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C h i l d r e n ' s  b o o k  a w a r d s :  

a r e  t h e y  e f f e c t i v e ?

Heather Fisher, Teacher-librarian, New England Girls' School, Armidale

I w as the N SW  judge for the C h ild ren 's  
Book C o u n c il of A u stra lia  (C B C ) for a 
fascinating two years. It was an exhaust

ing exp erience , but a growth opportunity:
I gained deeper and broader knowledge of 
children's books, participated in intense liter
ary debate and rigorous analysis of literature. 
In my two-year term I read and reviewed over 
700 titles, culm inating in the annual national 
judge's conference to decide the C BC  short 
lists and the Books of the Year. For those two 
years, daytim e work used the daylight hours 
and C B C  reading used the night-time hours 
-  any other life was out of the question as 
the deadlines loomed regularly and midnight 
oil burned constantly. During the course of 
this very special and privileged experience, 
significant questions occurred to me and in 
searching for answers, there seemed to be a 
gap in the body of knowledge.
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Do book awards make a d if
ference? W h o  do book aw ards 
benefit? W hat kinds of benefits do 
book awards bring? How long do 
the benefits of book awards last? 
Exactly  what do book awards tell 
us? Are book awards' criteria ap
propriate for the contem porary  
children's literature scene?

Despite yearning for 
a long period of sleep , 
and a deep desire to read 
so m eth in g  ad u lt a fter 
a tw o-year diet of c h il
dren's and YA literature, 
these im portant q u es
tions were insistent. And 
so, immediately my term 
as a judge was finished,
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Australia but also the very active grass-roots 
'children's choice' awards and there are over
seas awards which public libraries in particu
lar respect. G iven the huge number of book 
awards globally, I'm focussing on those that 
are influential in Australia.

Second, who are the main players? There 
are publishers, booksellers, authors, teach
ers and their classes, teacher-librarians and 
their students and public librarians and their 
c lients and parents of ch ild ren  and young 
adults. Each group responds d ifferently  to 
aw ards; som e ap prec iating  the econom ic 
b enefits , w h ile  o thers s im p ly  en jo y  the 
reading pleasure, and some are passionate 
about the educational value of high quality 
children's literature. So I am asking a w ide 
range of pub lishers , bookse lle rs , authors, 
teachers, teacher-librarians and their clients 
to respond to a questionnaire. A sample from 
each group w ill be asked to be case studies, 
to add particular, specific detail to the more 
general picture. Hopefully it w ill be possible 
to build up a profile of responses that answer 
my questions.

It is assum ed that book aw ards are a 
'good thing'. Months ahead of the date, an
ticipation , pub lic ity  and hype focus on the 
announcem ent of an aw ard -w inn ing  title . 
Authors w ill exp e rien ce  a m ix of intense 
pleasure and pride at w inning a book award; 
there is also pleasure and relief at the pros-
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pect of econom ic benefits. The publisher of 
the w inning title enjoys the reputation boost 
and contem plates the expected econom ic 
benefits. Th is is not to deny the genuine 
pleasure publishers enjoy at the success of 
one of their titles.

This is in contrast w ith the market end of 
the spectrum , the adults and ch ildren who 
'consum e' the w inning titles. Aside from the 
purchase price, there are no econom ic fac
tors. The prim ary effects are more matters of

engagement, in
terest, enjoyment 
and satisfaction. 
Teachers may fo
cus on w inn ing  
titles for c la s s 
room activ ities. 
Public librarians 
and te a ch e r- li
b ra r ia n s  m ay 
add these titles 
to their c o lle c 
t io n s , c re a te  
c o m p e t it io n s , 
devise attractive 
d isp lays to fo
cus on the w in 
ning titles and 
introduce them
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to their classes. Parents 
m ay seek these title s 
out and make the titles 
accessib le  to their c h il
dren . For these custo 
dians of children, these 
promoters of literature, 
the focus is on interest, 
engagem ent, p ass io n , 
educational benefit and 
the pursuit of high qual
ity literature.

In all these cohorts, 
it w ill be interesting to 
investigate how long the 
benefits of awards, w ith 
all their by-products and 
m ultip lier effects, last.

This research is be
ing undertaken as the 
project for a profession
al doctorate and results 
w ill be circulated in lit
erary and professional 
lib rarian  c irc le s . M y investigations w ill fill 
gaps in the current knowledge and provide 
an informed fram ework around the process 
of book awards, whether they be Australian 
or originate overseas and whether they have 
an econom ic or cultural outcome. ■
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