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In tro duc tion

When I went to graduate school for my master’s in li brary science
degree, readers’ ad visory was considered an essential skill for children’s
librarians. Of course, that was be fore the ad vent of personal com puters!
Now li brary em ploy ees have many other re spon si bil i ties, from run ning
computer labs, to main taining home work centers, to man aging branch
libraries with just one or two em ployees. So readers’ advisory for chil -
dren and ’tweens some times gets lost in the shuf fle, and it can be un fa-
miliar to many li brary staff members. Many of us still think of it as a key
skill of youth services li brary staff, but in many cases it is learned on the
job. This book aims to help in that goal, to as sist you with youth read ers’
advisory skills so that readers’ advisory can become one of the main
talents you bring to the job.

Maybe you are a long time adult reference librarian, who now has to
work at the children’s desk as a re sult of cut backs. Or you are a new staff
member at an el ementary school library that can no lon ger af ford a
credentialed li brarian. Or you are the young adult li brarian who was re-
cently pro moted to head of youth services and are quickly learning how
to assist youn ger children. Or you are a new li brarian, in terested in
youth ser vices and children’s books, but have n’t had much experience
yet. All of these sce narios are ex amples of sit uations in which you can
benefit from this book.

When I started as a children’s li brarian twenty-five years ago, we
still worked with the card cat alog. And I was ex pected to read a good
portion of the col lection so I could rec ommend books to chil dren. Now
many chil dren’s li brar i ans have to man age sev eral em ploy ees, write
grants, and per form other du ties that min imize the amount of time they
have to read. Luckily there are Web sites and books that can help with
readers’ ad visory; many are rec ommended in the fol lowing chapters.
Even if you haven’t read a particular book, you can still rec ommend it to
a young person—you just need to know some thing about that book. Of
course reading as many of the books in your collection as possible is still
important and will help you better serve young readers, but some times
reading every ti tle is im possible. That’s where other skills and tools
come in.

Some of you may wonder about the use of the word ’tween in the ti -
tle of this book. As of this writing, ’tween is starting to be come the ac -
cepted term when re ferring to young peo ple be tween the ages of nine
and twelve—they are truly pre teen, but not a small child who needs
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babysitting. ’Tweens are upper el ementary and mid dle school stu dents
who have some independence; they of ten visit the li brary on the way
home from school, without a parent or caregiver. They are a huge mar -
ket, spending considerable amounts of money on popular cul ture items,
from “Spongebob” back packs to Jonas Broth ers mu sic CDs. This book
provides details on assisting them in finding recreational reading, so
they will con tinue to en joy reading and not just read for homework.

Serving younger children is also ad dressed in this book, from assist-
ing par ents and pre schoolers who want to find picture books, to helping
kindergarteners and first graders find easy readers they can tackle on
their own, to encouraging second and third graders to move up from
easy readers to transitional fic tion, which are shorter chapter books, to
the full-fledged novels they will read as ’tweens. There are chap ters fo -
cusing on each of these types of books, go ing into more de tail on how to
help children find books that are a good “fit” for them and packed with
lists of additional books.

Your li brary may not own ev ery book men tioned in this guide. But it 
is likely to carry some of these books, which are of ten very popular and
may have been re quested any way. If your li brary needs to add books to
meet read ers’ ad vi sory de mands, con sider pur chas ing pa per back cop ies
of some of the more pop ular books men tioned here so you have some -
thing on hand when it is time to do readers’ advisory. This book also lists
helpful Web sites that of fer even more ti tles you can rec ommend, es pe-
cially for the “fussy” reader who does n’t seem tempted by any of your
recommendations.

Readers’ ad visory can and should in clude nonfiction, folklore, po-
etry, and graphic novels as well fiction. Many young peo ple en joy these
types of books for rec reational read ing. You’ll also find some tips on pro -
moting books, from booktalking, to book lists, to dis plays, to pro gram-
ming ideas. There should be some thing here even for longtime
children’s li brarians look ing to freshen up their readers’ ad visory reper-
toire. You may even find books here that you want to read yourself!

As you be gin to ex plore this book, you may want to start a file or da-
tabase of these ti tles, so you have them at your fin gertips when it is time
to do some read ers’ ad visory. How you use the book is up to you; it was
written to as sist the many peo ple ded icated to helping children in the li-
brary and to make that job eas ier. With so many libraries facing cutbacks,
many of us need to learn new skills and serve a wider va riety of patrons,
including young people, and this book is in tended to help face that
challenge.

xii  \ Introduction



Chapter 1

Readers’ Advisory

If you work at a library, you may have been the type of child who
read af ter bed time, with a flashlight under the covers. Read ing and talk -
ing about books is one rea son many of us joined the li brary pro fession,
whether as a li brarian or one of the vi tal sup port staff who works at the
children’s desk. Helping a per son find the an swer to a home work ques-
tion is of ten straightforward, but finding books a child or ’tween might
like is a more nuanced and subjective skill.

This first chapter cov ers some basic skills needed to di agnose what a
young reader might like. If you were a waiter, you wouldn’t au tomati-
cally order a dish for a customer without first asking about that person’s
likes and dislikes, allergies, or other needs. It’s the same with read ers’
advisory: you want to find out a lit tle about the per son be fore of fering
rec re ational reading suggestions.

Connecting children with books that will soon become their fa vor-
ites can be very re warding. Li brary staff and vol unteers at all lev els, from 
the li brary aides who shelve books to the li brary di rector, probably came
to work in a li brary because they loved reading. So do ing readers’ advi-
sory may tap into your pas sion for books. You don’t have to have read
every book in the children’s room to do readers’ ad visory, but it does re -
quire some knowledge of books and chil dren, as well as in terpersonal
communication skills, like be ing a good listener and being patient.
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Definition of Readers’ Advisory

Readers’ ad visory is usu ally thought of as finding recreational read-
ing, as op posed to find ing books for home work as signments or books on
how to draw or play a sport, for example. So read ers’ ad visory of ten
means finding fic tion books for the cus tomer, similar to hand-selling in
an independent book store. It can be very challenging, like picking out
clothes for some one you don’t know. This can be made even more diffi-
cult if the child the books are for is not there. Sometimes par ents are at
the li brary to pick up books for their chil dren, but the children aren’t
there to add their in put. This makes readers’ advisory more difficult, but
not impossible.

Children are often more flexible in their recreational reading than
adults. We all have an aunt or grand mother who only reads mysteries,
but a child who is a huge fantasy or Harry Potter fan may be will ing to
try historical novels such as Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Lit tle House se ries or
an an imal story such as Wilson Rawls’s Where the Red Fern Grows. Be -
cause chil dren are cu rious, they of ten take chances with their reading
choices.

Understanding Readers

When chil dren are your cus tomers, it can be helpful to understand
some ba sics of child de velopment to serve them better. There can be
some de vel op men tal rea sons for chil dren’s in abil ity to ex press their
needs or to work ef ficiently in the li brary. Knowing a few facts about
child de velopment can help us be better listeners and more pa tient with
younger customers. It can also remove the filter be tween you and the
child and make your in teractions more effective.

It is of ten de termined by child de velopment spe cialists that children
under the age of eight can not always tell right from wrong or tell reality
from imag ination. That is why age eight is re ferred to as “the age of rea-
son” for children to be able to be on their own. Many li braries will have a
policy that children must be at least eight to be in the li brary with out
adult su pervision. These rules are based on child de velopment prin ci-
ples. Those who work with children will no tice that they may have to tell
a five-year-old the same rules over and over, but a nine-year-old may re-
member from one min ute to the next that there is a rule against run ning
in the li brary. If the five-year-olds for get, you have to re mind them ev ery
time they come to the library. There fore, when the child is younger than
eight, the read ers’ ad visor often talks to both the parent and child.
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Early childhood is ages three to eight, an age group that is usually in
the li brary with a par ent or care giver. This age group takes great pride in
accomplishments, so let them help in find ing books they re quest; even if
they can not type, let them watch you use the on line cat alog. Part ner with 
them to help them find what they are requesting in stead of just hand ing
it to them.

Later childhood is ages nine to twelve. Children in this category will
often go to the li brary with out an adult; this is the group re ferred to as
’tweens. If an adult does come to the library with a ’tween, of ten the child 
will sep arate from the adult when it comes time to ask for ma terials.
Children in this age group are very good at con crete prob lem solving, are 
industrious, and take ini tiative. These chil dren like to use online com-
puters to find their own ma terials or may want you to just as sist while
they take the lead. Part ner with ’tweens when do ing read ers’ ad visory,
and they are more likely to accept your suggestions.

Adolescents, or teens, en joy mak ing their own de cisions. Par ents and
other adults, in cluding librarians and teach ers, can show them the results
of their search and help them choose again for dif ferent re sults if that is
what is needed, but teens are trying to sep arate from childhood and show
their independence. They of ten need time to day dream, and may be for-
getful, but they will ap preciate any adult help that co mes across as
nonjudgmental. ’Tweens often have many of these characteristics, too.

Brain Development

Recent stud ies on brain development in babies and very young chil -
dren have been featured prominently in news mag azines and on tele vi-
sion. A great deal of pressure is placed on parents to, from day one, read
to ba bies and help them de velop lan guage skills, use their imaginations,
be stimulated visually and with music, and challenge themselves. Par -
ents may ask for books on physics for a three-year-old. The li brary can
help by of fering great pic ture books, mu sic CDs for children, and
CD-ROM learning games that are age appropriate, as well as parenting
books. But pre schoolers still do not have the fine mo tor skills needed to
keyboard, and parents may need to be helped to learn what their chil -
dren, even the most ad vanced, can and can not be ex pected to do. Then
these par ents should be pre pared to help their children with tasks they
are capable of do ing rather than frustrating them with tasks they cannot
do. Also, ev ery child in a par ticular age group is not at the same develop-
mental level, so a great rule of thumb is to be flexible and let parents
determine what books would be the best “fit” for their children.
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Children and Their Needs

Studies by Abra ham Maslow, Erik Erikson, or Jean Piaget provide
more in for ma tion about child de vel op ment in gen eral. Ba si cally, each of
these au thors outlined a hi erarchy of needs in childhood. A sum mary of
what may fit a child, depending on his or her age, is that children under
age six are trying to achieve au tonomy, children ages six to nine are de -
veloping ini tiative, those ages nine to twelve are be coming in dustrious,
and teens are es tablishing their identity. That is one rea son pre schoolers
frequently say “No!”; they are es tablishing autonomy. Teens may seem
rude, but don’t take it personally; they are defining who they are.

Children and Choices

Just like adults, children should be of fered choices while in the li -
brary. Let them look at books both above and be low their grade level and 
see what they choose. Children will often choose non fiction books that
may be too dif ficult to read from cover to cover, but will serve a need be -
cause the pho tographs are well done. If you pro vide choices, chil dren are 
more likely to leave with some thing; if you only offer one book, there is a
greater chance that it won’t be what they want, and they will leave
empty handed.

Reader Response Theory

There is a new push by teachers to al low children to choose what
they want to read, rather than as signing ev eryone the same book to read.
Librarians have done this for a long time, but ed ucators have done re-
search to show that this allows for more growth by the reader. Nancie
Atwell’s The Reading Zone outlines this the ory, which is of ten re ferred to
as “reader re sponse theory.” Ac cording to this theory, readers respond
better to books when they are al lowed to choose what to read; reading
ability also increases. Readers bring mean ing to the texts; a reader’s
background in fluences what the text means to that person. So al lowing
the reader to choose what to read is es sential. That is one rea son the read -
ers’ ad visory experience is a partnership be tween you and the reader;
you work to gether to find books that person may en joy. Ask ing children
and ’tweens to name books they have al ready read and en joyed is one
way to use reader re sponse the ory to as certain what books they might
enjoy in the future. By cel ebrating their en thusiasm for books they men -
tion, you can make young readers feel validated. They will listen to your
suggestions if you re spond pos itively to the books they say they like.
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Preparing to Do Readers’ Advisory

If you are ex pected to do read ers’ ad visory with youth, there are
many things you can do to keep up on new ti tles, familiarize yourself
with pop u lar ma te ri als, and dis cover what of fer ings will be suc cess ful.
You have already started by read ing this man ual. Many library staff also
reg u larly read pro fes sional jour nals such as Horn Book, School Li brary
Journal, Kirkus, Book list, and Pub lish ers Weekly to fol low the trends in
books for youth.

Looking over the new books for chil dren and ’tweens be fore they
are put out on the shelves is a great short cut to keep ing up with what
your li brary has. Look at the new chil dren’s books regularly and make a
note of au thors you see of ten or types of nov els you see in abun dance,
such as fan tasy or pop ular nonfiction topics. You may not have time to
read all the new books, but you can look at the book jackets and read the
inside flaps to find out what they are about so you can of fer them when
doing readers’ advisory.

Another way to discover what is pop ular and in de mand is to ob -
serve what books for children and ’tweens are reg ularly being reserved
and what ap pears regularly on the return shelves. This can be a quick
and easy way to see what is popular in your community.

Fa mil iar ize your self with the chil dren’s pa per back books; ’tweens
often pre fer them for rec reational reading. See which se ries you own and 
which pa perbacks look worn; these are often the most popular.

Finally, shelf-read areas in the chil dren’s section to see which books
are popular. If a shelf looks in pris tine con dition, it may not con tain
books in de mand (unless a page just did shelf-reading in that sec tion).
Notice shelves in disarray; these of ten con tain books in demand. Shelves
that are messy is one in dicator that the library is being used, and that the
par tic u lar area con tains pop u lar ma te ri als. Straighten and shelf-read
that area so it is presentable for the next customer, but keep it in mind the 
next time you do readers’ advisory.

Readers’ Advisory Interview

When be ing asked for reading recommendations, first find out if the
book will be read for fun or used for home work. If it is for home work, the 
teacher may have said the book had to be at least a certain length, per-
haps 100 pages, or about a certain topic. The teacher also may have spec i-
fied it be from a list, or that it be a Newbery-winning novel. A teacher
may also spec ify that it be a mystery, or historical fic tion, or a “classic”;
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determining if the re quest is for a book report for school leads you to reg-
ular reference in terview questions, such as “Do you have the hand out
from your teacher describing the as signment?” Some times, even when
reading for “fun,” children need a book from a read ing incentive pro-
gram like Ac celerated Reader or Scholastic Reading Counts! (SRC), and
not all books are on these lists.

If you de termine that the re quest is for a book for fun and not spe cif-
ically re lated to home work, there are sev eral questions you can ask to
help dis cover the child’s reading interests.

Begin by asking if the child can re call a recent book he or she read for
fun. If, for ex ample, the an swer is Ramona by Beverly Cleary, you can of -
fer other books by that au thor. Or you can of fer other hu morous con tem-
porary novels with a quirky girl main character, such as Barbara Park’s
Junie B. Jones, Megan McDonald’s Judy Moody, or Paula Danziger’s Am ber 
Brown. The book the child men tions will also help you de termine the
child’s reading level.

Next, ask what grade the child is in. This can help determine what
the child can han dle in the way of social is sues and give an in dication of
reading level, but not al ways, be cause some children in the same grade
read way be low or way above that grade level. Also ask if the book is for
that per son, be cause some chil dren visit the li brary to ob tain books for a
sibling. If you are dealing with the parent, you may want to ask if it is for
a boy or girl, be cause some times gen der plays a part in what type of
books are requested, especially for chil dren ages eight and above.

Readers’ Advisory Questions

Following are some common ques tions you can use when do ing the
read ers’ ad vi sory in ter view. Re mem ber, you are not pry ing, or in vad ing
someone’s privacy; you are just try ing to de termine what that per son
would en joy in the way of recreational reading.

�What grade are you in?

� Is this for homework or to read for fun?

� Can you think of a book you read before? (for younger children)

� Can you think of a book you read and liked? (for ’tweens)

� Is this for you or for a brother or sister? (or for a child, if an adult is
asking)

�Would you like something true (nonfiction) or a made-up story?
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� Do you have a favorite book series?

� Do you have a favorite author?

� Do you like books that are scary or funny?

� Is there a hobby or sport you like?

�What movies and TV shows do you like?

Once you get some answers, you can start narrowing down the type
of book that the young person might like. More detail about how to do
that is provided below.

Body Language and Helpful Nonverbal Cues

The way you present your self to the child or ’tween can make a big
difference in how he or she re sponds to your questions. Many children
are shy, or they have been taught not to bother an adult who looks busy.
We have all had the un happy experience of be ing waited on by a sales
clerk who clearly seems too busy to want to help us; you do not want to
convey that at titude when do ing read ers’ ad visory. Here are some non -
verbal clues that can pos itively in fluence the ex change be tween you and
a young person when do ing the read ers’ ad visory interview:

� Make eye contact.

� Smile.

� Listen with your full attention. Put away other work.

� Hold your arms and hands in a relaxed position (not crossed, no
hands on hips).

� Be patient and unhurried.

� Provide several books to choose from.

�Walk away and let the person choose without pressure.

� Check back to see if additional suggestions are needed.

�When the person checks out, ask whether he or she enjoyed the
books selected.

Body Language and Helpful Nonverbal Cues  / 7



Finding Books for Children and ’Tweens

Once you have con ducted the readers’ ad visory in terview, there are
several ways to find books for chil dren and ’tweens. Of ten you can start
by using the online cat alog; if a ’tween asked for a novel and likes basket-
ball, you can start by searching “basketball—fiction” or “bas ketball—ju-
venile fiction.” The cat alog can be a helpful tool in finding what the child
is asking for, from pic ture books about trains for a preschooler, to vam-
pire novels for the mid dle schooler who loved Stephenie Meyer’s Twi-
light and would like some thing sim ilar.

Another handy way to find books to recommend is to use hand outs,
such as “Great Books for Boys” and “Great Books for Girls.” Pa per hand-
outs are an easy and useful way to help peo ple find books; these hand -
outs can be especially helpful to parents pick ing out books for their
children who are not at the li brary with them. This book also explores
other pro fessional books, Web sites, and ways to find books for young
readers.

Read-Alikes

If the ’tween is able to name a book he or she read in the past and en -
joyed, try to find similar books. These are known as “read-alikes.” If
there is a reg ular request for certain ti tles or types of books, you may
want to cre ate hand outs; for ex ample, so many ’tweens finished the
Harry Potter se ries and re quested other books that were sim ilar, that
many li braries wrote up lists of other fantasy nov els about kids with
mag i cal pow ers.

Finding Read-Alikes

If you discover the name of a book that the ’tween en joyed, there are
a few steps you can take to find some thing sim ilar. One is to look at the
genre: Was the book a mys tery, ad venture story, or hu morous novel?
Then you can find other books in that genre (there is more dis cussion of
genre fic tion in chapter 6).

Of course you may also of fer other books by that same au thor. If a
’tween liked one Roald Dahl novel, it is likely he or she will enjoy his
other books. Al though some au thors like Dahl don’t write books in a se -
ries, many of their books have a similar style and elements that ap peal to
a reader.
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