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Foreword 
Remarks from Donor Katherine Schneider, Ph.D., L.P., ABPP 
On the occasion of the first presentation of the Schneider Family Book Award ALA 
Annual Conference 
Orlando, Florida June 29, 2004 
 
When I was growing up, the librarian at the Michigan Library for the Blind was my hero. 
He sent me books in Braille and on records from the Library of Congress collection. To 
be here among librarians who daily enrich people’s lives with information in printed, 
audio, and electronic formats is a dream come true. That special librarian and my 
mother who read me many books that were not available in Braille or on records 
whetted my thirst for knowledge. The upshot of that thirst was a Ph.D. from Purdue and 
a very satisfying thirty-year career as a clinical psychologist. 

 
 
During my father’s last illness, he joked that I would probably give away my 
inheritance. I agreed I would, so we needed to find a cause we could agree on—I 
came up with the Schneider Family Book Award for children’s books about the 
disability experience. My mother taught the deaf before marriage and worked tirelessly 
to mainstream their blind child before it was mandated by law. My father worked in the 
pharmaceutical industry so information about diseases, conditions, and treatments was 
dinner table conversational material at our house. 
Extended family members have lived with alcoholism, attention deficit disorder, diabetes, 
and fibromyalgia. 

 
 
In the 1950s when I was in grade school, the only media mentions of blind people were 
of Helen Keller, Louis Braille, and the seven blind men who went to see the elephant. 
Other disabilities fared no better. Fifty years later we’re here to celebrate the fact that 
the situation has dramatically improved. The Schneider Family Book Award committee 
had many wonderful children’s books to consider, which represent the experiences of 
the one out of seven Americans who have a disability. The disability experience in 
these wonderful children’s books is a part of a character’s full life, not the focus of the 
life.



 

Foreword continuation for Third Edition of the SFBA 
Manual June 2021 
 
Much progress has been made since the advent of the Schneider Family Book Award, 
more than 20 years ago. Good stories with disability content have become more 
common—enough so that the juries for the SFBA must work harder each year to pick out 
the best of the best. There is still work to be done, however. Too often disability is a kind 
of diversity that is mentioned, if at all, as an afterthought in equity, diversity and inclusion 
efforts. Writers with disabilities still have difficulties getting published. Books are often not 
“born accessible” but have to be scanned or recorded for those with print disabilities. The 
mantra of the disability movement, “Nothing about us without us” has not been fully 
realized. Many thanks and best wishes as we march onward! 
 

 

Further information about Dr. Schneider 
● To the Left of Inspiration: Adventures in Living with Disabilities by Katherine 

Schneider. Dog Ear, c 2006. 
● Q &A with Katherine Schneider: https://ncdj.org/2015/12/q-a-with-katherine-

schneider- author-retired-clinical-psychologist-and-sponsor-of-ncdjs-disability-
reporting-award/ 

● Dr. Schneider’s blog: https://kathiecomments.wordpress.com/ 
 
 
History of the award 

Dr. Katherine Schneider and her family endowed this American Library Association 
Award in 2003. Cheryl Malden was the ALA awards liaison tasked to form a Jury and to 
establish the criteria for the award. The Jury selected three winners in early 2004 to be 
honored at the ALA Awards presentation at ALA Annual. 

 
The American Library Association (ALA) staff liaison arranged for the President of 
ALA to announce the 2005 Schneider Award winners at the ALA Youth Media Award 
Press Conference where all ALA children’s literature awards are officially announced.

https://ncdj.org/2015/12/q-a-with-katherine-schneider-author-retired-clinical-psychologist-and-sponsor-of-ncdjs-disability-reporting-award/
https://ncdj.org/2015/12/q-a-with-katherine-schneider-author-retired-clinical-psychologist-and-sponsor-of-ncdjs-disability-reporting-award/
https://ncdj.org/2015/12/q-a-with-katherine-schneider-author-retired-clinical-psychologist-and-sponsor-of-ncdjs-disability-reporting-award/
https://ncdj.org/2015/12/q-a-with-katherine-schneider-author-retired-clinical-psychologist-and-sponsor-of-ncdjs-disability-reporting-award/
https://kathiecomments.wordpress.com/


 

History of the medal 
Children’s book awards traditionally have a medal signifying excellence for publishers 
to place on award-winning book covers. As there is no universally recognized symbol 
or sign designating disability, it was difficult to create a medal reflecting the purpose of 
the Schneider Family Book Award. The original Jury worked with a graphic designer 
and responded to publisher feedback to create a circular seal similar in size to other 
ALA literary awards. Boys and girls holding hands encircling a small world symbolize 
the ideal of equal treatment for all children everywhere. The colors silver and blue were 
selected to differentiate this seal from the usual gold of others. The words at the top of 
the medal, Schneider Family Book Award, are repeated in Braille at the bottom in 
homage to Dr. Schneider. Honor books were recognized beginning in 2019 and are 
indicated with the same seal but in a red color. 

 

The Schneider Award turns 20 
To recognize and celebrate the 20th Anniversary of the Schneider Family Book Award, 
School Library Journal published an article that provides a glimpse into the history of 
the award, present judging practices, and future considerations.  Article included at end 
of manual.  The Schneider Award Turns 20 | School Library Journal 

https://www.slj.com/story/the-schneider-family-book-award-turns-20


 

Award Criteria 
 

Terms and definitions 
Three awards are given annually to recognize and honor books for their 
distinguished portrayal of people living with a disabling condition. 

• younger children, ages 4 to 8 (Pre-K to Gr. 3)  
• middle grades, ages 9 to 13 (Gr. 4 to 8) 
• young adults, ages 14 to 18 (Gr. 9 to 12) 

 
1. The person with the disability may be the protagonist or a secondary character. 

2. Dr. Schneider has intentionally allowed for a broad interpretation by her wording, 
the book “must portray some aspect of living with a disability, whether the disability 
is physical, mental, or emotional.” This allows each Jury to decide on the 
qualifications of particular titles. Books where the character with a disability dies are 
generally disqualified. 

 
3. The books must be published in English. The award may be given posthumously. 

4. Term of eligibility extends to publications from the preceding year, e.g. 2021 
awards are given to titles published in 2020. 

● Copyright date might be from the previous year, but the publication 
date will count for eligibility.  

 
 

5. Winning authors will receive a $5,000 monetary award. When a picture book or 
graphic novel wins the award, the $5,000 will be divided equally between the 
author and illustrator. 

6. Winning and Honor Book authors & illustrators will all receive a plaque from ALA. 

7. The Jury may choose to not give an award or honor in a category.



 

Criteria 
1. Content 

● May be fiction, biography/memoir, or general nonfiction. 
● Must portray the emotional, mental, or physical disability as part of a full life, 

not as something to be pitied. 
● Representation of characters with disabilities should be realistic, 

avoiding exaggeration or stereotypes. 
● Person with a disability should be integral to the presentation, not merely a 

passive bystander. 
● The theme must be appropriate for and respectful of the intended audience. 
● Information on a disability must be accurate. 
● Discussions about availability of the title in at least one (1) alternative format, 

e.g. Braille, audiobooks, born accessible should be noted during research and 
deliberation. The quality of an audiobook or alternate format should not be a 
qualifier for a title.   

● When possible, the print format is the preferred format for jury review. 
● The experiences of the character with a disability should be analyzed for 

authenticity. 

2. Style 
● Should be well-written. 
● Should be engaging with distinctive use of language for plot and 

character development and setting delineation. 
● Should be judged on its own merit as a self-contained entity, not as part 

of a series. 
 

3. Illustration and design 
● Text and images should complement or enhance each other, with 

differentiated contrast between text, pictures, and background. 
● Format and typeface must be of age-appropriate size, clearly readable, 

and free of typographical errors. 
● Layout should be easy to follow, enhancing the flow of the story or information. 

 
4. Deadlines 

● All  books must be submitted by the deadline of December 1st. If a book will be 
published after December 1st but before December 31st, the jury may accept a 
galley copy or an eBook before the deadline but will expect the hard copy before 
the end of December.



 

Jury Work 
 
 
Jury function statement 
To select winning younger children (4-8), middle grades (9-13), and young adult (14-18) 
books, annually and if the Jury so decides, no more than two Honor Books per category, 
that artistically express the disability experience in conformance with the terms, 
definitions, and criteria established for the Schneider Family Book Award. 

Jury membership 
1. The Jury shall be composed of not more than nine members, including one 

Chair and/or two Co-Chairs, and an optional non-voting, ex-officio advisory 
member with experience in book selection and knowledge of disability 
experiences. 

2. Jury members are appointed by the ALA Award Chair with assistance from staff 
liaison and current Chair and/or Co-Chairs of the Schneider Jury to ensure the 
jury pool includes people with disabilities or with experience of disability, such 
as through a family member or through their work. 

3. The Jury shall include representation from The Association for Library Services to 
Children (ALSC) and/or the Young Adult Library Services Association (YALSA). 

4. The committee will consult the children’s or young adult librarian from the 
Library of Congress, National Library Service for Blind and Print Disables 
(NLS/BPH). Alternatively, a librarian from the Library of Congress, NLS/BPH 
or from the NLS network of state libraries may be appointed to fill a position 
on the Jury. 

5. The Chair and/or Co-chairs, with input from the jury and ex-officio member, 
will prepare an advisory group of subject matter experts in a variety of 
disabilities. The Co-chairs will consult these experts as needed. These 
experts are non-voting members and do not have requirements to attend the 
January meeting.  

6. The normal term on the Jury shall be two (2) years with the option of 
reappointment for one (1) additional two year term, from June to June, 
contingent upon active membership and timely fulfillment of committee 
responsibilities. 

The role and term of the ex-officio  
 

1. Advise on committee questions or clarifications needed about how a disability 
experience is being portrayed in a title. 

2. Connect the committee with additional subject matter experts in disability context 
when needed. 



 

3. The ex-officio advisory member is a non-voting member of the committee. They are 
not expected or required to attend virtual or in-person meetings or deliberations of 
the committee. 

4. The term of the ex-officio advisory member is two (2) years and is eligible for 
renewal of one additional term. 
 

 
General statement concerning the work year 
The Schneider Family Book Award Jury functions from late spring to ALA Annual of 
the following year. The Co-Chairs and Jury members should be appointed after the 
ALA January Youth Media Awards announcement. 

 
Much of the Schneider Jury work will take place virtually. Members are responsible for 
providing the ALA office with the correct contact information. 

 
Members are responsible for staying current with jury work.  
 



 

The working calendar 
 
Early Spring – Dec 1:  

● Chair and/or Cochairs and new jury roster in place for award cycle 
● Nominate/suggest and request reading copies of appropriate titles.Anyone may 

submit a title for consideration. 
● Co-Chairs will contact publishers to send qualifying books to the Jury 

members. The ALA office is responsible for maintaining an up-to-date list 
and contact information. 

● Co-Chairs will keep track of received and requested titles.  
● Jury members will log received books in the designated spreadsheet in a timely 

manner. 
● Jury members will read books received and participate in ongoing book 

discussions. 
● Virtual meetings held to discuss/vote and discuss Jury business. 
● To supplement the virtual discussion, conference calls or virtual 

meetings may take place to vote for a short-list 
● All  books must be submitted by the deadline of December 1st. If a book will be 

published after December 1st but before December 31st, the jury may accept a 
galley copy or an eBook before the deadline but will expect the hard copy before 
the end of December. 

 
By the end of December: 

● The Jury will have a short-list of books to consider. 

January in-person deliberation: 
● The Jury will meet prior to the ALA Youth Media Awards at a mutually agreed 

time to deliberate, ballot, and select the winners. (see balloting procedures in 
next section) 

● The Chair and/or Co-Chairs will prepare a press release. 
● The Jury will meet following the selection to confidentially notify winners. 
● The Jury will sit in an assigned area at the Youth Media Awards, if applicable. 
● After the January meeting, the Jury will work on citations. 

ALA Annual, June:  
 

● Attend and support all Schneider-related celebratory events that are 
scheduled at ALA Annual Conference. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Final balloting procedures for in-person deliberations 
 
When there is consensus that all the books on the deliberation list have been fully 
discussed, the committee proceeds to a selection via secret ballot. Certain procedures 
apply:  
 
● Committee members list first, second, and third place votes for the award in a method 
created by the Co-Chair(s) and sent to the Chair for distribution.  
● In tabulating ballot results, the method will assign four points to each first-place vote, 
three points to each second-place vote, and two points to each third-place vote.  
● A specific formula is used to determine the winner. A book must receive at least five 
first-choice votes at four points each for a total of at least twenty points, and it must have 
at least a four point lead over the book receiving the next highest number of points. 
● If the committee is operating an odd number of members down, it is recommended that 
the Chair refrain from voting, as an even number of committee members makes it 
significantly harder for a book to achieve the margin of points needed to win. If a 
committee is operating an even number of members down, the Co-Chair(s) can adjust the 
formula used in the balloting process. 
● If there is a winner, the committee next considers whether to select Honor books (see 
below), and if so, what procedure should be used to make this selection. 
 ● If the first ballot does not produce a winner, the committee follows the procedures 
outlined below for re-balloting.  
 
Re-Balloting  
The committee may not proceed to another ballot without a second round of book 
discussion. At this point, certain choices present themselves, and certain procedures 
apply: 
 
● By consensus the committee may choose to withdraw from the deliberation list all books 
that received no votes on the first ballot.  
● By consensus the committee may choose to withdraw additional books that received 
minimal support on the first ballot.  
● Once withdrawn from the deliberation list, a book is permanently eliminated from 
consideration for the award.  
● Once a second round of discussion is complete, the committee proceeds to a second 
ballot, once again using the method constructed by the Co-Chair(s) and provided to the 
committee by the Chair.  
● Votes are tabulated using the same point system and formula as in the first round to 
determine a winner. 



 

● If after a second ballot, there is still no winner, the committee is required to re-open 
discussion and then re-ballot, alternating between discussion and re-balloting until a 
winner is selected.  
 
Honor Books  
Once a winner is selected, the issue of Honor Books is addressed. The terms of the 
award provide parameters:  
 
● There is no requirement that Honor Books be named.  
● No more than two Honor Books may be named.  
● There is an expectation that Honor Books be truly distinguished, not merely strong 
contenders for the Award.  
 
The committee first considers whether to select Honor Books. If it decides there are to be 
none, the selection process is complete. If Honor Books are to be chosen, the selection 
process proceeds. At this point, certain choices present themselves:  
 
● Whether to use the winning selection ballot to choose Honor Books. The committee 
looks at titles with the next highest number of points.  
● Whether to ballot one more time. Only one additional ballot is allowed. The Honor Book 
selection ballot consists of titles from the winning selection ballot that received points. (Of 
course, the winner is eliminated.) By consensus, titles with no remaining support may also 
be withdrawn. 
 
The committee studies the ballot tally (either from the winning selection ballot or from the 
subsequent Honor Books ballot) and determines which books members deem truly 
distinguished.  
 
Honor Books are announced to the public in alphabetical order by title.  
 



 

Jury Member Responsibilities 
● Read the Schneider Family Book Award Manual to understand the specific 

criteria of this award before reading books under consideration. 
● Search for books to bring to the Jury’s attention by reading professional 

journals and publishers’ catalogs, and by networking with colleagues 
individually or through listservs. 

● Keep track of the books received on the Jury spreadsheet. 
● Read and evaluate books mailed to Jury members. 
● Post comments about the books on the Jury’s private Goodreads discussion 

board. For access, please contact the co-chairs. 
● Obtain reviews on books under consideration for additional points of view. 
● Read the supplemental resources shared by the Co-Chairs. 
● Participate in scheduled Jury meetings. 
● Attend the January meeting to vote for award winners. 

Maintain confidentiality until the press conference. 
● Attend the ALA Youth Media Awards. 
● Attend all Schneider celebratory events at ALA Annual Conference 

 

 
Jury Chair and/or Co-Chairs Responsibilities 

● Coordinate with the ALA liaison to schedule Jury meetings. 
● Develop an agenda for Jury meetings. 
● Inform members of the results of short-list votes. 
● Inform staff liaison which books to ship for Jury meeting in January 
● Encourage Jury members to participate during all deliberations. 
● Keep a spreadsheet of acquired and requested books. 
● Monitor digital discussion of the books. 
● Request books from publishers for Jury to review. 
● Arrange conference calls or virtual meetings. 
● Develop language for framed award certificates given to each winner, with 

support from the committee. 
● Update Schneider Family Book Award Manual with staff liaison. 
● At ALA January Meeting: 

• Chair the Jury deliberations. 
• Prepare press release. 
• Call Schneider winners

https://www.goodreads.com/


 

ALA Staff Liaison Responsibilities 
● Works with ALA Award Chair and Schneider Co-Chairs to appoint Jury 

members. 
● Updates website. 
● Updates publishers contact list with co-chairs. 
● Receive list from Jury Chair on which books to ship for the January meeting. 
● Ensures that copies of the winning books are available for ALA publicity 
● Notifies the publishers that they are the top contender for the Award and 

to get the phone numbers of the possible winners before January 
conference. 

● Schedules January meeting time and place. 
● Attends Schneider Jury meeting in January. 
● Arranges telephone calls for the Chairs to notify winners before the Youth 

Media Awards (YMAs). 
● Notifies Katherine Schneider of winners immediately after YMA 

Awards announcement. 
● Provide 3 copies of the winning books to Katherine Schneider to donate to 

schools. 
● Requests approximately 40 copies of the winning books from the publishers. 

ALA to ship those books to Annual for the Schneider luncheon. 
o Requests additional two autograph copies of winning books from 

publishers: one for Katherine Schneider and the other for the ALA 
Library. 

● Sends letter to publishers with seal information and logistics (Awards Program 
& Schneider Luncheon) for winners to attend ALA Annual in June/July. Note: 
publishers pay for authors to attend ALA.  

● Notify Schneider winners confirming attendance at ALA Annual 
● Arranges the luncheon sponsored by Katherine Schneider for winners, their 

editors, their family members and Jury members. 
● Sends each winner photos from the Awards Presentation 
● May attend ethnic caucus conferences (Black Caucus & REFORMA) to 

promote the Schneider Family Book Award, if Schneider budget is available. 
 
 
 
 
 

Manual updates: June 2007, June 2014, January 2022, 
August 2024, January 2025, July 2026



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Katherine Schneider 

How the award has 
propelled disability 
representation into the 
spotlight 

By Margaret 
Kingsbury 
GROWING UP, KATHERINE 
SCHNEIDER struggled to find 
accessible books, not to mention ones 
with decent disability representation. 
Blind since birth, Schneider was the 
first child who was blind to attend 
Kalamazoo, Ml, public schools. 
A librarian at the Michigan Library for 
the Blind supplied her with books in 
braille. Schneider was valedictorian of 
her high school class in 1967. 

When her father passed away in 
2002, Schneider, a clinical psychologist 
and university professor, wanted to use 
her inheritance to create an award 
related to disability representation in 
children's books. She cold-called the 
American Library Association (ALA) 
until she reached Cheryl Malden, ALA's 
program officer. Schneider described 
her idea, which was modeled after the 
Coretta Scott King Book Awards, 
established in 1969, but with a 
disability focus. Malden immediately 
understood the award's potential. 

That's when the Schneider Family 
Book Award became more than an 
idea.



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This year marks the 20th anniversary of the award, 
which honors “an author or illustrator for a book that 
embodies an artistic expression of the disability 
experience for child and adolescent audiences.” 

In those 20 years, the Schneider Award has evolved 
from a little-known prize with few annual submissions 
to one that gains relevance every year in a field with 
expanding representations of disabilities. Three 
winners in teen, middle school, and children’s book 
categories receive $5,000 each (split between author 
and illustrator for graphic novels and picture books). In 
2019, the committee added one to two honor books in 
each category. This year’s choices will be revealed at 
the live streamed Youth Media Award announcements 
on January 22. 

 

 
2023 Schneider Award winners 

 
 

ceremony, an excited representative from her pub- lisher called 
her from the convention floor saying that her novel, about a girl 
with synesthesia, had won the new award. 

For Mass, the thrill is still tangible. “I was so honored! It was 
all so exciting.”

But back in 2004—the first year the award was given—
even the winners were unaware of it. Wendy Mass, author of 
that year’s winning middle grade novel, A Mango-Shaped 
Space, remembers the day well. A former children’s book 
editor at Longmeadow Press, Mass was watching the Youth 
Media Award announcements from home out of curiosity. 
Like that year’s other winners—Andrew Clements, YA 
winner for Things Not Seen, and Glenna Lang, for 
Looking Out for Sarah in the picture book category—she 
didn’t know there was a new prize celebrating disability. 

Watching with a dial-up internet connection, Mass had 
trouble hearing the announcements. Ten minutes after the 

Mass has since published dozens of books, but A Mango- 
Shaped Space is still her best-selling work, she says. Over the 
years, libraries, schools, and readers have also benefited from the 
Schneider by having a dedicated list of stellar books with disabil- 
ity representation to buy and read. 

Lang, whose book Looking Out for Sarah is told from the 
perspective of a guide dog for a musician and teacher who is 
blind, remembers her 2004 win as a surreal event. “The expe- 
rience of winning the award was really kind of supernatural, like 
an out-of-body experience,” she recalls. 

Far beyond those initial feelings of euphoria and validation, 
the award produces long-lasting benefits for recipients, who
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warth, was up for consideration. When Stocker received a call 
on a Sunday night last January from a Schneider committee 
member, she shouted for her family and put the phone on 
speaker. The committee member informed them that Listen 
had won, and Stocker burst into tears. 

“As much as you hope something like that might come to 
fruition, it just seems like such a dream,” she says. “You don’t 
actually expect it to.” 

A representation gap 
Stocker, who is disabled and has children who are also dis- 
abled, felt called to write disability into picture books after 
noticing the huge gap in representation. “If there were more 
dialogue, if there were more books, if people with disabilities 
felt more seen and were more understood, then there would be 
more open conversation and acceptance,” she says. “And that’s 
what I want.” 

Karol Ruth Silverstein was the 2020 teen book winner for 
her first novel, Cursed, portraying a ninth grader with 
juvenile arthritis, which Silverstein also has. Like Stocker, she 
had long dreamed about winning a Schneider award—even 
before she had written a book. 

“Literally, it was announced, and I was like, ‘This is amaz- 
ing; you’re going to recognize disabilities!’ I want to win that 
award; that’s the one,” Silverstein recalls. 

Years later, Silverstein’s publisher, Charlesbridge, sent in 
Cursed to the 2020 Schneider committee for consideration. 
But Silverstein was convinced Erin Stewart would win in the 
teen category for her book Scars Like Wings, about a burn 
survi- vor. Silverstein prepared for disappointment. “You’re 
supposed to not even think about awards, and you definitely 
shouldn’t, like, put it on the calendar for when you might hear,” 
she says. “I do all the things you’re not supposed to do.” 

As it turned out, Cursed won that year, but Stewart went on 
to earn the 2023 teen award for her YA novel The Words We 
Keep, featuring characters grappling with mental illness. 

Judging process 
Among the nine judges on the 2023 committee, all brought a 

perspective on disability, as is the case every year; whether 
they are disabled themselves, have family members who are 

disabled, and/or teach students who are disabled. Cochairs 
Susan Hess, a retired New York City public school librarian 

and seven-year committee member, and Mary-Kate Sableski, 
an associate pro- fessor at the University of Dayton and five-
year member, are also judging for 2024. Unexpected benefits 
of serving on the com- mittee, they say, are the deep, joyous 

friendships that are forged. The judges use Goodreads to keep 
track of nominated titles. Publishers must submit books for the 

committee to consider

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Left (left to right): 2023 winner Erin Stewart with her 

editor, Wendy Loggia. Right (left to right): 2004 winners 
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them, and committee members often request ones they love 
that haven’t been put forward. Sometimes, the publisher still 
fails to deliver; such cases, Sableski says, are very disappoint- 
ing to the judges. 

Though the vote on the winning books doesn’t have to be 
unanimous, judges have often disagreed about which books 
should win, especially before honor titles were added. But, 
Sableski explains, “everyone’s willing to compromise.” 

Looking ahead 
Over the years, Schneider herself has bee 
delighted by the winning books overall. The 
submission balance, however, still points to a 
dearth of representation. Former committee 
member Scot Smith, librarian at Robertsville 
Middle School in Oak Ridge, TN, says that 
while more books are being nominated now, 
picture books have a ways to go. For every pic- 
ture book the committee receives, it typically g 
ts three middle grade nominations. 

There’s an accessibility issue, too. Picture books 
and graphic novels often are not issued as accessible au- 
diobooks. Schneider isn’t part of the judging process, but she 
is frustrated when a book wins that she cannot read. 

That happened “the first time a graphic novel was chosen,” 
she says, referring to When Stars Are Scattered by 
Victoria Ja- mieson and Omar Mohamed, a 2021 middle 
school honor title. “Being excluded doesn’t feel good, 
whether you’re five or seventy-five.” 

Schneider was able to read the 
graphic novel eventually, after a 
national library service recorded it. But 
she maintains that publishers should 
make accessible copies of children’s 
books a priority. “If a book is going to 
be required in a school, and there’s a 
blind kid there, what are they supposed 
to do?” 

There have also been critiques of the 
award within the disabled community, 
such as criticisms of recognized titles 
for inaccurately depicting disabilities or 
containing stereotypes. For example, 
Rules by Cynthia Lord, the 2007 
middle school winner, tells the story of 
a nondis- abled child’s frustrations with 
her autis- tic brother; some claimed it 
leaned into 

clude disability within the broader definition of diversity. As 
Schneider says, “Disability is an equal-opportunity thing. Not an 
all-just-white-cis-folk kind of thing.” In a tally of the ra- cial 
diversity of past Schneider winners and honorees, only 16 out of 
72 recognized books were written and/or illustrated by BIPOC 
and/or Latine creators. 

Still, Schneider, the judges, and winning authors acknowl- 
edge many positive changes over two decades. 

All applaud how many current books feature 
characters whose disability isn’t the main focus, 

but they want to see more. The increase in 
mental illness representation is also welcome. 

“To have the committee pick [The Words 
We Keep],” Stewart says, “and recognize 

anxiety and mental health diagnoses as 
disabilities, is a huge step forward for treat- ing, 
recognizing, and talking about mental health.” 

She adds, “The more we can look at these 
types of illnesses as chronic conditions, the more we 

can fight the stigma and get people the help they 
really 

need to live with these type of mental health concerns.” 
To celebrate the 20th anniversary, past Schneider winners and 

their publishers will join the annual luncheon at the ALA 
conference in San Diego this summer. Hess and Sableski say one 
of their favorite parts of being a judge is hearing the sur- prise 
and elation from the winning authors.

stereotypes of autistic people and dehu- manized the brother. 
Others are also concerned by the prevalence of nondis- 

Top: Karol Ruth Silverstein, 2020 middle grade winner. Above, 
seated left to right: 2023 winning and honored authors Gillian 
McDunn, C. C. Harrington, and Erin Stewart sign books.

abled authors whose works are honored by the committee. 
Sableski and Hess would like to see more early chapter 

books submitted, along with fantasy that doesn’t magic away 
disability and books with a broader range of disabilities. Cur- 
rently, they receive a lot of middle grade and YA submissions 
centering mental health, anxiety, learning disabilities, and 
parents with mental illness. 

All the authors and judges emphasized the need to in- 

“It’s been an absolute privilege” to serve on the commit- tee, 
says Hess. And this month, with current and past winners 
gathered to celebrate, she expects to experience the thrilling 
emotions that come with every Schneider Award ceremony, 
complete with hugging, laughter, and tears. 

 

Margaret Kingsbury is a Tennessee-based writer, 
editor, and teacher who is disabled.
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