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A Review of Review Sources:  Booklist, School Library Journal, and Kirkus
     As everyone knows, librarians cannot read every book for themselves.  Librarians depend on book reviews to make good collection development choices.  For that reason, it is important for librarians to understand where their reviews are coming from.  For instance, what organization is behind the review source?  Where does the source find its reviewers?  Is there any one review source that is most relevant?  This paper will answer those questions for Booklist, School Library Journal (SLJ) and Kirkus.  

     Both Booklist and SLJ are from the American Library Association.  Booklist’s reviewers are generally librarians or retired librarians (Reviewers Reviewing for Bookist, 2010).  SLJ only accepts librarians currently working with “young people.”   The site makes it clear the reviewers are unpaid volunteers (Want to be an SLJ reviewer?, 2010).
     Kirkus is not associated with the ALA.   Kirkus reviews are written “by specialists selected for their knowledge and expertise in their particular fields” (Frequently Asked Questions about Kirkusreviews.com, 2010).  The reviewers are unpaid.   
     Librarians need to keep in mind how reviews can influence them either positively or negatively.  By reading the reviews before reading the books, I may have looked for things I might otherwise have missed.  For instance, Kirkus’ 2007 review of Iron Thunder by Avi mentions that the book is “short on historical background and context.”  Having read that, I then found myself finding places in the novel where I would have liked more historical background.  I’m not sure I would have noticed this without reading the review first.  

     Also, I did not always agree with the reviewer’s assessment of the book.  For example, Smith’s (1994) review of Memoirs of a Bookbat starts that Bookbat is “a problematic story with a cast of disappointing, one-dimensional characters and a plot that misses the mark…”    She goes on to say that the author is too heavy handed in her crusade against censorship, and the characters are unbelievable.  While I agree that Lasky does pound the anti-censorship theme into the ground, I do think the characters are believable, and Harper is a very likeable character.  Just based on the review alone, I may not have purchased this book. Yet I enjoyed reading it, and I’m sure many children enjoy it as well. 
     For the books we read for class, the reviews were mostly positive, no matter what the source.  Many books received starred reviews.  Even if the reviewer made a critical comment, the overall review was positive.  A mostly negative review is surprising.  Since the reviews were all mostly positive, it makes it difficult to determine which review source I like the best.  
     I think overall, Kirkus is more critical than Booklist or SLJ.  This makes me think the reviewers are less likely to write reviews in order to please the publishers.  Also, Kirkus is not part of the ALA, giving a more independent perspective.  However, since most reviews are written by librarians, SLJ and Booklist reviews may possibly be more relevant to librarians deciding whether to add a book to the collection.  I would want to use all three at my library since they all write quality reviews and are well established in the library science field.  It is good to have review sources that are geared for librarians such as SLJ and Booklist as well as a more independent review source such as Kirkus.
     While reviews are an important consideration when choosing materials, they are not the only consideration.  A book may get mediocre reviews, i.e. Dave Pilkey’s Captain Underpants series (Cooper, 2001), yet virtually all libraries will purchase this popular series because of reader demand.  Also, a librarian may purchase a book by an established, well-known author even if the review of his or her latest book is not completely favorable.  The population of the library users should be taken into consideration as well.  What types of books are popular with the children and parents who frequent the library?  Finally, what is already in the library’s collection should be taken into account as well.  If there is a glut of picture books, yet very few folktales, the librarian may be pickier when choosing picture books, yet may decide to purchase a book of folktales despite a mediocre review.  
     In conclusion, I believe librarians should choose a variety of review resources.  Some sources should be geared specifically for librarians, while other sources should be more independent in order to obtain different perspectives.  Also, while librarians need to rely on reviews, they should consider other factors when making their acquisition choices.  
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