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Authors in Action: Janet Wong 
 

Janet S. Wong grew up in California, the child of Korean and Chinese 
immigrants. She graduated from UCLA with a bachelor’s degree in History and 
then obtained her law degree from Yale. However, she was not happy practicing 
law and decided to make a change, focusing on writing for young people instead. 
She has since authored nearly two dozen picture books and poetry collections, 
including Before It Wriggles Away, a “Meet the Author” book that shows pictures 
of her house (but not the junk-cluttered basement). She and her books have 
received numerous awards and honors, such as the International Reading 
Association's "Celebrate Literacy Award" for exemplary service in the promotion 
of literacy.  
 

Dumpster Diver Spirit in the Library 
by Janet Wong 

 
Five years ago I spotted a chair made out of old wooden skis. When I asked artist 

Kerry Wade what inspired him to create such a thing, he said, “Oh, I’m just a Dumpster 
Diver! I was walking past a Dumpster and saw some skis sticking out.” I loved the idea 
of someone stumbling across something old and finding new value in it. In our consumer 
society, it’s hard to resist the “latest and greatest.” But what becomes of the stuff that 
was the latest and greatest ten years ago? I have a whole basement full of it. Seeing what 
Kerry Wade did with the wooden skis inspired me to write The Dumpster Diver and to 
haul three carloads to Goodwill. 

In celebration of Earth Day and The Dumpster Diver, All for Kids Books 
(www.allforkidsbooks.com) sponsored a “Junk Is Good” contest in 2007. Kids—
individually, in teams, and as classrooms—built fun new things out of junk. A mix of 
odd metal items (mismatched silverware, faucet handles, miscellaneous hardware) became 
wind chimes. An old car-seat, Styrofoam packing, and dozens of wine corks became a 
“land/sea vehicle.” Cans and milk cartons became sculpture. Kids all across the country 
caught Dumpster Diver Spirit, seeing the old in a new way. I felt proud to have written a 
book that inspired so much action. 

You, too, can harness Dumpster Diver Spirit to keep your library collection in 
active circulation—and to keep the widest possible variety of books “alive.” One real 
challenge facing teachers and librarians today is to guide young readers to look beyond 
the “latest and greatest” in books. We have become conditioned to think of “New 
Releases” as the best—the first place to look in the video store, in the bookstore, even in 
the library. New releases become old in a month, so no wonder publishers are putting 
books out-of-print faster than ever. With the large bookstores stocking so little backlist, 
libraries are often the only place you can find a book that’s two years old. Picture books 
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that are twenty-five years old have become antiques; two-color books that are fifty years 
old seem prehistoric. Many of these books could easily become a child’s favorite book—if 
only that child (or a parent) would check it out. 

This is where you come in. Gather your colleagues. Divide up a hundred gold 
stars. Wander through your library, putting stars on the spines of your favorite old and 
overlooked books—especially the “ugly” ones. Encourage kids to find these ‘Golden 
Treasures’ on the shelves, to check them out, and read them. Every so often, add more 
stars. While searching for Golden Treasures, your young patrons might just catch some 
Dumpster Diver spirit. They’ll find themselves browsing through bookshelves, walking 
up and down the stacks, looking for something that catches their eyes. When they stumble 
across something old, and find new value in it, you can both feel very proud. 
 
 


