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Editorial

Welcome to the June edition of TLM.  This 
month  we  start  with  the  Age  Banding 
controversy that seems to be dividing the 
world  of  Children's  (and  Teens)  Books. 
We  also  take  a  look  at  Spellbinding  – 
Cumbria's  successful  Secondary  School 
Book Award as well as some new releases 
from  Classical  Comics   and  this  years 
Book Trust competition for Teen writers.

The Age Banding Controversy 

Most  of  the  coverage  to  date  seems  to 
have  been  focussing  on  the  anti  age 
banding   campaign.   There  has  been 
some coverage from the pro age banding 
side, but it has been sporadic and largely 
in the comments section of news websites 
and on weblogs.  One of the best  articles 
(and most balanced views) looking at the 
pro  side  comes  from  Phil  Bradley's 
weblog. I contacted Mr Bradley with a view 
to  gaining  permission  to  run  his  work  in 
this newsletter.  His piece follows on after 
the No to Age banding article.  During our 
correspondence  he  mentioned  that  while 
not being totally wedded to the idea of age 
banding  he felt that the hysteria from the 
anti camp had pushed him to consider the 
alternate view. Therefore, he stresses that 
whilst he understands there are arguments 
for  both  sides,   he  wanted  to  give  the 
minority view a bit more coverage.   

No to Age Banding

We  are  writers,  illustrators,  librarians, 
teachers,  booksellers,  publishers, 
educationalists,  psychologists,  parents 
and grandparents. Some of the writers and 
illustrators have a measure of control over 
what appears on the covers of their books; 
others have less.
But we are all agreed that the proposal to 
put  an age-guidance figure on books for 
children is ill-conceived,  damaging to the 
interests  of  young  readers,  and  highly 
unlikely, despite the claims made by those 
publishers promoting the scheme, to make 
the slightest difference to sales.
We take this step to disavow publicly any 
connection  with  such  age-guidance 

figures, and to state our passionately-held 
conviction  that  everything  about  a  book 
should  seek  to  welcome  readers  in  and 
not keep them out.

Here are some of our reasons:

• Each  child  is  unique,  and  so  is 
each  book.  Accurate  judgements 
about  age  suitability  are 
impossible, and approximate ones 
are worse than useless. 

• Children  easily  feel  stigmatized, 
and  many  will  put  aside  books 
they  might  love  because  of  the 
fear of being called babyish. Other 
children  will  feel  dismayed  that 
books of  their  ‘correct’  age-group 
are too challenging, and will be put 
off reading even more firmly than 
before. 

• Age-banding seeks to help adults 
choose  books  for  children,  and 
we're  all  in  favour  of  that;  but  it 
does so by giving them the wrong 
information.  It’s  also  likely  to 
encourage  over-prescriptive  or 
anxious  adults  to  limit  a  child's 
reading  in  ways  that  are 
unnecessary and even damaging. 

• Everything about a book is already 
rich  with  clues  about  the  sort  of 
reader  it  hopes  to  find  –  jacket 
design,  typography,  cover  copy, 
prose  style,  illustrations.  These 
are  genuine  connections  with 
potential  readers,  because  they 
appeal to individual preference. An 
age-guidance figure is a false one, 
because it implies that all children 
of that age are the same. 

• Children  are  now  taught  to  look 
closely at  book covers for all  the 
information they convey. The hope 
that  they will  not  notice  the age-
guidance  figure,  or  think  it 
unimportant, is unfounded. 

• Writers take great care not to limit 
their readership unnecessarily. To 
tell a story as well and inclusively 
as  possible,  and  then  find 
someone  at  the  door  turning 
readers  away,  is  contrary  to 
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everything we value about books, 
reading and literature itself. 

To sign up and show your support for this 
statement,  send  an  email  to 
signup@notoagebanding.org.  Your  name 
and any relevant description (e.g. author, 
librarian, bookseller)  will  be published on 
the website. 
http://www.notoagebanding.org/ 

Phil Bradley's take on the whole affair:

Age banding for Children's Books 

There's  a great  deal  of  fuss going on at 
the  moment  over  the  decision  by  some 
publishers  to  provide  an  age  rating 
guidance  system  for  children's  books. 
From the autumn, book covers will bear a 
sign stating they are intended for readers 
aged  5+,  7+,  9+,  11+  and  13+/teen. 
According to the Telegraph, Philip Pullman 
leads author revolt against age banding for 
children's books. There is also a website 
where people can sign a petition against 
this  -  Notoagebanding  which  has  the 
support  of  various  authors,  academics, 
bookshop  owners  and  librarians;  in  total 
607 to date. There's also an article in the 
Guardian  'Authors  rebel  against  age 
ranges on books' while the Bookseller has 
also reported on the story. Details on the 
system  are  available  directly  from  The 
Children's  Book  Group  at  the  Publishers 
Association.  

I've been looking around to see what other 
organisations  have  said,  and  the  results 
are 'not much really'.  The School Library 
Association  hasn't  said  anything  on  its 
website, though on their home page they 
are  offering  book  lists  called  'Riveting 
Reads' 3-6, 6-8, 8-12. Nothing from CILIP 
either.  To  be  honest,  I  think  they're  the 
sensible  ones.  My  opinion  (and  at  this 
point feel free to stop reading unless you 
actually  want  my  opinion!)  is  that  both 
sides of  this  argument really  need to  go 
and get lives. It's been a while since I've 
seen such a fuss about nothing. It has to 
be said that  the people against this idea 
are  coming  up  with  great  hyperbole  - 
calling  it  a  'disaster',  'ridiculous',  'a  very 
bad idea'. According to Mal Peet, "Sooner 
or  later  this  age  ranging  is  going  to 
degenerate  into  a  moral  code,"  he  said, 
"which would  be terrible."  (Those quotes 
from the Guardian article). It gets better, or 
worse,  depending  on  your  viewpoint. 
Francesca Simon, author of the bestselling 
Horrid Henry series said, "It's about getting 
rid  of  bookshops,"  she  suggested.  "It's 
about selling books through supermarkets 
or  over  the  internet,  without  the  kind  of 
specialist  guidance  you  can  get  from  a 
bookseller."  

Must  be nice to  live  in her world,  where 
she's  got  easy  access  to  specialist 
guidance  from  booksellers.  I  find  it 
interesting that there's no reference to age 
banding  for  films,  but  presumably  these 
same people  would  be happy to  let  a  6 
year  old  watch  a  film  that  wasn't 
appropriate  for  their  age  group?  No,  of 
course  not.  Another  objection  is  that 
children might be embarrassed to be seen 
reading a book that wasn't appropriate for 
their  age.  Children  really  do  need to  be 
treated  with  a  little  more sense  I  think  - 
they're intelligent enough to realise that a 
particular  book  is  going  to  appeal  to  a 
particular  age range -  they don't  need a 
sticker on the back to know that! In fact, it 
wouldn't surprise me if any child reading a 
book  is  going  to  get  hassle  from  the 
children who aren't, irrespective of the age 
range.

Amazon  have  provided  age  range 
guidance on books for children for a long 
time  and  Borders  Bookshop  provide  the 
same thing on their price stickers, but I've 
not  seen  Philip  Pullman  getting  his 
knickers in a twist over that! In fact, on that 
note it's interesting to see that a book by 
Edith  Nesbit  entitled  'The  Power  of 
Darkness' is rated as fiction for 8-12 year 
olds,  when  in  actual  fact  it's  a  book  of 
horror  short  stories  for  adults  (one  story 
dealing not that obliquely with sex with a 
corpse), so I wonder just how effective this 
is  going  to  be  anyway.  

The whole thing is a fiasco in a teacup if 
you ask me. 

You can read Phil Bradley's follow-up post 
here:  http://tinyurl.com/5la9zl 

**

Author News

Congratulations  go  out  to  Philip  Reeves 
for winning the 2008 Carnegie Award with 
his novel  Here Lies Arthur and to Malorie 
Blackman for being awarded an OBE for 
Services to Children's' Literature.

**

Spellbinding, the Cumbrian Secondary 
Schools Book Award

Just recently,  78 youngsters representing 
27 schools voted for their favourite book - 
Skulduggery  Pleasant-   by Derek Landy. 
The poet Mike Garry, one of the Literacy 
Trust's Reading Champions, was compere 
for  the  day  and  was  fantastic.
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Background  information  

Spellbinding,  the  Cumbrian  Secondary 
Schools'  Book Award,  is  now in  its  sixth 
year and is organised by Library Services 
for Schools. It is currently supported by the 
University  of  Cumbria.  Building  on  the 
success of last year the scheme has seen 
pupils  from reading groups  in  secondary 
schools nominate their favourite book. The 
Award day was this week - June 18. On 
the  day  pupils  from  all  the  participating 
schools reviewed, debated and discussed 
the  shortlisted  books.

Aimed at pupils in secondary schools aged 
11-14  the  award  aims  :

*  To  create  enthusiasm  and  excitement 
about  books  and  reading  for  pleasure
*  Give  pupils  the  opportunity  and 
confidence  to  discuss  and  express  their 
own  views
*  Improve  critical  oral  skills
*  Raise  the  profile  of  reading  and  the 
library  in  the  schools

How  does  it  work?

• All secondary schools in Cumbria are 
invited to put forward suggestions for 
the  short  list  -  Dec  07
* A list of 10 books has been drawn up
*  Pupils  meet  in  their  individual 
schools  and  discuss  the  books  they 
have read & then vote for their top 3
*  The  three  books  with  the  highest 
number of votes form the short list for 
the  award  day.

The  Award  Day

* Pupils from each participating school 
form  the  final  judging  panel
*  Pupils  will  have  re-read  the  short 
listed  books
*  After  a brief  discussion pupils  vote 
for  their  favourite  book
*  The  wining  book  is  announced
* Each pupil taking part in this special 
day will receive a certificate

Skulduggery Pleasant

Mike Garry performing his poetry rap
**

Classical Comics New Titles

Classical  Comics,  publishers  of  high 
quality  unabridged  graphic  novel 
adaptations of classical works of literature, 
are  releasing several  new titles  over  the 
next few months.  

In  September  Jane  Eyre by  Charlotte 
Bronte will be released.

As is Mary Shelley's Frankenstein
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September  sees  the  release  of A 
Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens.

Previews  of  the  books  are  available  to 
download  here: 
http://www.classicalcomics.com/previews.
html 

Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging 

The  film  based  on  the  book  Angus, 
Thongs  and  Full-Frontal  Snogging  by 
Louise Rennison will  be released on the 
25th July.   It  was  directed  by  Gurinder 
Chada who directed  Bride and Prejudice 
and Bend it Like Beckham.

**

Booktrust is inviting young writers to enter 
a  short  story  competition  to  give 
themselves  a  chance  to  join  the  judging 
panel  for  their  internationally  acclaimed 
Booktrust Teenage Prize 2008.

The charity that encourages people of all 
ages  to  enjoy  reading  has  set  the 
challenge for young writers aged 11-16 to 
write a 500- word short story with the title 
My Great Escape.

The title ties in with the National Year of 
Reading’s  theme  for  June  which  is 
Reading Escapes.

The 4 best short stories will  win their 
authors  a  place  on  the  judging  panel 
for the Booktrust Teenage Prize 2008.

They  will  join  the  journalist  and  novelist 
Amanda  Craig,  librarian  Emma  Sherriff, 
author  Julia  Bell,  Children’s  Books 
Specialist  John  McLay  and  Matthew 
Sawyer, a young judge whose short story 
won him a place on the judging panel last 
year.

The entry form is available for download 
here:  http://tinyurl.com/5uv9wh     

**

Submissions

If anyone would like to submit an article or 
idea for inclusion in the newsletter, please 
send it to teenlibraryservice@gmail.com

 **

Subscription to TLM

Subscribing to TLM is free, just send an 
e-mail  to:  teenlibraryservice@gmail.com 
and ask to be added to the mailing list.
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the eight questions.
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Eight Questions with…  Celia Rees

Q1.  What  influenced  your  decision 
to write for Teenagers?

I   was  teaching  English  in  a 
comprehensive school and started writing 
in response to my students and the books 
that  they  liked  to  read.  They  wanted 
exciting,  fast paced books, that were not 
patronising  or  proselytising,  that  were 
almost  adult  in  style  and complexity,  but 
which had teenagers firmly at the centre of 
the story.  I  began with thrillers and have 
gone on to write other kinds of novels in 
different genre, but I have never forgotten 
those  first  principles  set  down  by  my 
students.

Q2.  How do you get into the heads 
of your characters?

I imagine them as real people and begin to 
think like them. If  the character is strong 
enough, it is not that difficult.

Q3.   Do you know instinctively what 
will appeal to Teens or is it more a hit 
or miss process? 
        
Although I am aware of my readers, I don’t 
consciously think about what will appeal to 
them.  If  the  characters  are  convincing, 
what  happens  to  them  believable,  the 
story engaging and exciting, then the book 
will  appeal.  I  have to  trust  my instinct.  I 
can’t afford to be hit and miss!   

Q4.   What is the most satisfying part 
of the writing process for you?

I enjoy every part of it, from the excitement 
of  the  initial  idea  to  the  satisfaction  of 
seeing the finished book. 

Q5.   Do you ever read the works of 
other  Teen/YA  authors?   If  yes  what 
can you   recommend? 

I do read other teen/YA authors, partly to 
see ‘what’s out there’ and partly because 
some of them write very good books! I’ve 
just  read  Lian  Hearn’s  Heaven’s  Net  is 
Wide – I’m a big fan of her Otori books. I 
also recently read Theresa Bresslin’s The 
Nostrodamus Prophecy  and  I’m reading 
Marry Hoffman’s City of Secrets  – I  really 
love her Stravaganza books. 

Q6.   Are  any  of  your  novels  based 
on personal experiences?

All  fiction  is  to  some  degree  based  on 
one’s  own  experience  augmented  by 
imagination.  No  matter  how  fantastic, 
books have to be grounded in some kind 
of  reality.  It  helps  to  use  real  people, 
myself included, as the starting points for 
characters,  although  the  characters  will 
change  quickly  and  grow  into  someone 
else  entirely.   Similarly  with  settings.  I 
often  set  the  books  in  places  I  know  – 
Coventry appears in The Vanished, Bristol 
in  Pirates!,  and Sovay  hails  from 
Warwickshire.  I  do  not  see  fiction  as  a 
form of  autobiography  and  I  rarely  write 
directly from my own life, although I have 
done so in The Bailey Game and Truth or 
Dare.

Q7.  Are  you  working  on  anything 
new  at  the  moment  (or  do  you  have 
anything planned?

I am working on a new book called Illyria. 
It  is  set  in  Shakespeare’s  time  and  is 
based on Twelfth Night.

Q8.   Do you ever do Library visits to 
Teen Reading Groups?  If yes, what is 
the  best  way to  get  into  contact  with 
you or your agent about it?

I  do Library  visits  and I’m happy to  visit 
Teen Reading Groups. I can be contacted 
through my web site  www.celiarees.com, 
or via one of my publishers. 
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