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75 Years of  Tradition
WHAT IT TAKES TO TAKE  

ON T HE  CAL DECOTT A WAR D

Ellen Fader

T he Association for Library Service to Children (ALSC) and picture book lov-
ers everywhere have spent the past year celebrating the Caldecott Medal’s 75th 

anniversary. In 2013, the Caldecott Award is still going strong, and that, in large part, 
is due to the expertise and dedication of all those who have taken up the mantle of 
Caldecott Committee member. Have you ever wondered just how those �fteen indi-
viduals who make up the Caldecott Award Selection Committee reached that envi-
ous position and received the coveted assignment of choosing the most distinguished 
American picture book of the year?

Every journey to a seat at the Caldecott discussion table begins with an ALSC 
membership. Committee members �rst and foremost are current members of the 
American Library Association (ALA) and ALSC. Not surprisingly, new ALSC 
members often ask how they can earn a spot on a future Caldecott Committee. As 
a common �rst step, new and veteran ALSC members alike take advantage of other 
volunteer opportunities within the association, where they share their talents and 
contribute to the work of the association. By doing this, they learn more about how 
the association works and a�ord other members and division leaders the opportunity 
to get to know them and their talents. 

ELLEN FADER, former youth services director at Multnomah County Library in Port-
land, Oregon, spent 40 years as a librarian dedicated to improving the lives of young people 
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Councilor. In 2012, she received the Oregon Library Association’s Distinguished Service 
Award for exceptional service over a career. She is a proud member of the 2012 Caldecott 
Award Selection Committee, which selected A Ball for Daisy by Chris Raschka as the  
Medal winner.
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 While aspiring Caldecott Committee members get to know the nuts and bolts 
of the organization, they also begin exploring ways to boost their Caldecott-ready 
skills. �ere is no one route to Caldecott service and past committee members have 
taken advantage of any number of opportunities, inside and outside of ALSC, to 
cultivate book evaluation and discussion expertise. Here are a few examples of how 
individuals develop the necessary skills to participate in the Caldecott Committee 
experience.

Read All about I t

�e Randolph Caldecott Medal Committee Manual is the group’s procedural bible; it 
is also available to the public online at the ALSC website, www.ala.org/alsc. �is 
handbook includes a thoughtful selection of recommended reading, including a sec-
tion on picture book art. I t also provides suggestions of ways committee members can 
expand their involvement with picture books and art. Caldecott Committee hopefuls 
�nd these resources useful as well, for exploring the terrain and grooming themselves 
for prospective participation.

Textbooks on children’s literature, like those included on the Caldecott Manual’s 
reading list, detail criteria for evaluation of picture books and explain various aspects 
of artistic merit. Caldecott enthusiasts also use a variety of trade books to familiarize 
themselves with the creative process and bookmaking. �ere are numerous books on 
the market in which award-winning children’s book illustrators speak candidly about 
their craft.

Also among the recommended reading for Caldecott Committee aspirants is 
the revised edition of From Cover to Cover: Evaluating and Reviewing Children’s Books 
(HarperCollins, 2010), a practical guide that uses recently published children’s books 
as touchstones for practicing book evaluation; it also poses helpful questions to con-
sider when evaluating a picture book. �e book’s author, Kathleen T. Horning, is a 
well-known children’s literature expert and director of the Cooperative Children’s 
Book Center of the School of Education at the University of Wisconsin–Madi-
son. She also has o�ered occasional online professional development opportunities 
through ALSC, including a six-week class about the Caldecott Award that explores 
the understanding of distinguished art in picture books—yet another opportunity for 
Caldecott-centric professional development.

Staying on top of trends in children’s book publishing and developments in early 
literacy by reading a wide range of materials is also important, and a great way to 
learn new concepts. For example, visual thinking strategies (VTS) is a technique 
being explored and embraced by a growing number of library sta� and educators; the 
method helps children learn to genuinely look at and talk about art. Reading up on 
VT
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recognition by successfully serving on other committees before setting sights on an 
award committee; reputation and recognition may improve one’s chances of being 
appointed or elected.

�ose who believe they are ready to commit to service on the Caldecott Com-
mittee must realistically ask themselves serious questions and consider all the obliga-
tions, committee-related and otherwise.

Can I a�ord to travel to various cities to attend required meetings? Many employers 
cannot a�ord to pay all or even some travel expenses. A term of service spans 
four conferences: An initial, optional meeting held during the ALA Midwinter 
Meeting, usually in January, is highly recommended. Here the committee mem-
bers and chair meet together for the �rst time to discuss timelines and procedural 
matters, and to explore what it really means to serve on the committee, especially 
focusing on understanding the Caldecott criteria. At ALA Annual Conference 
(usually held in late June or early July), committee members practice their grow-
ing book discussion skills as a group. At the following Midwinter Meeting, com-
mittee members discuss, vote, and announce their �nal selections. Attendance at 
the Annual Conference after selections is optional, but no committee member 
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ted materials are critical for announcing to the wider world the results of all of ALA’s 
youth media award committees. Sworn to secrecy, ALA and ALSC sta� members 
prepare the components—press release, script, PowerPoint slides—of Monday morn-
ing’s high-pro�le Youth Media Awards (YMA) press conference.

Immediately prior to the press conference, Caldecott Committee members 
gather to notify the winners. In the cramped, makeshift press o�ce in the conven-
tion center, the committee huddles together as the chairperson, armed with various 
phone numbers, calls the Medal winner and each Honor book recipient to share the 
news of the committee’s decisions. Many youth literature lovers hunger to hear how 
the winners and honorees learned about their awards and how they reacted. �ere 
are some legendary stories! One winner took his children to school but forgot his 
cell phone when he went to work in his studio. Luckily, he had a second cell phone, 
so after he had charged that phone, the great news of his win �nally made its way 
to him. Another winner, before the availability of widespread cell phone service, was 
unreachable on a cruise ship. Newer authors and illustrators, who don’t know when 
and how ALA makes the award announcements, are especially shocked by their 
instant fame. Some illustrators may know the name of the Caldecott Committee 
chair, and when they hear her name on the phone, become so overwhelmed that they 
cannot even hear what the chair is saying. Others are sure that there’s a mistake: “I  
couldn’t have won the gold!” Committees treasure these personal stories about “their” 
winners.

�e YMA announcements are a thrilling and signi�cant event for Caldecott 
Committee members—and for picture book lovers everywhere. For the 2013 YMA 
press conference, ALA provided for approximately 12,500�webcast�viewers to join 
the more than 1,300 onsite audience members.�ALA makes virtual seats available 
on a �rst-come, �rst-served basis.��ose who are not able to join the webcast can 
still follow results in real time by logging on to the�ALA�Youth Media Awards Face-
book page, or via Twitter by following hashtag #ALAyma. After the press conference, 
ALA’s social media channels provide the opportunity to continue the press confer-
ence excitement. Some award winners and honorees even appear in short YouTube 
videos reacting to their new award-winner status.

No Caldecott Award year is complete without the coda: about 1,200 children’s 
literature fans attend the Newbery-Caldecott Banquet each year at the ALA Annual 
Conference to see the authors and illustrators accept their medals and honor citations. 
A banquet bene�t that comes along with being on the Caldecott Committee is an 
invitation to a pre-event reception that a�ords committee members a chance to speak 
with all the authors and illustrators being honored that evening. By that time in the 
conference, committee members have usually enjoyed the company of these children’s 
literature stars at a variety of publisher-sponsored events. Additionally, publishers 
are often very generous in inviting committee members to be their banquet guests. 
In the acceptance remarks delivered that evening, the Caldecott-winning illustrator 
and Newbery-winning author provide insight into their creative process, and how  
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life has changed for them since the momentous award announcement six months 
earlier.

�e banquet marks the o�cial conclusion of an eventful, all-consuming award 
year. Yet it is not really the end. A year of committee service is a single segment of 
the greater Caldecott legacy being carried forward by each successive committee; as 
one rewarding and hectic award year ends, the next is already hitting its stride. As 
for each committee, the relationships its members develop during their year together 
live on for years to come. �ey get together for meals at subsequent conferences. �ey 
become conference roommates. �ey sit together at future Midwinter YMA press 
conferences and mark the anniversary of their committee service. Each committee 
shares a special experience; only those �fteen individuals will ever know or under-
stand the distinct discussions, dynamics, and camaraderie shared by the group. Like 
the diverse paths taken by ALSC members on their road to the Caldecott Commit-
tee, each committee is unique with its own personality and place in time.

For more than seven decades, children and adults have known the Randolph 
Caldecott Award seal as a mark of quality. A�xed to a book’s front cover, the sticker 
reminds us to examine carefully the art within. �at iconic symbol proclaims that 
this is a book to purchase for a beloved child or for the library’s shelves. Caldecott 


