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By Sandra Hughes-Hassell, JRLYA member editor

Welcome to the Journal for Research on Libraries and Young Adults. Beginning with this issue, JRLYA will move
to a dynamic publication schedule. As soon as a manuscript has met our rigorous review criteria, it will be
published online.’  The JRLYA advisory board believes that moving to a continuous schedule will allow YALSA to
provide high quality, original research from scholars in our field in a more timely manner.’  This change also
aligns with YALSA’s use of electronic and social media to communicate, collaborate, and educate its members.’  As
new manuscripts are added to JRLYA, they will be publicized in YALSA E-News and via YALSA’s social
networking tools.

In this issue of JRLYA, we are pleased to publish two papers which focus on the theme of multiple literacies,
specifically visual literacy and media literacy.’  In their paper “The Cover Story,”  Annette Goldsmith, Melissa
Gross, and Debi Carruth use compositional analysis and semiotics to investigate how the US jacket of Adele
Minchin’s 2004 young adult novel, The Beat Goes On, reflects the novel’s HIV/AIDS content. ‘ ‘ Paul Mihalidis
develops an argument for media literacy education as the pedagogical foundation for the learning commons
model for school libraries in his paper “Media Literacy and Learning Commons in the Digital Age,”  highlighting
the Chelmsford High School Learning Commons in Chelmsford, Massachusetts, as a vibrant central space in a
school for just this type of integrated learning.

JRLYA is currently accepting manuscripts for upcoming issues based on original qualitative or quantitative
research, an innovative conceptual framework, or a substantial literature review that opens new areas of inquiry
and investigation. Case studies and works of literary analysis are also welcome. The journal recognizes the
contributions other disciplines make to expanding and enriching theory, research and practice in young adult
library services, and encourages submissions from researchers, students and practitioners in all fields.

The Journal of Research on Libraries and Young Adults uses the Chicago Manual of style endnotes. For complete
author guidelines including example citations, please visit the author guidelines. While submissions average
4,000 to 7,000 words, manuscripts of all lengths will be considered. Full color images, photos, and other media
are all accepted. Please direct any manuscripts, questions, or comments to Sandra Hughes-Hassell, Member
Editor, at yalsaresearch@gmail.com.
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Media Literacy and Learning Commons in the Digital Age: Toward a Knowledge Model for
Successful Integration into the 21st Century School Library
Posted on April 30, 2012 by Anna Lam

   

By Paul Mihailidis, Ph.D, Assistant Professor, Emerson College and Director, Salzburg Academy on Media and
Global Change

School libraries today feel increasing pressure to reinvent themselves in the face of increasing financial pressures,
new media technologies, and a progressively media-savvy population. Their transformation from information
reserve to knowledge center has been fast underway. This paper builds on that evolution to develop an argument
for media literacy education as the pedagogical foundation for the learning commons model for school libraries.
This would position the school library as a dynamic media literacy learning hub, anchoring entire schools around
knowledge, expression, collaboration, and creation in both virtual and physical spaces. The paper will highlight
the case of Chelmsford High School Learning Commons in Chelmsford, Massachusetts, as a vibrant central space
in a school for just this type of integrated learning.

Introduction

In the leafy Boston suburb of Chelmsford, Massachusetts, a sign hangs above the entrance to the Chelmsford High
School Library: “We set sail on the sea because there is knowledge to be gained (John F. Kennedy).”  The
library’s motto–Ask, Think, Create–has signaled a shift in how the space is conceived, used, and positioned as a
learning commons for the digital age.

School libraries today feel increasing pressure to reinvent themselves in the face of increasing financial pressures,
new media technologies and a progressively media-savvy population. A 2010 forum hosted by the New York
Times titled “Do Libraries Need Books”  exemplified the increasingly contested landscape for the direction
school libraries need to take in the digital age. Over 400 comments poured in from participants across the United
States and the world. Most criticized the idea of a bookless library as a way to further cater to a fragmented and
distracted generation. On the other hand, the forum bred interesting dialog about the role of new media
technologies in the school library and the relevance of the printed word for 21st century learners. While
participants openly questioned the efficacy of removing books from the center of the school, they also pondered
how the library of tomorrow stands to keep pace with a mobile, wired, and digital youth.

Amid the rapid changes in new media technologies, the school library has worked to reinvent its core mission
around that of the learning commons. Focused on addressing the needs of a more active and multimodal learning
community, the learning commons model is predicated on empowering active and collaborative learning.
Described in a 2010 report by the Ontario School Library Association:
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The Learning Commons integrates the new and the old in a seamless physical and virtual space in which all
formats can be assimilated and studied. The Learning Commons liberates the exploration of ideas and concepts,
encouraging inquiry, imagination, discovery and creativity through the connection of learners to information, to
each other and to communities around the world. For schools, the Learning Commons incorporates the
classroom, the school library and the school board to connect students to the real and virtual worlds that are
growing and maturing around them.

This growing movement in school libraries across North American is predicated on building a more active,
inquiry-based, and connected sense of learning: one that is integrated throughout the library and extends outward
into the school and community. It involves collaboration among facilities, educators, and learning techniques, all
anchored around the central space of the school library.  By its conceptual makeup alone, the parallel educational
trajectory that most closely resembles this is media literacy. Media literacy, a growing and now-established field
associated with the media education movement writ large, is premised on promoting critical thinking skills
through the ability to access, evaluate, analyze, and produce information.  Media literacy, much like the learning
commons model described above, is premised on an active learning agenda based on interactivity, collaboration,
and expression, centered on empowering youth voices in a participatory age.

This paper develops a concentric framework for media literacy education and the learning commons model for
school libraries. This new model positions the school library as a dynamic media literacy learning hub, anchoring
entire schools around knowledge, expression, collaboration, and creation in both virtual and physical spaces. It
highlights the case of Chelmsford High School Learning Commons as a vibrant central space in a school for just
this type of integrated learning. This may be the most opportunistic time for school libraries. Seeing the potential
that new media technologies have provided for new cross-school collaboration and integrated models for learning
beckons much positive energy for the school library. If it is able to position itself as a media literacy learning
commons, extending its knowledge center to incorporate production, creation, curation, and critical inquiry, it
stands to become a vibrant, interactive, and fundable space that learners of tomorrow can harness for lives of
active and engaged participation.

Media Literacy and the Learning Commons: An Orientation

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, an organization with a mission to prepare learners for the 21st century,
lists media literacy as a core literacy in its frameworks:

People in the 21st Century live in a technology and media-suffused environment, marked by various
characteristics, including: 1) access to an abundance of information, 2) rapid changes in technology tools, and 3)
the ability to collaborate and make individual contributions on an unprecedented scale. To be effective in the 21st
Century, citizens and workers must be able to exhibit a range of functional and critical thinking skills related to
information, media and technology.

This definition clearly roots these skills in the context of critical thinking and technological fluency, clear
indicators of the outcomes embraced by media literacy education and the learning commons movement.

As media continue to grow central to civic and political functions of modern democracies, models for teaching and
learning about media have increasingly become the focus of literature about learning in this digital media
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landscape. Media literacy’s overarching goal for teaching and learning outcomes are informed decision-making,
individual empowerment, nuanced understanding of mediated, savvy consumption and production skills, and
participation in local, national and global dialog.  David Buckingham, seminal media literacy scholar, succinctly
aggregated the myriad of approaches to media literacy when he described it as:

“A critical literacy that involves analysis, evaluation, and critical reflection,”  that is possible only through the
“acquisition of a metalanguage–that is, a means of describing the forms and structures of different modes of
communication; and it involves a broader understanding of the social, economic and institutional contexts of
communication, and how these affect people’s experiences and practices.  Media literacy certainly includes the
ability to use and interpret media; but it also involves a much broader analytical understanding.

In the K-12 landscape, much work has been devoted to finding ways to integrate foundations of media literacy into
classrooms and with teachers.  New approaches to technology in the classroom and with teachers have begun
recognizing digital realities for youth and learning. In her newest book Digital and Media Literacy, Renee Hobbs
stresses the competencies needed to prepare students for lives of fast-paced change and technological evolution.
Hobbs doesn’t see the core of media literacy changing in this context; rather, she finds it ever more necessary to
harness the human curiosity, the ability to listen, and seek diverse knowledge across platforms. These dispositions
provide students with the basic competencies to handle a reality of integrated information spaces, constant
sharing, public identities, and low barriers to production.

Nevertheless, media literacy integration into the school remains somewhat of a challenge. Up until very recently,
most media literacy initiatives were reserved for understanding how to effectively consume messages with little
exploration into the ways that social media platforms and mobile technologies have shifted the typical producer-
receiver structure for messages. Because of the lack of a clear fit in the K-12 environment, most successful media
literacy work has been done on the periphery, integrated into sections or parts of classrooms, detailed in
afterschool and extension programs, and left largely to self-starting educators who care about the process.

With clear pressure on teachers to maintain outcomes associated with testing standards and rigid curricular
structures, one space in the school where media literacy seems best positioned is the school library. Libraries have
traditionally served as the central information repository for the school. They struggled with the reputation they
established as a space for sitting in silence and isolation while finding information. Part of this image problem
stems from a clear lack of resources and infrastructure and from the fast-paced technological change that is
defining youth information habits today.

Nevertheless, school libraries fundamental relevance and contribution to learning must embrace the digital
revolution emerging around the world if they are to flourish in the digital age. Mizuko Ito’s work in schools
showed how students engage and form knowledge communities that are both self-serving and collaborative when
the motivation and intrinsic freedom to explore and engage are present. As the school library is continually
pressured to make the transition from information reserve to knowledge center, media literacy education has the
ability to ground the library in more active and collaborative learning approaches for the entire school, and to help
recast its image as a creative and collaborative space.

At Chelmsford High School, the learning commons model has taken this initiative head on. By transforming its
space into a more open, dynamic, and integrated knowledge center, the learning commons at Chelmsford High
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School has integrated learning, technology, and interactivity throughout its space and extending into the school.
While still in relative infancy, this model has shown how the school libraries of tomorrow can better embrace the
powers of technologies and platforms to serve the learners of a digital world.

An Uncommon Transformation: The Chelmsford High School Learning
Commons

The Learning Commons at Chelmsford High School occupies 12,500 square feet of space, serving over 1600
students and approximately 110 teachers. The town population is roughly 35,000, with 14 percent minority
groups. With a median income of 82,000 dollars and average taxes of just over $5,000, Chelmsford is considered
a middle- to upper-middle class community.

The school library began its transformation around 2003—2004, when administrators from the school, with some
capitol funding from the town and backing from the town administration, began to think creatively about what
innovative and dynamic approaches they could take with the library space. They centered this approach on how
the library could facilitate collaborative work across content areas, and reinvent the library as a space where
students could gather, talk, work, and socialize. These ideas were refined over years, and by 2008, the library was
physically reconstructed as a learning commons. Today, school librarians associated with Chelmsford’s Learning
Commons meet regularly with departments and individual teachers to plan lessons, integrate technology into
learning and exploring, share resources, and discuss general ways to enhance student learning in a digital age.

Valerie Diggs, head of school libraries in Chelmsford, has garnered national attention from scholars, advocates,
and educators who support the forward-thinking vision for her complete remodeling of the Chelmsford High
School Library into a Learning Commons. What Diggs is more concerned about, however, is the resistance she
sees from some in the community. “Parents post comments on our site that students should be learning more, and
not just playing instruments and drinking coffee,”  notes Diggs. “The idea of a school library as a collaborative
and open knowledge center is still seen as somewhat shallow, or too unstructured to be part of a school’s core
learning goals.”  What hinders the school library from its realized value to a 21st century school is that the large-
scale changes it must conduct to arrive on the forefront of integrated and multimodal learning are twofold. The
new changes are difficult to quantify into tangible measures of success, and are often decided by constituents that
are increasingly removed from the classroom and hesitant to embrace this large-scale change.

Nevertheless, the Chelmsford High School Learning Commons continues to believe that it can become the
dynamic space schools need to engage a wired generation of active learners. In a practical sense, this involves
showing teachers, administrators, and parents how, as Regina Lee Rodgers writes, “the ‘learning commons’ model
has the potential to be a laboratory for students, librarians and faculty. It is a collaboration space and requires
partnerships and cooperation across disciplines.”  Diggs, for her part, sees the transformation of the library
from an information reserve to a knowledge center as central to this process, citing the work of scholars who have
paved the way for her library’s transformation.

How has the Chelmsford High School Learning Commons integrated media literacy into its purview? Diggs and
her staff spent considerable time planning not only the physical shift in space but also the pedagogical shift in the
library from passive to active. This meant creating an agenda for the library based on some of the learning
outcomes that encapsulate the current agenda for media literacy: dialog, critical inquiry, collaboration, informed
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decision-making, savvy information production and consumption skills, and understanding how to negotiate
identity and participation in digital contexts. The following shifts in the Chelmsford High School Learning
Commons predicate its integration with core media literacy learning experiences and outcomes, and with
facilitating an integrated and collaborative model for the school.

1. Print to the Periphery–Diggs’s first unique move made was not to eliminate the printed word, but to move it
from the center of the space to the periphery. The printed word is still felt throughout the space, but it largely
consists of reference material, classic and seminal literature, and popular titles for teachers and students. Diggs
sees the idea behind this shift as one that “creates a space more accustomed to open learning, and collaboration,
where the library can now be seeing as a dynamic space where teachers and students can explore together.”
Continued Diggs:

Older library designs created an atmosphere of individuality, where students could not be seen or heard, and in
fact those were the rules of school libraries for a long time. With knowledge transfer and exploration shifting from
linear to more of an organized chaos, the library could no longer live in the past. So by creating a more open and
fluid design, we want students and teachers to see the space as inviting, where they can come, hangout, explore,
investigate, collaborate, and created. Those are the hallmarks of the learning commons approach at Chelmsford
High School.

Beyond simply filling the periphery of the library with books, Diggs also tried to make the physical space more
interpersonal by inserting booths to break up the stacks, and create the feel of spaces that students are used to
“hanging around”  such as Barnes & Noble, Starbucks, and so on. Diggs cautions that this is not a nod to
reframing the library as a large brand or consumer environment; rather, it is “to help integrate the learning
process with an environment students find themselves naturally more comfortable and productive in.”  In her
2010 book Media Literacy, Social Networks, and Web 2.0, scholar Belinha De Abreu makes a convincing
argument for how schools need to integrate and design learning environments for students of this interactive age:

Schools need to begin by looking at how they bring in the technologies that students are using in their homes and
for their personal use and bridge opportunities for learning in the classroom. However, it is more than just using
the technology, it is about understanding where the future exists for our children.

By moving print from the center to the periphery, the Chelmsford High School Learning Commons has taken the
first step in designing a coherent space for understanding the technological landscape for students, and also the
spaces and environments that support the opportunities to bridge learning techniques and approaches in virtual
and physical spaces.

2.’  Introspective to Interactive–The library’s traditional position as information reserve came with the distinct
notion of learning as an introspective pursuit: a direct and in-depth relationship with texts that in most cases
required solitude, deep concentration, and the static retention of knowledge. In his 2010 work The Shallows,
David Carr laments the loss of this ability to be introspective:

And so we ask the Internet to keep interrupting us, in ever and more different ways…We willingly accept the loss
of concentration and focus, the division of our attention and the fragmentation of our thoughts, in return for the
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wealth of compelling or at least diverting information we receive. Tuning out is not an option many of us would
consider.

What does this shift signal for the library? For Chelmsford’s Learning Commons, it means understanding how
learning has moved from an introspective to an interactive pursuit. This in no way alludes to completely ignoring
the need for deep information processing and concentration, but rather an increasing attention to what Henry
Jenkins describes as a participatory culture:

Participatory culture is emerging as the culture absorbs and responds to the explosion of new media technologies
that make it possible for average consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and recirculate media content in
powerful new ways. A focus on expanding access to new technologies carries us only so far if we do not also foster
the skills and cultural knowledge necessary to deploy those tools toward our own ends.

One way this is done in Chelmsford’s Learning Commons is through the inclusion of live music sessions, open mic
sessions, poetry readings, poetry slams, listening lunches, group workrooms, and a general focus on expression
and interactivity. Students are even treated once a week to morning coffee. The focus is one in which a
collaborative environment can help reframe the library away from a place where there should be no interaction,
noise, or dialog to one that is open, friendly, creative, and interactive. When students feel comfortable in the
space–having coffee with friends or playing music together–they stand to feel more engaged around the library as
a place to explore, learn, and interact.

3.’ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘  Information to Investigation–In hyper-mediated environments, media literacy scholarship has been
concerned with how youth understand the value of their information habits online. This means an attention to
credibility, verification, and savvy navigation on the web. Media literacy scholars see the value of critical web
navigation skills as central to building a strong knowledge base in a digital age.

In the learning commons model, teachers and librarians must be prepared to have the technological infrastructure
and instructional knowledge to help in mastering search and investigation online. Students are often implored to
never judge a book by its cover, and here it’s no different. When doing class projects, historical inquiries, or any
type of in-depth exploration, students are mentored by the staff on how to effectively search and navigate online,
judge credibility of sources, and use print materials to support, start, or sustain any project that requires in-depth
investigation.

Diggs sees the role of inquiry as a core function of libraries since the day they were born. Today’s youth “need to
know the fundamentals of judging creativity and credibility online,”  said Diggs, “as it is the core of empowering
their knowledge about the world and their participation in local communities once they move on to higher
education and careers.”

4.’  Consumption to Connectivity–Finally, the Chelmsford High School Learning Commons has created a
landscape for connectivity as its overarching agenda for the library. In the context of the learning commons, this
refers both to connectivity within the learning commons space, and connectivity between the learning commons,
the classroom, and the community. Popular scholar Clay Shirky sums up the need for connectivity when he writes
in Cognitive Surplus, “The logic of digital media, on the other hand, allows the people formerly known as the
audience to create value for one another every day.”  Creating value for one another is at the forefront of
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Diggs’s approach to the learning common model. “The learning commons in the end of the day is about providing
students, teachers, and the community a way to connect to information, to each other, and to their aspirations and
dreams,”  says Diggs. “It’s about finding a way to think about the library as a vibrant learning environment.”

In the learning commons space at Chelmsford High School, this is reflected in many ways. Laptop computers
connected wirelessly exist throughout the library, available for students to use at their leisure or for structured
projects. iPads are available for loan, loaded with apps and platforms to help students become accustomed to
mobile technologies for learning. Physical board games are also available for students to play, showing that a
learning commons space is not simply about technology, but about connecting in a very human way.

This connectivity also extends into the community, something that Diggs believes is also a priority of a truly
collaborative and interactive learning commons. Chelmsford High School’s Learning Commons manages a Twitter
feed, a regular streaming update of what classes are doing in the space on a daily basis, and a database of
resources that can be accessed from home. These extensions into the community only strengthen the position of
the learning commons as an integrated space not only for libraries but also for school systems, districts, and
vibrant communities.

The Chelmsford High School Learning Commons, in the face of shrinking budgets and resources, has become a
dynamic, collaborative, and creative space aimed at providing a learning environment for students growing up in
a hypermedia age. The true value of this space will be in its ability to show teachers, and parents, that technologies
and interactivity are vital to the life skills of youth in the 21st century. Mizuko Ito and Larry Rosen  have written
extensively about the gap in participation and usability between parents, teachers, and youth in terms of gaming,
learning, and expressing. They highlight the generational gatekeeping by parents and teachers in the context of
fast-evolving technologies as an impediment to embracing interactivity, collaboration, and technology for deep
learning. The learning commons model for school libraries, integrated with the core learning outcomes of media
literacy education, can be the bridge that helps connect teachers and learners in a fast-paced and ever-changing
information age.

Towards an Integrated Model for 21st Century Media Literacy Learning
Commons

The technology of today, whether it is the Web 2.0 tools, the social networking sites, or the newest gadgets provide
schools with a unique opportunity to foster an understanding of the power of the information world and the
Internet through media literacy education.

In a 2010 paper, Diggs and the author of this paper first mused about the media literacy learning commons
approach. What emerged from that was a theoretical model (Figure 1) that incorporated various critical
components of both media literacy and the learning commons–access, investigation, critical analysis, expression,
and appreciation–that the authors felt comprised an inclusive way of seeing the unique connections in these
movements, and how combining them stood to strengthen the overall scope and reach of the learning commons
model for K-12 schools.

Figure 1–The 21st Century Media Literacy Learning Commons Model
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In this model, students are asked to employ a range of critical thinking and information skills, exploring how and
where to access information, how to navigate and search for information effectively online, how to assess
messages for accuracy and credibility, how to negotiate privacy and expression online, and how to use newfound
digital platforms to empower creativity in our lives. The model was aimed at creating a learning environment
where students engage with information and media as an extension of their daily habits.  Wrote the authors:

What can reenergize the role of the library in this environment is its focus on providing not only access to
information–which no longer needs concentrated physical space–but also direction for learning how to become an
active, engaged, expressive, and empowered media user in everyday life.

The learning commons model has the ability to serve as a hub for integrating media, technology and 21st century
digital fluency. Below, we build on our theoretical model for the media literacy learning commons by offering a
concentric framework for schools to consider for how media literacy learning commons can integrate into the
larger landscape and mission of the learning commons (Figure 2).

This model takes from the core shifts in the Learning Commons ideology, evidenced through the Chelmsford High
School case study, and applies the outcomes of media literacy education as a core necessity for integrating
learning, technology, and community in the digital age.

Figure 2–Concentric Framework for Media Literacy Learning Commons

In each of these concentric spaces, tied together by a collaborative and open design where the “stacks”  form a
nice periphery to the central space, there exists an open concept based on the implicit blending of spaces,
competencies, and fluencies. Together, these spaces disrupt common silos for the library and the school and
promote the entire school in the context of the learning community.

The Expression space encompasses media literacy outcomes around empowering voice, activism, and creativity.
In this part of the learning commons, students engage in creative acts–poetry, music, art, public speaking–and are
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encouraged to engage in physical and virtual acts of expression. Here the learning commons space also transitions
from quiet to conversational, where students do not feel prohibited from engaging in discussion within the space.
While certain parts of the learning commons are and should be reserved for quiet and concentrated study, those
spaces, along with the books, move to the periphery.

The learning commons space offer wireless access, mobile technologies, and laptops throughout. The librarians at
Chelmsford High School guide students and classrooms in the art of Inquiry in both digital and print realms. This
part of the concentric model involves providing points of access and models or guides for investigation through
web tools and print materials. Students learn to differentiate information online and develop sophisticated search
techniques and habits of inquiry around classroom projects. This part of the model is driven by the library staff
serving as an open and knowledgeable outlet for both classrooms and students who use the space for independent
and structured work.

Along with cultivating habits of inquiry, most youth today are creating and sharing content online.  Schools of the
past would have separate areas for media production and for media consumption. In the Production space of the
learning commons, an emphasis lies on multimedia storytelling. This does not mean high-end production
equipment or the need to have any advanced technological skills, which are means of production that have always
been restrictive to youth because of barriers to access and high transaction costs.  Rather, space for production
means space allowing students to create and share stories with simple online platforms, and cultivate habits of
participation. When involved in a class project, the outcome as a static paper is of value, but in an age of creative
expression and access to so many voices, the learning commons is best positioned to help teach the ethics of
online voices, styles of public dialog, and keen attention to what it means to create content in print, video, and
audio format for the web.

The final concentric circle reflects the goal of the newly positioned learning commons for all students, teachers,
administrators and parents. If indeed today’s youth must learn to exist and thrive in a fast-paced and media-
centric society, they must learn to connect with community in meaningful and mediated ways. As society shifts
from the hyper-consumption of information, goods, and services, to more sharing, collaboration, and group
mechanics,  the learning commons as a community space can be that central hub where learning exists in the
context of new models for social production.

Through this new space and framework, what Chelmsford High School is attempting to do is change the culture of
the library and, accordingly, the school. The learning commons movement has been present and growing for some
time now in North America and beyond. As media grows more and more central and ubiquitous in the lives of
youth worldwide, if media literacy is seen as the pedagogical approach for the learning commons of tomorrow, it
can enable opportunity to keep pace with ever-quickening technology changes, and increasing pressure for
resources and budgets. If the culture of the library can be re-envisioned as a space to engage, collaborate, and
explore, the opportunities to meet new demands for media literacy education, garner more support for the central
role of the library in the school, and help empower the learners and leaders of tomorrow will be greater than ever
before.
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The Cover Story: What the Book Jacket of Adele Minchin’s Young Adult Novel, The Beat Goes
On, Communicates about HIV/AIDS
Posted on April 30, 2012 by Anna Lam

   

By Annette Y. Goldsmith, Guest Faculty, University of Washington Information School;’  Melissa Gross,
Professor, Florida State University School of Library and Information Studies; Debi Carruth, Doctoral
Candidate, Florida State University School of Library and Information Studies

Teens can learn about social as well as medical ramifications of HIV/AIDS on their lives by reading young adult
novels featuring a character who is HIV positive, but it is not always evident from its book jacket that a book
discusses HIV/AIDS. This US-based study investigates how the jacket reflects the HIV/AIDS content of a novel in
which the disease is central to the plot, and what picture of HIV/AIDS the jacket presents. Compositional analysis
and semiotics are applied to the US cover of Adele Minchin’s 2004 young adult novel, The Beat Goes On, first
published in the UK. The analysis concludes that the jacket presents the narrative accurately overall. However, the
front and back of the jacket do not reveal the subject matter; one must first open the book to the inside flaps to
discover manifest HIV/AIDS content. The jacket images signify intimacy, vulnerability, and danger, but also hope
through education and activism. Gaining insight into the information teens get from jackets as an entrÃ©e to the
novels themselves is important because though many teens may not see themselves as personally at risk,
HIV/AIDS continues to be a major public health problem in the US.

Introduction

Since the publication of M.E. Kerr’s Night Kites, the first US young adult novel featuring a character who is HIV
positive, HIV/AIDS has been gradually finding a place in young adult literature.  Two related content analyses of
young adult novels with an HIV positive character describe this body of literature and the picture of the disease
that it presents to readers. Gross analyzes the first wave of novels published from 1986—1995.  Gross, Goldsmith,
and Carruth update the earlier study by identifying and discussing novels published from 1996—2005.  However,
no researcher has yet considered what readers can glean about HIV/AIDS from the text and images on the book
jackets of novels that focus on the disease. As advertising and as art, book jackets play a major role in
communicating the content of the story, thereby potentially leading young adults to information about HIV/AIDS
that is important to their lives. The current study examines the book jacket of Adele Minchin’s novel, The Beat
Goes On, to see what the complementary visual methods of compositional analysis and semiotics–that is, looking
at both formal composition and underlying meaning–can determine about the HIV/AIDS content therein.

In the studies by Gross and Gross, Goldsmith, and Carruth, the units of analysis are novels available in English.
All feature a protagonist in the 11-19 year age range and include a character who is HIV positive or who has AIDS.
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An annotated bibliography updates the project to include 2008 imprints, for a total of 93 books.  In 40 of the 93
books, HIV/AIDS is central to the plot . In 29 books, it is a subplot, and in 24 books it is only mentioned in
passing. The research questions of these studies deal exclusively with information derived from the story: who the
HIV positive characters are and what relationship they have to the protagonist; how the disease is contracted; if
the protagonist is afraid of HIV/AIDS; what eventually happens to the characters with HIV/AIDS; and if there is
any indication that the disease can be controlled.

The two research questions at the heart of the current investigation focus on the book jacket copy and images as
the reader’s first point of contact with the book:

1. How does the book jacket reflect the HIV/AIDS content of a novel in which the disease is central to the plot?
2. What picture of HIV/AIDS is presented by the book jacket?

The Beat Goes On

Several factors make the book jacket from the US edition of Minchin’s The Beat Goes On an appropriate choice for
visual analysis. It is one of the 40 books in which HIV/AIDS is central to the story. Of those 40 books, it is one of
only five that uses both text and images to depict HIV/AIDS content, suggesting there is sufficient content to
make a detailed analysis worthwhile. The five books may be classified by artistic style: two have a photographic
cover, two have a more painterly cover, and one uses collage. The Beat Goes On, with a photographic cover, is
reasonably representative of this group.

It could be argued that the cultural content of a story set in the UK will not be sufficiently familiar for researchers
in the US to understand, but it is the US edition of the book, repackaged for a North American audience, that is
being interpreted. The elements of this particular novel–music, health, dating–are fully accessible to a North
American sensibility.

The Beat Goes On was originally published in the UK by Livewire Books/The Women’s Press in 2001 and
subsequently in the US in 2004 by Simon and Schuster Books for Young Readers, with a paperback release from
Simon Pulse in 2007. The jacket under consideration is from the US edition because this is the version that
readers in the US will see. Both jackets feature photographic images of a teen girl’s face, but in most other respects
are quite different.

The US book jacket from The Beat Goes On introduces a contemporary story told from the point of view of Leyla,
an engaging 15-year-old narrator. Leyla is shocked but then supportive upon learning that her 16-year-old cousin,
Emma, whom she has always admired, has contracted HIV through unprotected heterosexual sex during a one-
night stand. Leyla not only accepts the situation but also becomes an advocate for her cousin, accompanying
Emma to her support group and even teaching drums to young people living with HIV/AIDS. The Beat Goes On
won the Branford Boase Award, a UK prize for the most outstanding book for young people by a first-time
novelist.

Background
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Gaining insight into the information young adults get from book jackets as an entrÃ©e to the novels themselves is
important because HIV/AIDS continues to be a major public health problem in spite of advances in treatment.
Even though recent increases in diagnoses may be due in part to more people taking advantage of the opportunity
to be tested, youth aged 13-24 years are still “at persistent risk for HIV infection.”  Young adults in particular
may no longer see contracting HIV/AIDS as the death sentence it most certainly was at the outset of the
pandemic, thinking instead that it can easily be managed. Certainly they are less concerned about personally
becoming infected. The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation reports that while 30 percent of young adults aged 18-
29 in 1997 said they were personally very concerned about becoming infected with HIV, that number has now
declined to only 17 percent.

Though increasingly HIV/AIDS education is available to students in most public schools, it does not necessarily
follow that students fully comprehend the implications of HIV/AIDS or even that school administrators are aware
of how much the students know. Taking the disease for granted is very risky. When asked, many college students
in Washington, D.C. said that they did not realize that one in twenty people in the District was infected, a rate
higher than in many African countries. It was assumed by university officials that students coming to orientations
had already been educated about HIV/AIDS. Consequently, the information provided to students lacked a sense
of urgency.  In this case, several factors contributed to an overall public impression that HIV/AIDS is no longer an
epidemic, whereas in reality at this time Washington desperately needed to be the focal point of a major
HIV/AIDS information campaign. This societal attitude is still prevalent and young adults still need information.
One place they can find it is in books that are marketed to them.

At first glance it may seem odd to focus on young adult fiction for HIV/AIDS information. After all, there is plenty
of solid nonfiction on the subject. Yet readers can derive a great deal of information from fiction. In The Beat Goes
On, there is useful information in the narrative, as well as in a list of teen HIV/AIDS resources appended at the
end. For example, teens who contracted HIV/AIDS through vertical transmission (from infected mother to child
during pregnancy or breastfeeding) and receive treatment are now surviving to become adolescents; there is one
such character, Ellie, in The Beat Goes On.

Fiction invites readers into the story to experience situations vicariously. With so many young people affected
directly or indirectly by HIV/AIDS, fiction can help them understand the disease as a social as well as a medical
phenomenon. Certainly Leyla learns a great deal about the social implications of HIV/AIDS, and readers have the
opportunity to learn along with her while enjoying the story for its own sake.

Unfortunately, subject access to fiction that presents HIV/AIDS information is not always provided in the
cataloging data, book summaries, or in reviews of books.  Although some bibliographic finding aids are now
available, not all readers or adults interested in helping young people find HIV/AIDS fiction necessarily know
about or have access to these works. This situation intensifies the importance of the book jacket content in helping
readers identify stories that contain HIV/AIDS content.

Why Look at Book Jackets?

Book jackets (also known as dust jackets) and book covers (where there is no jacket) are designed to attract and
engage the potential reader’s interest. The jacket often takes the place of the cover and can serve as both poster
and protection.  Editorial, sales, and marketing departments of book publishing firms consider the book jacket to
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be an important selling tool, and may even involve key retailers in the process.  Publishers, booksellers, and
reviewers commonly highlight cover art in their catalogs, websites, and reviews. Book jackets “help readers make
sense of the kind of book they are about to read, giving an impression of its genre, its tone and the kind of
audience it seeks.”  Book jackets target a group of readers. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the reader
will notice information about HIV/AIDS presented in such a prominent part of the book.

The book jacket has had an established role in publishing and advertising at least since the 1940s, when
publishers pressured booksellers to display their books face out. Front cover images were first widely reproduced
in the 1950s in the trade and popular press to accompany book reviews.  The cover of a book jacket is often the
first point of contact the potential reader has with the book, and it is an important factor that readers consider.
According to Cat Yampbell, “If a teenager is not looking for a specific title, author, or genre, the cover is the factor
that sells one book over another.”  If the book is first published as a hardcover, the jacket is key; subsequent
publication in paperback generally depends on hardcover sales. For a paperback edition of the hardcover or a
paperback original, it is the front and back covers that matter. If the hardcover book has won an award and the
medal can appear on the paperback, so much the better.

Artists and designers use basic design principles and sometimes even semiotics training to attract an audience’s
attention; Stokes mentions an advertising company called Semiotic Solutions.  However, the cover must reflect
the content or the reader will be disappointed.  As Yampbell points out, the cover artist may not have had time to
read the book, and working from a summary can result in material that is “superficial, ineffective, incorrect,
and/or misleading.”  Some designs will become historically important, but the emphasis is on the present: the
jacket has to distinguish itself from its shelf-mates in order to be noticed in the competitive, ever-shifting world of
teen media.  Certainly the need to stand out from the pack is an important tenet of advertising in general.  Book
jackets are frequently updated to shore up sagging sales, reflect changing mores, herald a film version, and sell the
book to new audiences.

Images of HIV/AIDS

There are a limited number of visual images associated with HIV/AIDS. The best known symbol is the red AIDS
ribbon designed by artist Frank Moore, a member of the New York activist group Visual AIDS, in 1981 as a
fundraising device for HIV/AIDS care and research.  At first universally seen as an effective vehicle to raise
consciousness and funds for research, a backlash against the AIDS ribbon began to gather strength in 1993.  HIV
positive photographer David Seidner criticized the symbol as having been reduced to a fashion statement, a mere
sop to celebrity egos that usurped media attention from the increasing number of deaths and amount of human
suffering attributable to the disease.  In effect, the ribbon was being reified at the expense of political action to
fight HIV/AIDS. Celebrities were divided about whether to wear the AIDS ribbon; soap opera star Deidre Hall
reported being harassed because she would not.  The AIDS ribbon may no longer be a ubiquitous symbol in
Hollywood but a simple search in Google Images confirms that it is still incorporated into countless AIDS
organization logos around the world.

Other symbols have emerged in HIV/AIDS prevention campaign brochures and posters, many of them quite
graphic, as documented in various art exhibits.  Much of the material targets the gay community since this
community was identified early on as a large at-risk group. Several posters from Toronto AIDS groups promote
safe sex through condom use, associating condoms with AIDS prevention.  Condoms with the faces of, among
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others, Bart Simpson and Kermit the Frog, appear in a lighthearted but informational piece by Charles Cave.  In a
well-known 1986 poster, the pink triangle associated with the gay community accompanies the sign “SILENCE =
DEATH”  against a black background.  Images of the AIDS Memorial Quilt organized by The NAMES Project
immediately conjure up the social and political context of the disease; and in this case, art as community
memorial and fundraiser.  More recently, the high-profile (Red) campaign, with a red logo using the word “red”
in parentheses in a variety of product names, has tried to persuade consumers to support HIV/AIDS research in
Africa through concert tickets and other purchases.  In France, there is a small round stylized version of the virus
that was an instantly recognizable icon in the 1990s but has since been replaced by the AIDS ribbon.

Early designers were influenced by the advertising industry and pop art; their intention was pragmatic.  As
activist Douglas Crimp explains, “…we will have to abandon the idealist conception of art. We don’t need a cultural
renaissance; we need cultural practices actively participating in the struggle against AIDS.”  Since many
designers also worked in advertising, there was a natural symbiosis between the two fields.

One example of this overlap is the KNOW HIV/AIDS logo within a circle that plays with red and black type to
accentuate the “no”  in “know”  so the text also reads, “NO HIV/AIDS.”  Developed by Viacom Corporate
Relations, this logo was a joint large-scale project of Viacom and the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation with a
campaign that set aside $200 million in 2004 to raise public awareness about HIV testing through its website,
www.knowhivaids.org (which redirects to the CDC site, www.hivtest.org).  Viacom companies including Simon &
Schuster, publisher of The Beat Goes On, participated in the 2004 campaign by using the logo and incorporating
HIV/AIDS content in their products.  Publication of The Beat Goes On may well have been linked to the KNOW
HIV/AIDS campaign since it displays the logo on the inside back flap of the jacket.

For such a highly-publicized disease, however, surprisingly few images of HIV/AIDS have become established in
the public imagination. Since the early 1980s, the AIDS ribbon has won out as the definitive symbol.

Methods

Of the various approaches to understanding art that were reviewed for this study, two methods were chosen,
compositional analysis and semiotics, also called semiology, because together they can aid in both appreciation
and meaning.  Compositional interpretation is informed art appreciation; what Rogoff calls “the good eye”  and
also describes as “connoisseurship.”  (Though “the good eye”  sums up the standard art history approach to
analysis, Rogoff prefers what she calls “the curious eye,”  meaning considering questions associated with critical
theory.)  Examining artistic forms can be an end in itself or, as here, it can also act as the foundation for other
methods.

Compositional analysis, following Rose, is concerned with provenance and production, but the primary emphasis
is on describing the image itself in terms of content, color, spatial organization (perspective), light, and expressive
content. This method also draws on relevant items in Gillian Dyer’s list of non-verbal means of communication,
which take into consideration appearance (age, gender, national and racial characteristics, hair, body, size, and
looks); manner (expression, eye contact, pose, and clothes); and activity (touch, body movement, and positional
communication). Dyer also refers to props and settings but neither applies to the book jacket in question, which
consists solely of a close-up image.
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Art critic Erwin Panofsky’s iconographic analysis may be considered an extension of “the good eye,”  though
Rose largely situates his work in her chapter on discourse analysis and mentions that he is linked to semiotics.
Panofsky posits three levels of meaning in works of art. He describes the levels separately but intends them as a
single organic process:

1. Primary or natural subject matter; also called pre-iconographical. Similar to compositional analysis, this level
requires description and elementary interpretation. Dyer calls it “denotative.”

2. Secondary or conventional subject matter; also called iconographic. Requires understanding of specific
symbols. Dyer calls it “connotative.”

3. Intrinsic meaning or content; also called symbolical and iconological. Requires understanding of the entire
cultural background of the painter and the painting, including customs and mores, period, class, religion, etc.
Dyer calls it “ideological.”

Panofsky’s approach overlaps with semiotics in distinguishing between the denotative and connotative, and
looking to the broader social context for meaning.

Semiotics belongs to critical theory and uses a complex but precise set of tools to analyze images, making it a
popular method for media studies researchers. In particular, an analysis using semiotics is interested in the social
meaning behind the text. The method encourages researchers to reflect on their biases. Studying the context of
how images are received by the intended audience is an important part of the process. In this regard, it should be
noted that this study does not address audience reception, but lays the groundwork for a future reader response
study.

Ferdinand de Saussure’s work on signs is at the heart of semiotics: the sign is a unit of language and the building
block of semiotics.  The sign, according to Saussure, consists of two aspects, the signified and the signifier. In the
real world, the object the sign represents is called the referent. The signified is a concept or material object; the
signifier is the sound, image, or concept evoked by the signified. The relationship between the signified and its
signifier can take on many different meanings. As both Rose and Dyer point out, interpreting signification must be
done in the context of the larger world of advertising images and ideology.

Charles Sanders Peirce refined Saussure’s work to suggest three different kinds of signs: icon, index, and symbol.
Rose explains this system in terms of baby-related signs.  In iconic signs, the signifier has a likeness to the
signified. For example, a photo of a baby looks like a baby. Indexical signs have inherent meaning which is often
culturally constructed. A diagram of a pacifier on a restroom door, for instance, will denote the availability of baby
changing facilities. In symbolic signs, the relationship between signifier and signified is arbitrary but still easily
understood. In this case, a photo of the baby represents the future. Many other writers have adopted Peirce’s
typology.

Several researchers, notably French critic GÃ©rard Genette, have addressed the importance of the paratext in
understanding the work as a whole. The paratext consists of everything that is in addition to the naked text that
involves the public or private life of the published book: “…the paratext is what enables a text to become a book
and to be offered as such to its readers and, more generally, to the public.”  The peritext refers to those
elements within the book, and the epitext to those outside of it. Genette situates the book jacket as part of the
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publisher’s peritext since creating the jacket is a task for the publishing firm.  Sipe and Higonnet acknowledge the
role of the peritext in picture books.  The peritext is also significant for young adult novels.

How to analyze photographic images is a topic of debate among semioticians. To a certain degree, photographs,
even if manipulated, appear to record reality more closely than other visual media.  Roland Barthes states that
while a cultural appreciation (the studium level) of photos is certainly possible, he also proposes that parts of
some photos are beyond signification. He calls this a response at the punctum level, in which a particular detail
with intensely personal meaning can pull the viewer out of his or her critical self.

The following analysis of a particular book jacket serves to demonstrate how the methods of compositional
interpretation and semiotics may be combined for a richer investigation of text and images within the context of
advertising.

Visual Analysis of The Beat Goes On Book Jacket

Compositional analysis begins with provenance. For a traditional work of art such as a painting, the provenance
would trace ownership. Here it is the edition, not the unique copy, which is the unit of analysis. The US edition of
the book published by Simon and Schuster Books for Young Readers features a jacket photograph by Christina
Stanley and jacket design by Russell Gordon. The hardcover price in the US ($15.95) and Canada ($23.95) and age
level (“Ages 12 up” ) are stated on the front flap. The International Standard Book Number (ISBN) barcode
appears on the back cover. From a semiotics standpoint, the book jacket itself is a sign consisting of the signified
and the signifier. The signified (the material object) is part of a book published by a large, well-known US imprint
that targets young readers. It is a commodity for sale and the book jacket is advertising designed to interest the
potential buyer/reader. One signifier (the concept) is reading. The book jacket is a persuasive invitation to read
the book within, to choose it from amongst the many other young adult novels on the shelf.

The jacket photograph is an extreme cropped close-up, a detail of a teen girl’s face, with the right side of her face
on the front cover and the left side of her face on the back cover. One side is the mirror image of the other rather
than a single image of both sides of the teen’s face, which implies that the photo has been manipulated. That her
eyes appear larger than normal, with a shortened distance from eye to mouth, also suggests photographic
manipulation. The close-up connotes intimacy. Dyer points out that close-ups are often used in advertising to
show appealing detail or to make the image larger than life.  Certainly this type of cover image draws the viewer
in. Dyer also notes that women in particular tend to be represented in pieces, for example, focusing on the eye.
Though this particular image does not seem to denigrate women by reducing the teen to body parts, it must be
considered within the broader gender context of how women are represented in advertising.
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Figure 1 (Click for Full-Size)

 

As a symbolic sign, the eye can represent “vigilance, moral conscience, and truth.”  Leyla is watchful and very
protective of Emma, even getting involved in Emma’s regimen to make sure that her cousin takes her medication,
eats well, etc. Certainly Leyla is the moral center of the novel, quickly accepting Emma’s new situation without
judging her. When she learns the degree to which society is affected by HIV/AIDS, she is outraged that others are
not outraged.

The teen on the cover is wide-eyed and wearing makeup; her lip gloss and eye shadow shimmer in the matte
photo. To some potential buyers, it might resemble an alluring fashion magazine ad for cosmetics. The eye
makeup is quite heavy, or perhaps seems so because of the extreme close-up, but then teens are likely to
experiment with cosmetics at an ever younger age and are certainly encouraged to do so by girls’ magazines.
Since young readers generally prefer to read about characters a little older than themselves, this type of cover and
flap copy is probably designed to attract readers younger than fifteen, Leyla’s age. (The printed age range of 12 and
up is a standard designation for a young adult book.)

There are two aspects to spatial organization: the space within the image, called geometrical perspective; and the
viewing position created between the image and the viewer, what Michael Ann Holly calls the “logic of
figuration.”  Here, the face is a tight close-up. The teen on the cover is literally in the viewer’s face; there is no
personal space. Since the photo has been manipulated, the relative size and spacing of the eye, nose, and lips to
one another is disconcerting. The eye is the largest and most arresting visual element. The viewer faces the image
of the teen at approximately eye level. She appears to be looking up and out, perhaps over the shoulder of the
viewer, at something surprising or dangerous. If the teen pictured represents the protagonist, as is often the case
with young adult book covers, there might also be a reference to Leyla looking up to her cousin Emma which is
described in the jacket copy (see Figure 2).

Real or implied light sources can influence the viewer’s reaction to the image. The photo appears to have been
taken in daylight. There are no shadowy or obscured parts of the image. The teen’s face seems open and exposed,
even to her pores. So too is Leyla open to both her cousin’s new situation and the importance of being honest
about HIV/AIDS and not hiding it. This vulnerability is in keeping with the tone of the narrative, expressing
Leyla’s initial fear and shock on hearing her cousin’s diagnosis but also her own uncertainty about negotiating a
first sexual relationship.

The jacket hues (colors) are mostly on the red spectrum with some yellow and blue mixed in. Red is the color of
danger (as in stop signs) and blood, as typified in the symbols of the AIDS ribbon and the (Red) campaign.
Liungman talks about “the deep ambivalence of blood-red–when hidden, it is what conditions life: when exposed,
it means death.”  The Caucasian face has a pinkish flesh tone. The iris, eyeliner, and mascara are all strong
black, as are the nostrils. Symbolically, the nose, like the eyes, can refer to “clairvoyance, perspicacity and
discernment”  but with an intuitive rather than a rational focus.”  The eyebrows are a light brown/blonde
mix, suggesting that the teen has light hair, though it is not visible in the photo. The decision not to show her hair
is intriguing because, as Dyer points out, female hair “is one of the most potent symbols in cultural
communication.”  This increases the feeling of vulnerability that the photo expresses.
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The blue of the teen’s eyes, her silvery eye makeup, and the blue-gray of the author’s name on the front cover are
cool colors, a contrast to the warm yellow, pink, purple, red, and orange of the title and the flesh-colored
background. The title’s candy-colored hues are reminiscent of the cosmetics young teens use. The same effect of
contrast occurs on the back cover, with the cool blue eye above the warm colors of the quote. The tension between
the warm and cool colors emphasizes the eye to an even greater degree. Blue eyes can connote innocence and
being in love, both of which are true of Leyla, who falls in love with heartthrob Darren and at the outset is quite
naÃ¯ve, though not enough to follow Emma’s example of having unprotected sex when she has the opportunity.
Leyla learns from her cousin’s experience and from her own involvement playing drums with young people with
HIV/AIDS. In accordance with the qualities that Liungman attributes to eyes, Leyla is insightful and generally
shows good judgment.

Apart from the colors themselves, saturation and value should be considered. Saturation refers to a color’s purity;
high saturation is very vivid and low saturation almost neutral. Value refers to the degree of lightness or darkness
of a color. If there is a lot of white in the color, it has a high value; if a lot of black, a low value. In this example, the
jacket colors are not highly saturated and they have high value; the effect is light and bright. The black iris,
eyeliner, mascara, and nostrils again provide an intense contrast, focusing primarily on the eye. The overriding
message here is that there is something important that the teen sees and that the viewer should want to see, too.
The enormity of what has happened to Emma at first frightens but does not overwhelm Leyla; rather, it spurs her
to action, making her an advocate not just for her cousin but for all people with HIV/AIDS.

The jacket typography has an immediate impact. On the front cover, the title, in very large capitals and on an
angle, and the author’s name, also in capital letters but much smaller, have an eye-catching glossy finish. The
partly translucent letters of the title appear to bob up and down and overlap in some places, creating movement
that echoes the title’s musical connotation. Even if the viewer is not familiar with the song lyrics written by Sonny
Bono, the concept of popular music comes through. The narrative ends on an upbeat note with the eponymous
lyrics from a song written by Ellie and played by Leyla’s band: You can’t run away, it’s here to stay. / The die is
cast and you won’t be the last, / But the beat goes on….

The back cover features a quote from the book in large caps taking up most of the space not occupied by the teen’s
features:

PEOPLE DON’T WANT TO TALK ABOUT IT. THEY’RE SCARED THEY MIGHT CATCH IT….NOBODY
REALIZES THAT THERE ARE PEOPLE LIKE EMMA OUT THERE WHO HAVE JUST HAD A BIT OF BAD
LUCK FROM ONE CARELESS MISTAKE. –FROM THE BEAT GOES ON

At this point, it is still not clear that this book deals with HIV/AIDS.

Only once the reader has opened the book is there any mention of HIV/AIDS in the jacket copy. The front flap
lists the price and age level, below which appears the teen’s eye within a circle–a clever reminder of the jacket’s
most important design element. The circle is generally known as a symbol of perfection and completeness, but
Liungman also notes that it refers to the turning wheel of time.  Certainly the passage of time is relevant to a book
about HIV/AIDS. There is some suspense as to how long it will take for Emma to become seriously ill (the answer,
unfortunately, is “not long” ) and, more generally, how long it will take to find a cure.
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Figure 2 Figure 3

The first sentence of the front flap jacket copy is in large capital
letters: “AT FIFTEEN, SHY LEYLA LOOKS UP TO HER
SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD COUSIN, EMMA.”  The copy continues in
an Arial-like sans serif face and introduces the plot with overt
mention of HIV/AIDS. The back flap begins at the top with the
author’s name in large, glossy capital letters and continues with a
brief biographical note. Below this copy the logo, KNOW
HIV/AIDS, appears within a circle, balancing and echoing the eye
detail at the top of the front flap. Liungman also notes that the
circle is a symbol of protection, and indeed the message of the logo
is that only through knowledge can HIV/AIDS be eradicated.  In
the context of HIV/AIDS protection, a circle may also refer to an
unopened condom. The logo uses color and bolding to present two
uncompromising messages in black and red: KNOW HIV/AIDS
and NO HIV/AIDS. The back flap concludes with publisher and
imprint information at the bottom. The jacket coyly hints at
HIV/AIDS content on the back cover, but presents it in a more

forthright fashion on the back flap.

Discussion

The above analysis uses compositional analysis and a semiotics approach to respond to the two research
questions:

1. How does the book jacket reflect the HIV/AIDS content of a novel in which the disease is central to the plot?
2. What picture of HIV/AIDS is presented by the book jacket?

As a whole, the book jacket of The Beat Goes On presents the narrative in an accurate way, but it is not until one
physically opens the book to read the flaps that any hint of manifest HIV/AIDS content appears. Both copy and
image (the logo) on the front and back flaps explain the role that HIV/AIDS plays in the story and promotes
HIV/AIDS education and even activism. Leyla’s empathetic reaction to Emma’s HIV positive status and
understanding that it must not be kept secret are clearly stated. As Yampbell explains, it is not unusual for young
adult book covers to misrepresent the book with, for example, a sensationalized cover, but this is not the case with
The Beat Goes On.

The overall picture of HIV/AIDS depicted by the book jacket is represented by images that signify intimacy,
vulnerability, and danger, but also hope through education and activism. The logo on the inside back flap may be
the only graphical representation of HIV/AIDS, but it connotes connection to a broad community of people,
including the publisher, who are involved in a public awareness campaign. The symbolic sign of the eye brings in
the component of vigilance, moral conscience, and truth while the lighting emphasizes honesty and vulnerability.
The sign of the circle adds the dimensions of time and protection. Even the title is hopeful. With the
predominantly candy-colored palette and bouncy typography that brings to mind girls’ teen magazines, this jacket
is designed to attract female young teens and so provides images that will be meaningful to them and draw them
in.
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Readers may expect book jackets to reflect the subject matter within, but even the jackets of the 40 books listed by
Gross, Goldsmith, and Carruth in which HIV/AIDS is central to the plot do not necessarily meet this standard.
Thirty-two of the books (80%) refer to HIV/AIDS in the jacket copy. This seems like a respectable number until
the year of publication is also considered: 29 of the books (73%) that mention HIV/AIDS on the book jacket were
published from 1986—1996. Of the 11 remaining books, five (23%) were published in a single year, 2004. The
remaining six books (15%) with jacket copy that mention HIV/AIDS were published in 1999, 2001, 2002, 2005
(two titles), and 2007, suggesting that there is no trend towards better publicizing HIV/AIDS content in this
manner.

In addition to jacket copy, the images and color of book jackets were considered. Only five books (13%) feature
both text and images relevant to the disease. Eight of the 40 books (20%) display no HIV/AIDS content
whatsoever on the jacket and none announce the HIV/AIDS subject matter purely through images. If indications
of death and loss are counted, 19 books (48%) present this information in the jacket copy, four books (10%) in
both text and images, and one (.3%) in images alone. As described above, the color red, though not a direct
representation of HIV/AIDS, can symbolize blood and danger and has been associated with the AIDS ribbon and
the (Red) Campaign. Thirteen of the books (33%) have text in red while twenty (50%) of the books feature red in
the background or otherwise as part of the jacket.

One might speculate that book jackets do not consistently mention HIV/AIDS up front because it is a
controversial subject, but contemporary young adult novels hardly shy away from controversy. Rather,
controversy can fuel sales. However, there are many ways to sell a book, and the publisher can try to hook the
reader by focusing on a different aspect of the story. Or perhaps the publisher surmises that teens would just not
be interested in seeing HIV/AIDS, which is, after all, a school subject, emblazoned on the cover of their
recreational reading. As reported above, many teens do not seem personally concerned about HIV/AIDS. It is
surprising, though, that when HIV/AIDS is central to the plot, it is not necessarily referenced in the jacket cover
art or copy.

Since The Beat Goes On is targeted to a female young teen audience, the issue of gender arises. The cover photo
and typography cater to girls who are familiar with teen magazines and might be intrigued by the book jacket for
that reason. The feelings of vulnerability and perceived danger that emanate from the photo fit the stereotypical
construct of female weakness and passivity. If teenage boys were the intended readers, the cover would almost
certainly be different. For a start, it would likely feature a male teen.

Examining Book Covers with Teens

Teachers and librarians can invite teens to look critically at the jackets of books with HIV/AIDS content or any
other issue that is important to them and might be controversial. Ideally, the analysis could take place before
reading the book and revisited afterwards to see if, having read the book, the meaning of the jacket material has
changed. The following questions are inspired by compositional analysis and semiotics as discussion prompts:

Consider the purpose of the book jacket. Is it advertising? Is it art? Is there any tension between the two?
Describe what is on the cover and flaps. What do the art and text tell you? How do they work together? What is
obvious? Might there be underlying meanings as well?
What are the dominant colors? How do they make you feel?
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Can you tell which medium the artist has used? Was this a good choice? How does the medium help
communicate the message?
Do you recognize any symbols? Do you know what they mean? How do they affect the overall message of the
book jacket?
Do you think the cover accurately represents the content? If it does not, is this a problem? Do you think the
jacket should reflect the story? What, if anything, did you learn about the relevant issue (HIV/AIDS, etc.) from
the jacket?

Analysis could be conducted by the whole class if the jacket is scanned and projected onto a large screen.
Alternatively, small groups could work on jackets from different novels on a similar theme and present their
analysis to the class. Teens may look with new appreciation and care at book jackets. Another follow-up activity
could be for teens to design their own book jackets

Conclusion

Together, the text and images of The Beat Goes On book jacket convey a strong and accurate sense of the
narrative, and demonstrate ways that HIV/AIDS content might be imparted to the potential reader. Yet even with
a book that focuses on HIV/AIDS and its effect on the lives of Leyla, Emma, and their friends and family, this
content is not immediately apparent. The front and back covers do not mention the disease, and it is not until the
reader actually opens the book to the inside flaps that the subject matter becomes clear. It is difficult in general to
identify fiction with HIV/AIDS content; an indication on the front or back of the book would help.

This study uses compositional analysis and semiotics to interpret the messages being communicated in book
jackets. While such an analysis is largely qualitative and therefore subjective, it is nevertheless valuable in
exposing relevant compositional and cultural messages embedded in visual content. With a little help from their
teachers and librarians, teens too can use this approach to take a closer look at the material that is marketed to
them. Follow-up research will continue this investigation by examining other young adult novel book jackets with
HIV/AIDS content in which the disease is central to the story. A companion study of teens’ reader responses to
these book jackets is also anticipated.

Many teens do not think that HIV/AIDS is of personal concern to them. Through reading fiction that explores the
social and emotional as well as the purely medical aspects of the disease, they may decide otherwise. Quality
young adult fiction that discusses HIV/AIDS provides educational as well as recreational reading in a non-didactic
way. Encountering fictional characters with HIV/AIDS is an excellent way for teens to engage with the subject and
learn vicariously (and safely) from their experiences. First, though, it is necessary to locate the books, which can
be a difficult task when subject access is limited and finding aids are specialized. The more information about the
HIV/AIDS content within that appears on the book jacket, the more easily young adults and the adults who work
with them will be able to identify and recommend these important books.
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