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Jerry Spinelli has won some of the most prestigious awards given including the Newbery Medal in 1990 for Maniac Magee, the Newbery Honor in 1998 for Wringer, Winner of the Parents' Choice 2000 Fiction Gold Award and ALA Best Books for Young Adults.

Spinelli’s books capture the authentic attitude and patter of his characters.

When asked what led Spinelli to write he says,” When I was sixteen, my high school football team won a big game. That night I wrote a poem about it. The poem was published in the local newspaper, and right about then I stopped wanting to become a Major League shortstop and started wanting to become a writer.”

“I began to see that in my own memories and in the kids around me, I had all the material I needed for a school bagful of books. I saw that each kid is a population unto him- or herself, and that a child's bedroom is as much a window to the universe as an orbiting telescope or a philosopher's study.”
Spotlight on The Library Card

Newberry Award winning author Jerry Spinelli write 4 stories of lives that are changed by an almost magical library card. In the first story Mongoose and Weasel are two boys headed down the wrong path, full of graffiti, shoplifting and not quite making it to school all that often. A simple blue library card leads Mongoose into the library where he finds a book called I Wonder. Filled with amazing facts on bugs and whales and worms that can stretch themselves up to ninety feet. He is captivated and slowly it begins to dawn on him there are other choices in life he just might be interested in. In the story Sonseray a boy finds the very book his long lost mother had found his name in. The story titled April Mendez tell of a girl who is missing the New York Public Library desperately since her parents decided to move to the country and ends up having an adventure on the local bookmobile.

Brenda tells the story of a girl who watches so much TV her parents don’t even know her anymore. But all that is about to change. Her family is going to participate in The Great TV Turn Off Week.  She was in a panic. She had figured it out. She would have to go without TV for one hundred and sixty-eight hours or ten thousand, eight hundred seconds. Her father moves the TV out of her room. Brenda is in shock. Brenda is in withdrawal. She wakes up to a find a library card where the TV had been. Brenda sleeps with the card and dreams of visiting the library. In there she finds a book with her name on it. The book gives all the details of her life. From when she was born to her favorite color until she gets to page fifteen where it said, “one day Brenda turned on the television.”  And from that page on the book is blank. It is a wake up call for Brenda she begins to rediscover her life and herself a little more each day and magically the book in the biography section of the public library called “Brenda” begins to fill with all the details of her rediscovered life and her parents began to know their own beloved daughter again.

Thought Questions


Think about the character Brenda in Spinelli’s The Library Card. Have a class of students estimate the amount of TV and computer play hours they spend in a week. Have them extrapolate the estimate to the amount they would incur in a month and then how much per year give or take vacations and other mitigating activities and events. Then ask the students to divide the hours into other activities they might spend that time on. Compare the results and answers as a class. What ideas did everyone come up with? Add up the total hours of TV and computer play for the year for the entire class. Is it a lot? What kind of numbers could they extrapolate over their years in school or a lifetime?

Spinelli, J. (2000) Stargirl. New York: Scholastic

Jerry Spinelli delves into the world of teen conformity or not. The main character in Stargirl is a home schooled free spirit who is definitely naive of the peer pressure power structure that is in place in Mica High. Mica High is in a community the sprung up around the local technology factories and the town has an instant add water and stir middle-American culture. Add to that one completely nonconformist free spirit and you have the plot for Stargirl. When she first arrives in her homemade clothes that look more like costumes than fashion, the buzz begins on campus, “Have you seen her?” At first no one knows how to pigeon hole her. She does not try to fit in anywhere in fact she starts impromptu serenades on her ukulele with out the slightest sense of embarrassment or fear of what the others might think, imagine that! The student body is clearly not sure of how to accept or reject her. Some how she slips under the radar and her good-hearted cheer and playful antics make her popular. She joins the cheerleaders and cheers, and I mean cheers for everyone including the other team. Leo Borlock is taken by her and forms a friendship and more with this strange free creature. The high school peer pressure tide does turn on her. This cheering for the other side and strangeness must go. Even Leo begs his Stargirl to get normal. And so she does. Like the flick of a light switch, Stargirl is now Susan Julia Caraway in full make up and fashion and very aware of “what everyone else thinks.” 

Spinelli does a great job of examining teenage culture with its issues of conformity and nonconformity in the eccentric character of Stargirl. Does she stay “normal” or does she return to her free spirit…you’ll have to read the book

Spinelli, J. ((1990) Maniac Magee. New York: Little Brown and Company.

Maniac Magee is legend. He’s folklore. Some say he was born in a dump, but he wasn’t. “Some say he kept an eight-inch cockroach on a leash and that rats stood over him when he slept.” Jeffrey Lionel Magee (Maniac) was orphaned at three, when he lost his parents in a car accident. He was shipped off to Aunt Dot and Uncle Dan. He spent eight years in that unhappy home where his aunt and uncle never spoke to each other and then left for a life on his own.

Maniac lives a life like no other boy in the town of Two Mills Pennsylvania. It is a town sharply divided between the white East End and the black West End. It doesn’t seem to matter to Maniac who’s who or what’s where. He makes friends as well as enemies in either side of town. At first Maniac is living on his own but then he’s taken in by the Beale family in the West End, now their neighbors think it’s a bit strange but to Maniac it’s heaven, a “real family.” Maniac is enjoying life and sharing his skills of being the fastest runner, coolest kid, a legend in his own time. But he sees his “family” getting attacked for housing this strange white boy so he does what he has to, he moves into the Elmwood Park Zoo, the buffalo pen. And so goes this improbable but toughing tale of a boy who criss crosses the segregated town of Two Mills in such a way it helps to knit the town together and maybe, just maybe rise above the inherent prejudice that has always existed there.  Jerry Spinelli makes a parable out of the life of one orphan boy called Maniac Magee in this Newbery Award winning book.

Spinelli, J. (1997) Wringer. New York: Janna Cotler Books-Harper Collins.

Palmer LaRue lives in the rural town of Waymer. There are rights of passage in the future for Palmer and he is not looking forward to them. On his ninth birth day there is the “treatment” to get through. Farquar, a bona fide tough guy, gives the boys around town the series of knuckle punches counted off to the years of your birthday while your arm turns into pounded meat (you better not cry or you get an extra). 

Palmer is attracted to the power and prestige of joining the bullies and even making fun of his neighbor and friend Dorothy to gain points with the boys. But Palmer does not seem to be as cold and tough as his counter parts. He’s really dreading Family Fest because this year he will be ten and he will be a wringer. In this small town one of the big events at Family Fest is to truck in thousands of pigeons and hold a charity pigeon slaughter and the lucky wringers get to run out and wring the necks of the wounded not yet dead birds, woohoo. To complicate matters Palmer has a favorite pigeon he helped nurse back to health that may be one of the captured birds entered into the contest. Can Palmer save him? This Newbery Honor Book takes you inside the world of bullies and tough expectations and the choices a boy makes.
Spinelli, J. (1991) There's a Girl in My Hammerlock. New York: Simon & Schuster.

Maisie Potter is minding her own business at the local pool when Eric Delong’s smiling face pops up in front of her with a dazzling smile. There must have been some over sloshing of hormones she figures because all of a sudden, “Classes? Subjects? Forget it. The capital of Canada is Eric Delong. Twelve times twelve equals Eric Delong. The action word in a sentence is Eric Delong.” At first Maisie thinks she’ll get his attention if she makes the cheer leading squad but she’s always been more of an athlete. Maisie decides to try out for the wrestling team that Eric is on. Unfortunately the rest of her friends and school and even other parents and people of the town are not so happy about the idea. Maisie is not a quitter, in fact she is a good athlete and in the end it’s the fact that she’s hung in there, against the odds that is the reward and not so much Eric Delong. A great cast of supporting characters with her funny little sister and her pretty cool parents and oh yeah there is Bernadette her pet rat.

Spinelli, J. (2002) Loser. New York: Joanna Cotler Books.

Donald Zinkoff is one of the best natured kids you’ll ever run into. Always ready to join in a laugh, he doesn’t notice much of the laughter is pointed at him. He’s naive if not a bit slow, messy but well meaning, and he doesn’t seem to win or even understand that he’s not winning in team sports, competitions and everything else that is part of a kid’s school career. Spinelli captures the good hearted bumbling character of Zinkoff as he navigates a student population that is more savvy than himself, though you get the impression that Zinkoff’s naiveté actually gives him a great sense of joy de vivre. 

Spinelli, J. (2005) Milkweed. New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Milkweed, Jerry Spinelli’s latest book takes place in World War II Warsaw as the Germans take over. The narrator is a simple-minded street orphan who thinks his name is stop thief since that’s what people call to him as he steals food to eat. He meets a street gang of Jewish boys whose savvy leader Uri watches out for him and even gives him the name Misha. Misha is not clever but he is small and fast and somehow manages to survive.

Spinelli uses the simple minded Misha to stare into the face of war with out judgment without even understanding just as a witness to the brutality of the Jewish Holocaust and take over of Warsaw. Misha sees it all unblinkingly, the rounding up of the Jews, herding them into the ghetto, the slow starvation and faster brutality that take their lives. Interest Level: YA

Spinelli, J. (1998) Dump Days. Boston: Little Brown and Company.

Summer vacation has arrived for sixth grader J.D. Kidd and his best friend Duke. They plan to have at least one perfect day before vacation ends. No one captures that laid back, teenage boys with a cool plan voice (circa 1988) better than Spinelli. They’re making a list and it’s going to be good. They get more than they bargained as they scheme to make money for their perfect day and run into bullies and see prejudice through the eyes of a Vietnamese girl they meet.
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Awards

1998 Newbery Honor Book

Notable Children's Book of 1998 (ALA)

Best Book of 1997 (School Library Journal)

1997 "Pick of the Lists" (ABA)

1997 Fanfare Honor List (The Horn Book)

1997 Children's Books (NY Public Library)

1997 Books for Youth Editors' Choice (Booklist)

1997 Josette Frank Award (Bank Street College)

