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Research that examines the interests, behaviors, and preferences of young adults is
often conducted by those scholars who hold an affinity for young adult resources.
This is evident amongst the three scholars writing this article who have each
contributed to the dialogue of young adult reading and resources. While it is
important and encouraging for scholars to maintain an affective connection with the
materials that comprise their research agendas, those of us who conduct research in
the field of youth services must consider the role of the actual young adult, and if or
how they inform the research of young adult reading and resources. As researchers
consider the questions posed by the YALSA Research Agenda 2012—2016 we
encourage them to consider the role of young adults in the research process,
marketing efforts, and personal choice in reading assignments tied to the
curriculum.
Young Adults in the Research Process
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Traditionally, research about young adult reading and resources has been conducted
by adults who use theoretical concepts to judge young adult material and its use by
young adults. Without the theoretical grounding identified by the adult investigator,
it would be very difficult to envision these studies being conducted. That said, adults
often talk about the concepts and feelings young adults experience through the
materials marketed to them without actually engaging young adults to understand
their first-person accounts–a practice that, at best, provides only half of the picture
and, at worst, results in the dissemination of false pronouncements about young
people’s habits, tastes, and abilities. Arua and Arua illustrated the importance and
strength of young adult-informed research when the authors investigated media
claims that those living in Botswana experienced a culture of poor reading.1 After
surveying 121 young adults on school holiday about their reading habits, the
authors found that the overwhelming majority of these students enjoyed and
engaged in reading for pleasure on a regular basis, contrary to media claims.
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Arua and Arua’s study suggests that what we assume young adults feel and know
may not actually be the case.2 In other words, young adults and young adult
materials are not the same as they were when most of us were still young adults; as
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we grow, so does the world. Cart noted that young adult fiction came into its own
during the decade of the 1960s and since then, young adult materials and reading
has continued to evolve.3 The market presence of materials published with the
designation of “young adult” or “teen” is stronger than ever and includes various
formats of print and electronic versions of audio, visual, and textual representations
of information. Thematically, young adult literature continues to grow with regard
to providing representations of teens’ and tweens’ experiences on a global basis.
Researchers need to acknowledge that it is within a specific historical moment that
they are exploring issues of young adult materials and reading. With the rapid
changes in information use and resources for young adults, researchers need to
engage young adults, now more than ever, as direct subjects and reviewers of
research. It is within their specific historical moment as young adults that scholars
look to young adults to inform their research.
Engaging young adults in the research process can help the researcher challenge or
validate her ideas or previous findings about young adult reading and resources, as
was the case for Moeller, who examined the gendered preferences and practices of
graphic novel reading amongst high school students based on multiple practitioner
journal suggestions that they were “boy books.”4 After conducting a series of focus
group and individual interviews with fifteen young adults, the researcher found that
the graphic novel medium appealed in different ways to both boys and girls and
thus could not be labeled as “boy books.”
One criticism of the type of research that involves a smaller number of participants,
such as Moeller’s study, is that the generalizability of such research is limited.5 This
is indeed a challenge; however, reports of small-scale research might inspire other
researchers and practitioners to undertake similar projects in different communities.
Another challenge that is often proffered at the notion of engaging young adults in
the research process is the adult researcher’s ability (or lack thereof) to encourage
young adult participants to openly participate in conversation. Gavigan’s study of
four middle school male struggling readers and the role of graphic novels in
motivating them to read demonstrated that researchers do not necessarily have to
engage in verbal communication with young adults in order to include them in the
research process.6 Gavigan used reader profiles, reading logs, observations, and
interviews with teachers in order to understand if and how graphic novels served to
entice this group of readers.
Those of us who are granted the privilege by young adults to use their voices in our
research know that their voices give our work depth, interest, and relevance. Those
who further engage their young adult participants in the process of memberchecking more soundly validate their research and the young adult’s experience. To
produce robust, informative research, we as scholars need to talk to young adults,
not just about them.
Considering Young Adults and Young Adult Literature
Since the advent of the digital era, young adult publishing–and young adult literary
marketing–has changed significantly. Publishers and media producers have entered
the electronic realm to address teens directly, through interactive websites, email
blasts and advertisements, and promotional opportunities, and now compete to
deliver and popularize multimedia literary content. Additionally, teen connectivity
has provided opportunities to articulate their responses to young adult literature and
media on a national and even worldwide scale; teen-created blogs, websites, and
discussion boards have become important conveyers of teen voices. These millennial
developments provide researchers in the area of young adult literature and media
with fruitful new avenues of exploration.
Building on the mass-market literary production process popularized by Edward
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Stratemeyer, intellectual content development and book packaging companies like
Alloy, Full Fathom Five, and Fourth Story Media have entered the young adult
literary arena. Alloy, as a leader in the development of teen-targeted media, has
been criticized for its creative practices in the popular and professional press (see,
for example, the controversy surrounding the development of Kaavya Viswanathan’s
How Opal Mehta, Got Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life7) and Full Fathom Five, the
burgeoning book packaging company founded by literary outlaw James Frey, is
receiving similar treatment. 8 That both of these companies are associated with
popular (and profitable) products–Gossip Girl and The Sisterhood of the Traveling
Pants for Alloy and the I am Number Four novel and movie for Full Fathom Five–
invites us to consider the relationship between production, content and reception.9
Academic and professional criticism of the Stratemeyer model abounds; however,
little has been done to investigate teen reception and opinion of such content.10 The
work of Margaret J. Finders, Meredith Cherland and Dawn Currie, as well as the
more recent work of Denise Agosto and Sandra Hughes-Hassell with urban teens,
has the potential to inform future teen-centric research in this direction and enlarge
our understanding of such popular forms.11
The success of interactive, multimedia series like The 39 Clues for middle-grade
readers, and the development of the multimedia young adult novel Cathy’s Book, the
series Skeleton Creek, and The Amanda Project, have heralded the establishment of
new literary terrain for young readers.12 The availability of a number of electronic
platforms on which to experience traditional and interactive literary texts only
further portends the development of interactive content. Additionally, children’s and
young adult literary content is infiltrating the exploding world of mobile device
applications. These new developments in literary production are certain to affect the
ways readers consume texts; however, and especially where young people are
concerned, the issue of access to supportive technology and to electronic content
remains paramount. Voth’s article presciently pointed out the potential for “devicedependent” content to “put a price tag on information that is supposed to be free” by
requiring users to purchase or otherwise procure the device necessary for accessing
the “device-dependent” content.13 Linda Braun has pointed out the digital divide
that exists between those teens who “are able to access current technologies in their
libraries and learn how to use those technologies with the help of teachers and
librarians” and those who are not.14 Research related to the availability and use of
Internet and other technologies in libraries, as well as research related more
specifically to the availability and use of multimedia material like e-books and
mobile device applications is clearly needed, as youth-serving librarians advocate
for expanded collection development and circulation policies and increased
technology.
According to the Pew Research Center’s Internet and American Life project, 93
percent of all teens make use of the Internet; however, the relationship between
Internet use and demographics related to race and socioeconomic status reveal
discrepancies among this population.15 Approximately 73 percent of Internet-using
teens engage with social media like Facebook and MySpace, while 38 percent of
teen users share their own creations online and 14 percent publish their own online
blogs or journals.16 Researchers interested in teen online content creation–
particularly as it relates to teens’ responses to teen-targeted media and literature–
will find the Internet a fruitful source of first-person data. Walter and Mediavilla’s
study of online reference transactions between teen library users and librarians can
be considered a model of content analysis research related to teen Internet use.17
Additionally, Berg’s study of teen face-to-face interaction during public computer
use concluded with the development of a typology of electronic text usage that
could be tested and applied to future studies.18 As the Internet stands at the
intersection of teen literary consumption and response, researchers may find fan
fiction, review sites, and discussion boards useful locations for inquiry.

Choice in Young Adult Reading
Despite the proliferation of young adult literature today, classics continue to
dominate the curricula in secondary schools. In addition to requiring select texts
from the canon, many schools continue to offer little, if any choice, in reading
selections. In an examination of fifty school reading lists from around the country,
Gilmore not only found that most of the book lists looked nearly identical, but that
none included an option for student choice.19
Some misconceptions related to young adults selecting their own reading material is
that they will not select books that are as rigorous as the classics, that their reading
experiences with young adult literature will not be as meaningful as with classic
literature, or that they will opt out of reading all together. In a research experiment
with a public middle school, in which the students’ entire reading curriculum
comprised choosing their own reading material, Kindig found that not only were
students motivated to read more widely, but they also read the young adult
literature more critically.20
To understand how choice influences the reading habits of young adults, more
research is needed. Other areas that need to be addressed include the impact of
choice on critical reading in the classroom and if alternative approaches are
necessary to teach literature when young adults select their own reading. When we
think of reading choices, we usually think of print resources, particularly fiction. Yet
we know that teens rely on diverse media to garner information. Therefore, research
also needs to address choice in the types of material young adults are using in the
classroom.
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Explore the feelings adults have about young people. Youth and adults should work together to find the source of frustration, resentment or treatment towards youth. Acknowledge anger
and let youth and adults know that it is okay to feel anger – but remind them they do not need to act out their anger towards young people. Engage allies by asking an adult ally to
address and explore adultism with other adults. If you are an adult trying to reach another adult, it can be powerful to bring young people directly into the picture. For more information
about how The Freechild Project can help support youth voice in your community or organization, contact us. Order FACING ADULTISM by Freechild founder Adam Fletcher! Share this
News of how young adults are using social media more than ever and how a startup is saying it will obliterate fake news should pique your interest as you determine what information you
need to keep on your radar. New social media trends emerge for young adults. Over the last few years, marketers and others have come to expect that Facebook will remain at the top of
the social media food chain and that YouTube will also continue to be a popular channel for social sharing. For example, this week, Pew Research Center released a study that found not
only that young adults would rather use Snapchat and Instagram, but also that the rate at which they are consuming content from these channels is quickly increasing. What’s new. Young
adult fiction is awash in projections of a dystopian future, yet we're still sliding into that future, and young adults are going along with it. An author in the young adult genre, Laura
Moriarty, wrote a dystopian novel—what an original idea!—with an impeccably politically correct premise: “a future America in which Muslims are…corralled into detention centers.” She
jumped through every hoop you could expect, passing the book by her Iranian immigrant friends while the publisher subjected it to “sensitivity reads” by “a member of a minority group.”
So what could go wrong? If you’ve been paying attention, you have some idea what happens next.

