 

 
Name: Sylvia Vardell 
 
Email address: svardell@twu.edu 
 
YALSA affiliation: Member of Amazing Audiobooks Committee; previously served on the 
Odyssey Committee and Sibert Committee 
 
Request: Form a task force to investigate the possibility of establishing a poetry award in 
collaboration with ALSC 
 
Rationale: 
This proposed poetry award, the Dream Keeper Award, would honor the best books of poetry 
written for children and young adults, ages 0-18 during a calendar year of publishing. It 
would feature a list of books that exhibit the best in poetry for young readers published in 
books by individual poets, in anthologies, and in novels in verse. The name “Dream Keeper” 
hails from the landmark book of poetry, The Dream Keeper and Other Poems, written by 
Langston Hughes, his only collection of poetry specifically for young people published in 
1932 and still in print after 80+ years. The notion of “keeping” the “dreams” of the young is 
a powerful one that is beautifully embodied in works of poetry, in particular. 
The purpose and intent of the Dream Keeper Award is to recognize, celebrate, and promote 
quality poetry for children and young adults. For eligibility on the Dream Keeper award list, 
outstanding titles must be of value and interest to children and teens (in poetic form, book 
design, topic and content) as well as exemplary in terms of writing quality (freshness, 
artistry, imagination, voice, universality, etc.) Nonfiction books have been singled out for 
recognition with the Sibert Award and the YALSA Award for Excellence in Nonfiction for 
Young Adults. As a distinct genre like nonfiction, poetry offers young readers a unique 
literary experience that deserves similar special consideration. 
 
One could argue that singling out poetry is not necessary since poetry books are eligible for 
the well-established Newbery award, however, only four books have been recognized with 
the Newbery award in its 90+ year history: A Visit to William Blake’s Inn (1981), Joyful 
Noise (1988), Out of the Dust (1997), and Good Masters! Sweet Ladies (2007). And yet 
many of the first books published for children in English were works of poetry including 
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John Newbery’s collection of English rhymes, Mother Goose's Melody, or, Sonnets for the 
Cradle. What about contemporary children’s book publishing? Poetry has a valuable place 
there too. For example, all three of Shel Silverstein poetry collections are in the top 100 
bestselling children’s book of all 
time: Where the Sidewalk Ends, A Light in the Attic, and Falling Up. 
 
The field of poetry for young readers is a robust and growing area with over 
70 writers specializing in poetry for young readers including Joyce Sidman, Margarita Engle, 
Marilyn Singer, Lee Bennett Hopkins, Douglas Florian, Betsy Franco, Helen Frost, Nikki 
Grimes, Pat Mora, Sonya Sones, Janet Wong, among many others-- a diverse group in terms 
of poetic style and form, as well as reader audience and cultural background. Poetry-related 
blogs and websites are gaining in popularity too with the celebration of “Poetry Friday” and 
National Poetry Month catching on in schools and libraries across the country. Professional 
reference books like Poetry Aloud Here: Sharing Poetry with Children in the Library (an 
ALA Editions bestseller) offer further testimony to the presence and value of poetry in the 
library context. 
 
As children are growing in their knowledge of language and literature, poetry is just right for 
their developing minds and hearts. Poetry is primal: it speaks to a basic human need for 
expression and is made from the basic building blocks of language. Rebecca Rupp noted, 
“Poetry makes you smarter. 
Brain imaging studies show that people reading Shakespeare, Wordsworth, and T.S. Eliot 
display much more cerebral activity than those reading prose; and all kinds of research 
indicates that rhyme, rhythm, and imagery boost memory formation and recall.” 
 
Finally, new state and national standards are also emerging with a focus on fostering poetry 
appreciation, including the new Common Core standards. 
Poetry learning has always been part of the English/Language Arts and Reading curriculum, 
but it hasn’t always been singled out for specific instruction. 
Practitioners are eager for guidance in selecting quality poetry for young people—for 
collaborating with teachers on lesson planning, for helping parents with poetry browsing, for 
National Poetry Month programming, and for improving overall circulation of those gems on 
the 811 shelf. Wilson and Kutiper (1994, 278) reported that “one elementary school library 
media specialist noted an increase in poetry circulation after sharing a single poem with 
students each week as they entered the library.” 
 
If this request requires funding or other resources, please state how those will be obtained: 
No monetary award will be presented, thus only administrative costs will be required. 
Winning poets will receive a printed certificate, and a simple medal/sticker will be created to 
be featured on book covers. 
 
The ALSC and YALSA staff will supervise the administration of the award with support 
from multiple donors. A sum of $ 5,000 minimum has been pledged for administration of this 
award for the first five years. The administrative costs will cover costs of preparation, 
printing and distribution of award criteria, nomination forms and press releases, preparation 
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of certificates and award seals, and general publicity and promotion of the award. Possible 
endowments to insure the continuation of the award are also being pursued. 
Areas of the Strategic Plan the proposal directly supports: 
   - Advocacy and Activism 
   - Continuous Learning and Professional Development 
   - Capacity Building and Organizational Development How the request benefits YALSA 
and its members: 
YALSA and ALSC have the opportunity to provide the same level of support for poetry that 
they have historically given other genres and types of books by creating an annual award for 
the best poetry in the field. By doing so, YALSA and ALSC can assist their members to 
better serve their library patrons, while also raising the profile and standards of poetry for 
young people by having those books honored serve as models toward which all poets and 
publishers can aspire. 
 
A new committee would be needed to serve as the award committee. This would be a joint 
committee including members from both YALSA and ALSC building collaboration between 
the two organizations in serving both children and teens. This committee would receive, read, 
and review poetry books published for young people in a given year. 
Additional information: I am pleased to report that the administrators of the Estate of 
Langston Hughes support the use of the name, "The Dream Keeper Award" for this proposed 
poetry award saying, "I am completely in support of this request. I think it would be good for 
poetry, for younger readers, and for the Hughes estate. I think we should place no obstacles 
in the way in dealing with the ALA. Certainly we should not ask for compensation or for any 
input into their operation of the award." Many in the awards field support this proposal 
including Lee Bennett Hopkins and J. Patrick Lewis, Children’s Poet Laureate. 
 
 


