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      In 2005, shortly after I was hired into my first full-time teen librarian position,
         I was invited to participate in a book group composed of local teachers, librarians,
         editors, and authors. Every month we discussed a young adult book and then were invited
         to discuss other titles we had read during the past month. Under the pressure of my
         new schedule, I didn’t have a lot of spare time for pleasure reading. Many of the
         other book group members had been in the educator game for a while, and I was dazzled
         by their towering stacks of books, the ease with which they presented their book talks,
         and the all-around awesomeness of the group. “Fudge,” I thought. “If I only have time
         to read one book, it had better be something really good.”
      

      
      A slim copy of Leslie Connor’s Dead on Town Line was sitting on my desk for review. It had an interesting premise—a town is searching
         for a murdered teenager as her ghost, waiting just beyond town line, tries to help
         her loved ones find peace. I connected with the writing style—I felt like I was locked
         into the character’s stream of consciousness, as Connor’s free verse scooted me through
         the narrative. And I was able to read it in one sitting. I found those qualities addictive,
         and I began to scan the shelves for more verse novels.
      

      
      My 100th verse novel was Cathy Ostlere’s Karma. On the night of our book group, I gave a teary-eyed book talk about the horror that
         the title character witnessed as she escaped on a train, fleeing the riots of New
         Delhi following the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. I convinced the
         book group to read Karma for the following month’s discussion. Afterward, our book group hosts suggested that
         I consider writing a guide on the topic, and with that in mind, I began to groom my
         verse novel list in earnest. I did what librarians are wont to do: I combed through
         catalogs, looking to see what publications were out there on the topic of young adult
         verse novels. There were articles in magazines such as Voice of Youth Advocates, Horn Book, School Library Journal, and so forth. However, there were no resources on the topic along the lines of the
         bibliographic genre textbooks popular at the time. The likely reason is that the verse
         novel is a form and not a genre, and therefore it doesn’t fit into the subcategorization of fiction into young adult
         fiction, and young adult fiction into separate genres, and so on.
      

      
      Around the time I read my 150th verse novel, my book group hosts took me in hand and
         proffered an introduction to Patty Campbell, the editor of the Scarecrow Series in
         Young Adult Literature.
      

      
      What Is a Verse Novel?

      
      So what is a verse novel anyway? Of the many definitions that circulate, the most
         concise one can be found in Edward Hirsch’s A Poet’s Glossary. Hirsch refers to a verse novel as:
      

      
         A novel in poetry. A hybrid form, the verse novel filters the devices of fiction through
            the medium of poetry. There are antecedents for the novelization of poetry in long
            narrative poems, in epics, chronicles, and romances, but the verse novel itself, as
            a distinct nineteenth-century genre, is different than the long poem that tells a
            story because it appropriates the discourse and language, the stylistic features of
            the novel as a protean form.[1]  
         

      

      Because the verse novel is a hybrid form, let’s further examine the two components,
         novel and verse.
      

      
      Elements of a Novel

      
      I am going to discount the majority of definitions that categorize a novel as being
         written in prose because our hybrid form begs a new definition. With prose removed,
         the remaining elements are a book-length work of fiction. What is book length? In
         a discussion of the publishing industry standards for word count in relation to book
         submissions, Chuck Sambuchino, editor for Writer’s Digest Books, sets a young adult novel’s word count somewhere between 55,000 and 69,999 words.[2]   However, a hybrid form that favors the truncated lines of poetry as opposed to
         the blocks of text found in prose is not going to compete in terms of word count.
         Without sufficient data to compare the two, I made a study of 185 young adult verse
         novels from my list.
      

      
      I turned to a familiar tool—the Accelerated Reader BookFinder website published by
         Renaissance Learning, Inc.[3]   Renaissance Learning tallies word count and page numbers of books in order to generate
         their ATOS readability formula. Of the 185 young adult verse novels analyzed, the
         word count ranged from 2,014 to 84,129 with an average word count of 23,933 and a
         median of 19,171 words. The page count ranged from 32 to 681 pages with an average
         page count of 247 and a median of 222 pages. And the words per page ranged from 28
         to 253, with an average of 94 words per page and a median of 87. A 247-page book is
         a pretty substantial length; however, the average word count for a verse novel falls
         well below Chuck Sambuchino’s prescribed count.
      

      
      I allow that this is not necessarily a bad thing. For teens who have trouble with
         reading or who struggle with time commitment, the shorter lines and the amount of
         white space in the margins of a verse novel may be appealing. The shape of the poetry
         itself will feel familiar to a generation of teens whose textbooks employ alternative
         formatting elements like pictures, sidebars, and pop-outs to break up a block of solid
         prose. This, as well as the decreased word count and “stream of consciousness” feel
         of free verse, allows the reader to move quickly through the book. In an interview
         with Roger Sutton for Horn Book, Virginia Euwer Wolff talks about her decision to employ verse-like text to make
         reading a success for struggling teens such as the single mother in her verse novel
         Make Lemonade: “In the amount of time they had, with the amount of concentration they could muster,
         I wanted them to be able to get through the book. I myself am intimidated by huge
         pages of gray without any white space. I wanted the white space to thread through
         the story and give it room to breathe.”[4] 
      

      
      Elements of Verse

      
      In The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry & Poetics, the entry on verse and prose reads:
      

      
         1. Definitions and Background. The term verse derives from the Lat. versus, which originally denotes “a turning” of a plough at the end of a furrow or the furrow
            itself. By analogy, the word means “a row” or “a line of writing,” esp. a line a poet
            composes in making a poem.[5]  
         

      

      Once again, the majority of verse definitions differ because they add elements of
         poetic meter and rhyme to the above definition. This is problematic because most of
         the young adult verse novels analyzed here are written in free verse. The argument
         about whether free verse constitutes a form of poetry has been around almost as long
         as poets have been writing this form. Free verse is an open form that isn’t defined
         by rhyme or meter. In essence, it lacks the identifying elements found in other forms
         of poetry. However, free verse isn’t completely devoid of poetic devices such as metaphor,
         stanzas, internal rhyme, and so forth. Coincidentally, those elements may also be
         present in prose. When these devices are intentionally used, it is said to make prose
         more poetic. But is it enough to turn prose into poetry?
      

      
      What poetry has that prose lacks is line breaks. Free verse is often described as
         being written to reflect the cadence of speech, and line breaks occur where a thought
         is paused or a breath is taken. For the sake of argument, it’s possible to take the
         lines of free verse and condense them into blocks of prose. But that would lose the
         pacing, the intention, and the shape that the line breaks create in the text, which
         lend a greater meaning to the poem.
      

      
      Poetry as a Plot Device

      
      When the elements of novel and verse are combined, critics will often make the argument
         that the story doesn’t merit being written in poetry. Some authors create a plot device
         to explain their use of verse, such as a teen narrator who likes to write poetry,
         is inspired by a school poetry unit, or is fulfilling a required assignment. Other
         authors might explain that their characters are writing in short lines because their
         narrators only have a rudimentary grasp of the language and are not educated enough
         to understand grammar or syntax. Other authors might employ free verse that reflects
         the cadence of speech in order to imply that the narrator is not writing but is simply
         speaking or thinking.
      

      
      Author Intent

      
      Within these definitions of “novel” and “verse,” there is flexibility. The form doesn’t
         change radically from book to book, but each author’s interpretation of the boundaries
         of the form creates a wide range of word and page counts. Authors are often playful
         in using a combination
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