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I see them everywhere in educational literature, themes 
of articles that envision our role beyond the walls of the 

school library: social emotional learning, preparing for 
a global society, reaching families, making community 
connections, and parental involvement, just to name a 
few. This emphasis in the literature reminds us that we 
work with the whole child, a reality that certainly begs us 
to think about the many aspects of a learning community 
that recognizes and serves all learners and their needs. 
A whole child approach to education is one that focuses 
attention on the social, emotional, mental, physical, as 
well as cognitive development of students (Slade and 
Griffith 2013).

This issue of Knowledge Quest brings you a series of articles 
about effecting change beyond the four walls of your 
school library, change that champions the whole child. 
It certainly makes sense that the learner-ready school 
librarian would have a far-reaching influence on many 
aspects of a child’s learning life. Isn’t that what lifelong 
learning is really all about?

Think about flipped services. Because learners already 
feel welcome and safe in your nurturing space, can you 
orchestrate bringing community services into your school 
library at strategic times that may extend beyond the 
regular school day? This action allows learners to gain 
a comfort level with community partners but within the 
safety of your space. Consider partnerships; some will 
be obvious, some will not. All will need to be developed, 
encouraged, and nurtured. Some ideas might include 
free wellness checks, public library storytimes, tutors 

from neighboring agencies, guest speakers, craft/making 
workshops, and music or dance opportunities. The list is 
limited only by your imagination.

Hillary Clinton had it right, “It takes a village” (1996). In 
my community, my village, learners have an abundance of 
opportunities that both deepen and broaden learning in a 
variety of ways.

For over two decades, my school district and our multi-
county public library system have partnered to provide 
unified and enhanced services to our learners. This 
unique partnership offers our learners and their families 
a shared library card that affords access to additional 
databases, e-books, and programming that extends 
learning beyond our walls and the traditional school 
day. In addition, our public librarian partners push into 
our school libraries to offer specialized services for our 
learners during the school day. These services—including 
sensory storytimes, experiences with specialized maker 
equipment, and joint literacy endeavors—enrich our 
learners’ lives. Because these events help our learners 
become familiar with their public librarians within the 
nurturing environment of the school library, they are 
ready to see familiar faces in after-school and summer 
programming. This community connection is real and 
valued by our school community.

For many years our schools have been the beneficiaries of 
our partnership with World Literature Today. The mission 
of World Literature Today, the University of Oklahoma’s 
bimonthly magazine of international literature and 

 
 

president’s 
COLUMN

By helping ensure that our learners feel comfortable in their 

larger community, we provide supports they will carry with 

them throughout their lives.

Learner-Ready School Librarians Go Beyond
Kathryn Roots Lewis, 2018–2019 AASL President   |   klewis@norman.k12.ok.us
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culture, is to serve the international, state, and university 
communities by achieving excellence as a literary publica-
tion, a sponsor of literary prizes, and a cultural center for 
students <www.worldliteraturetoday.org>. This collabora-
tion has resulted in thousands of learners of all ages reading, 
listening to, and sharing dialogue with authors from 
around the world. School librarians, in collaboration with 
classroom educators across our district, prepare our learners 
for each event. These literary endeavors invite our learners 
to view themselves as writers, readers, knowledge creators, 
and illustrators, giving them the confidence to excel in areas 
they did not think possible. Our learners have been part of 
writing and illustration workshops, which have culminated 
in their work being recognized at evening events, including 
a prestigious banquet, poetry readings, and more. Ensuring 
that our learners participate in literary experiences on the 
University of Oklahoma campus gives them a new and fresh 
look at what might be possible in their future. Isn’t possibil-
ity the purview of every learner-ready school librarian?

How do you start reaching out and making connections in 
your community? Think about your current services. Which 
ones extend beyond your walls: online databases, e-books, 
audiobooks, after-hour services, summer services, book 
buses, maker Saturdays, parent-learner reading clubs, 
after-hour coding clubs, and more?

As you think about moving beyond your school library, 
consider:

• Do learners and parents feel welcome in the school library?

• Do learners and parents understand what school librarians 
do in a school library and beyond?

• Do learners and parents understand the services that are 
available to them outside the school building?

• In what ways does the school library support learning?

• What does the community have to offer?

• How do school librarians advertise our expanded 
opportunities?

• In what ways can school librarians use social media to share 
and invite participation?

• Do community members know about what the school library 
does and what part they can play in learning?

• How do school librarians leverage community partnerships 
to provide nurturing learning experiences for learners?

• How do school librarians celebrate products of learning in 
ways that involve the community?

• How do school librarians celebrate literacy, making, 
collaboration, and inquiry in ways that involve the 
community?

• Is the messaging about the school library simple and 
straightforward?

• Does your school library have a Web presence that 
informs all learners?

• How does the school librarian use infographics, 
podcasts, and videos to introduce library programs?

• As you push beyond your school walls, how do you 
help your learners be comfortable in their broader 
community?

Through powerful partnerships, you leverage connec-
tions that amplify learning for everyone in the school 
community. Seek out partners wherever you can; build 
on your knowledge of your community and what it has to 
offer. By helping ensure that our learners feel comfort-
able in their larger community, we provide supports 
they will carry with them throughout their lives. This 
intentional extension of our school libraries beyond our 
library walls helps give our learners the confidence to 
embrace community life and participate in it fully. Your 
work in building relationships and connections positions 
learners to be successful in our democracy.

You’ve got this, learner-ready school librarians!

Learner-Ready School Librarians Go Beyond
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 School librarians are leading learners into 

the uncharted waters of the boundary-less, 

limitless, and wall-less library.

School libraries typically have four walls, a ceiling, 
a floor, and a door, but in reality school libraries 

should be wall-less! Our school libraries should serve our 
learners wherever our learners are physically, whenever 
they may need access, and however their inquiry leads 
them. School librarians are leading learners into the 
uncharted waters of the boundary-less, limitless, and 
wall-less library.

The six Common Beliefs the AASL National School Library 
Standards for Learners, School Librarians, and School Libraries are 
grounded upon support a school library that is boundary-
less and wall-less:

1. The school library is a unique and essential part of a 
learning community (AASL 2018). With a beyond-the-
walls approach to our school libraries we can extend the 
learning community even further, and our learners can 
realize how essential our libraries are to their educational 
experience.

2. Qualified school librarians lead effective school 
libraries (AASL 2018). Qualified school librarians 
demand that our reach extend beyond the physical school 
library and continuously push the limits.

3. Learners should be prepared for college, career, and 
life (AASL 2018). Our wall-less school libraries model 
the global world connections.

4. Reading is the core of personal and academic 
competency (AASL 2018). Reading occurs every day 
outside the walls of our school libraries. We promote 
reading and encourage exploration of reading materials 
beyond the walls.

5. Intellectual freedom is every learner’s right (AASL 
2018). It is our duty to teach learners about intellectual 
freedom and ensure that they understand their impact 
throughout their community.

6. Information technologies must be appropriately 
integrated and equitably available (AASL 2018). 
Providing access to resources and activities beyond the 
walls of our school libraries allows for equity for every 
learner, everywhere.

Additionally, the AASL Standards Framework for Learners 
provides support for school libraries operating beyond 
the four walls. Some specific examples are:

Inquire – Share: “Learners adapt, communicate, and 
exchange learning products with others” (AASL 2018). 
Our learners work outside our school libraries by sharing 
and connecting content with others around the globe. 
Students use a variety of platforms to share content such 
as Flipgrid, Skype, Padlet, among others.

Inquire – Grow: “Learners participate in an ongoing 
inquiry-based process” (AASL 2018). Our learners can 

School Libraries Go Beyond the Four Walls
Cassandra Barnett | cassandragbarnett@gmail.com

Judy Deichman | deichman.judith@nottowayschools.org
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formulate questions and add to those questions by experi-
encing lessons via virtual reality and other platforms.

Include – Create: “Learners adjust their awareness of 
the global learning community” (AASL 2018). Learners 
experience art from around the globe by connecting with 
art museums and having online interactions.

Collaborate – Create: “Learners participate in personal, 
social, and intellectual networks” (AASL 2018). Students 
use a variety of communication tools and resources that 
facilitate their experiences and education.

Curate – Share: “Learners exchange information 
resources within and beyond their learning community” 
(AASL 2018). Sharing resources from community 
partners in a summer program enriches our learners’ 
experience.

Explore – Think: “Learners develop and satisfy personal 
curiosity” (AASL 2018). The use of augmented reality 
will certainly pique and satisfy our students’ exploration 
of new ideas.

Engage – Think: “Learners follow ethical and legal 
guidelines for gathering and using information” (AASL 
2018). Operating beyond the walls of our school libraries 
requires that we teach our learners about the ethical use 
of information in a connected global world.

Reaching beyond the four walls is fundamental in inter-
acting with learners today and is critical in preparing 
them for the world beyond school. The articles in this 
issue demonstrate how school librarians are reaching 
beyond the school library space to interact with learners 
in the real world.

Kay Calvert, a literacy coach in Arkansas, recognized 
that her community’s students needed support to read 
during the summer. The solution: transform a retired 
school bus into a bookmobile to take the school library to 
the students. By working with other community partners, 
Calvert and her community provide students access to 
books, free lunch, art activities, and storytimes.

Kelly Klober, 2018 Sara Jaffarian Award winner, details 
her Tales of the Crypt program. The program takes 
research out of the school library and into the community. 
Her students investigate local historical figures and 
present their lives, in character, in the cemetery where 
they are buried. The whole community has become 
invested in the project.

Janine Johnson takes you on a tour through virtual 
reality and how it has affected her learners. She outlines 
the aspects of VR, gives pointers to start, and suggests 
resources to use in your school library.

Becky Calzada highlights the different beyond-the-walls 
aspects that are evident in her district by the many out-
standing school librarians who practice there. The school 
libraries in Becky’s district are truly reaching beyond their 
school library spaces.

Christine van Hamersveld details her experience 
operating without a physical library due to the ravaging 
effects of Hurricane Harvey. Christine shares innovative 
approaches her school library used to service the learners 
and the community. Her article will deeply touch you and 
hopefully prompt you to incorporate some new approaches 
for your own school library. 

Finally Cassandra Barnett details her work in launching 
the Arkansas Declaration of Learning program, which 
enables participants to learn about historic art, objects, 
and resources from various institutions and use them in 
their lessons. 

By going beyond the walls of our school libraries, we 
expand the resources and experiences available to our 
students and teachers. We help our students see connec-
tions to their communities and the world. These articles 
highlight a few of the ways you can take your school library 
beyond the physical walls. We hope you will find at least 
one new technique, program, or idea that inspires you to 
think outside the box and lead you to try an innovative 
approach to reaching your patrons and community. Take 
your school library to the streets!

Work Cited:
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The Beebe (AR) Public School 
District is committed to the 

mission of utilizing all resources 
to provide learning opportuni-
ties, tools, progressive technology, 
and guidance to enable all students 
to become productive citizens and 
lifelong learners. Each school year, 
upon returning from summer 
vacation, a noticeable decline in 
student reading levels from the end 
of the previous school year is evident. 
The research is clear that children 
who do not read during the summer 
can lose up to three months of 
reading progress and that loss has a 
cumulative, long-term effect.

Our Collaborative Solution

In an effort to combat summer 
reading loss in the district, in 2015 
a retired 1994 sixty-six-passenger 
school bus from our fleet was 
retrofitted into the Beebe Badger 
Bookmobile. The intentional focus 
of the bookmobile project is to get 
books into the hands of students in 
our community.

In addition to applying for—and 
receiving—some small grants for 
the project, we asked community 
members to donate gently used 
books to supply the bookmobile. 
Many homes in our community 
contain books that children have 
outgrown, books that have already 
been read, multiple copies of 
books, unused cookbooks, and 
many other books that need a new 
home. This bookmobile project 
presented an opportunity for our 
entire community to be part of the 
solution to the summer reading 
loss problem. One of our new 2018 
community partners was Apple 
Blossom Child Development Center. 
Rhonda Howell, center director, said 
the bookmobile was a “wonderful 
opportunity for our kids to interact 
more with books.” She added, “The 
kids would sit down and read the 
books they checked out from the 
bookmobile. We had not seen them 
so interested in books before!”

The maintenance, technology, and 
carpentry crews at Beebe Public 
Schools completed most of the 

retrofitting on site, resulting in 
substantial savings to the district in 
comparison to the cost of conversion 
by a specialty company. Beebe is 
fortunate to have such a multi-
talented workforce who embraced 
this project with open arms and with 
open hearts. This effort was truly 
a labor of love! To start, seats and 
windows were removed (see figure 
1) as custom, adjustable shelves that 
slant to prevent books from falling 
while the bus is moving were built 
(see figure 2). The interior was 
painted before the installation of 
laminate flooring, seventeen LED 
lights, two air-conditioners, and a 
back-up camera. Interior speakers, a 
desk for checkout, and small benches 
built over the wheels completed the 
interior restoration. A generator 
was added to supply power when 
the bookmobile is parked. Exterior 
speakers, colored LED chaser lights, 
chrome wheel covers and exhaust tips, 
and a custom wrap (collaboratively 
designed by two district employees) 
ensure that the bookmobile 
maintains a stand-out presence in 
our community (see figure 3).

Figure 1. Gutted bus ready for conversion into bookmobile. Figure 2. Custom-built slanted shelves.
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Books, Meals, and Fun

The bookmobile logo Blazing a Reading 
Trail (see figure 3) communicates 
our mission to cultivate a culture 
of literacy in our community. All 
community members—babies 
through adults—are invited to 
come onboard to select books 
from our lending library and to 
attend programs and do activities 
at the bookmobile stops. The 
bookmobile is carefully maintained 
by bookmobile personnel, as the 
shelves are organized by both 
audience age and category. Stickers 
adhered to each book cover remind 
patrons to return loaned books to 
the bookmobile. The mobile lending 
library operates on the honor system, 
whereby no penalties or fines are 
assessed for lost or overdue books. 
As patrons complete the checkout 
process, books are placed in canvas 
bags with the bookmobile logo (paid 
for by a grant) and bookmarks are 
offered.

When the Arkansas Department of 
Education made a video about the 

bookmobile, one of our loyal patrons, 
Josie, said, “It is really just cool to 
have books, if you do not have them 
at your home. You do not have to pay 
for these books! It is awesome...you 
can just get books whenever!” The 
hope is for families to come on board 
to choose books together. Patrons 
Taiyah and Zoey are cousins and 
come to the bookmobile together, 
pulling Taiyah’s younger sister in 
a little red wagon. For the video, 
Taiyah said, “When the bookmobile 
comes to YOU, it is really not that 
hard to be able to read books. We 

came home the first day and decided 
we should do a book club! Every day, 
after the bookmobile, we sit down 
together and read.”

Each summer, an average of 
six hundred book checkouts by 
young people are recorded on the 
bookmobile spreadsheet. (Adult 
borrowers are not recorded.) The 
ages of young patrons are recorded 
on the chart in table 1. Each student 
in grades Pre-K through sixth in the 
Beebe School District is provided 
with an account for the Scholastic 

Feeding both the bodies and minds 

of students during the summer is an 

action step toward fulfilling our mission 

to use all resources to guide students 

to becoming lifelong learners.

Figure 3. Eye-catching exterior of upcycled school bus.
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Summer Reading Challenge, so that 
their reading minutes can be logged. 
To invite friendly competition, 
minutes are shared weekly through 
district social media accounts.

The Beebe Badger Bookmobile 
joins the school lunch summer meal 
program (supported by a federal 
grant) on planned stops Monday 
through Thursday of each week 
during the summer. Students, ages 
eighteen and under, are invited 
to enjoy a healthy sack lunch and 
beverage prepared by food service 
employees in an effort to meet 
young learners’ physiological needs. 
The food service employees (who 
have their own van) encourage all 
students to visit the bookmobile after 
they finish their lunch. Likewise, 
bookmobile employees encourage 
all patrons to enjoy a healthy school 
lunch after they choose their books. 
Feeding both the bodies and minds 
of students during the summer is 

an action step toward fulfilling 
our mission to use all resources to 
guide students to becoming lifelong 
learners.

Beebe Public Schools appreciates and 
acknowledges community collabo-
rators who have graciously granted 
permission for all bookmobile stops. 
I contact potential collaborators 
in the spring and have had a warm 
reception from daycare centers, 
apartment-complex managers, 
mobile-home park owners, and 
churches.

Additionally, volunteers have enthu-
siastically shared knowledge and 
experiences with bookmobile patrons. 
I solicit volunteers by writing 
articles for the local newspaper 
and by sending a recruitment 
e-mail to members of our school 
community. In addition, local master 
gardeners and staff members at our 
county extension office have been 

generous with their time. We have 
been fortunate to have community 
members who have travelled exten-
sively, collected unusual artifacts, 
and refined unique talents, skills, 
and interests willing to serve our 
students by volunteering their time 
to stimulate learners’ minds through 
the summer months. 

Partnerships with local childcare 
facilities have afforded their students 
weekly read-alouds by district 
school librarians and visits to the 
bookmobile to maintain learners’ 
reading achievement during the 
summer months. Classroom 
teachers have also volunteered 
their time to read to students 
or to provide learning activities. 
Classroom teacher Katrina Mills 
said, “The thing I enjoyed most 
about presenting the bubble-mak-
ing science lesson in conjunction 
with the bookmobile was just the 
excitement and joy that I saw within 

Pre-K

18%

12%
8%

6%

22%

10%

16%

Kindergarten

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

Middle School

Junior High

High School

Table 1. Grade levels of young borrowers.
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the students. Kids genuinely enjoy 
learning, but many are not provided 
learning opportunities during the 
summer. Even though Beebe is a 
small town, our district is really 
spread out and there are many 
students who do not have the oppor-
tunity to enjoy our local library. The 
bookmobile is vital to giving those 
students enjoyable summer learning 
opportunities.” See the sidebar 
on page 14 for more reflections by 
volunteers.

A few of the opportunities presented 
on bookmobile routes include 
conversations with master gardeners, 
instruction in origami, science 
investigation through experi-
ments, cooking demonstrations, and 
watermelon seed-spitting contests. 
We have also had a community 
member share artifacts from her 
African safari. Another time, we 
had a champion collie join us 
on one of the bookmobile routes 
(prompting the addition of Lassie 
books to the bookmobile collection). 
As community collaborators share 
their wisdom, an effort is made to 
add books to the bookmobile to 
encourage students to learn more 
about the shared topics and to 
continue to ask questions and to 
think deeper. We invite all readers 
to check out our blog at <http://
beebebadgerbookmobile.weebly.
com/blog> for more information 
regarding our community collabora-
tors.

Public Library Partner

Goff Public Library in Beebe has 
been a collaborative partner from 
the inception of the bookmobile 
effort. Schedules of the summer 
reading opportunities available at 

the public library are kept onboard 
the bookmobile, and the local library 
provides copies of the bookmobile 
routes to its patrons. If requested 
books are not available on the 
bookmobile, it is suggested that 
patrons visit the local public library, 
or access the public library’s e-book 
collection, to locate the desired title. 
Library card applications are also 
available on the bookmobile. Instead 
of operating as competitors, the 
public library staff and the school 
district bookmobile workers operate 
in cooperative spirit in an effort to 
best serve all of the patrons in our 
community.

Ramona Howell, Goff Public Library 
Branch Manager, recently shared, 

“We have so enjoyed our collabora-
tion with the Badger Bookmobile 
and hope to continue it for many 
years to come. Although we provide 
many summer programs to promote 
literacy, not all children are able to 
make a physical trip to our library. 
We are so grateful that those children 
still have access to books from the 
bookmobile. We do our best to 
promote their excellent resources, 
and we appreciate the many ways they 
promote our library and what we have 
to offer our community. We look 
forward to continuing our work with 
the bookmobile’s staff to promote 
literacy and community in our small 
city.”

Beyond Summer

If students are still reading a book 
when the summer bookmobile routes 
have ended, they are asked to return 
the books to the local public library 
or to their school library. During the 
school year, the bookmobile can be 
seen in parades and at special events 
such as literacy nights and school 

block parties. The bookmobile 
coordinator also maintains the blog 
throughout the year, so that students 
and community members can follow 
the ongoing adventures aboard the 
Beebe Badger Bookmobile as we 
Blaze a Reading Trail through our 
community.

Other Community Organiza-
tions That Have Helped

The following community organiza-
tions also contributed to the success 
of the Beebe Badger Bookmobile:

• Kiwanis Club

• Major Jacob Gray Chapter 
Daughters of the American 
Revolution

• Delta Kappa Gamma – Beta Beta 
Chapter

• Antioch/Beebe 4-H Club
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Kay Calvert,   

National Board Certified 

educator, is a literacy 

coach in the Beebe (AR) 

Public School District. She 

was the 2016 Arkansas Literacy Association’s 

Celebrate Literacy Award winner in the teacher 

category. A 2016 graduate of the Arkansas 

Leadership Academy, she served as president 

of the Arkansas Reading Association (now the 

Arkansas Literacy Association) for the 2013–

2014 school year. She earned her Ed.D. in 

Educational Administration and Supervision 

at the University of Arkansas, Little Rock. Kay 

blogs about the Beebe Badger Bookmobile at 

<http://beebebadgerbookmobile.weebly.com/

blog>.
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Volunteers’ Reflections

“Presenting science classes during the summer in a city park, rural church 
fellowship hall and mobile home community where children also received 
nutritious lunches as they anticipated the arrival of our bookmobile was a 
thrilling experience for this retired teacher!”

—Linda Jenkins, Master Gardener, Community Partner

“Our bookmobile puts books in our students’ hands when they may 
not have any access to books otherwise! I enjoyed the opportunity to 
introduce my culture through a read-aloud, and students seemed to really 
enjoy the art activity that was related to the story. The bookmobile is 
an exciting and unique way to promote literacy!”

—Fumiko Stinnett, Classroom Teacher

“My time on the bookmobile was a great joy for me. At every stop we made, 
several students took advantage of the books and the jewelry-making 
station we were able to set up for the kids who otherwise, without trans-
portation, would not make it to the public library. At one stop, we had 
seven or eight young people making jewelry to complement their outfits 
that day. On our last stop, a young man was our only taker on the jewelry 
station, and he spent his time making something for his mother, which 
I thought would make the benefits of the bookmobile have an even more 
lasting and positive effect on the whole family. It was my pleasure to serve 
in this capacity, to see the efforts being made to continue the Beebe 
children’s literacy standards and opportunities during the summer 
months, and believe the bookmobile adds a great deal to their summer. 
I think showing the kids that we will put wheels on a LIBRARY!! in an 
effort to get books delivered to them, makes it plain how much we value, 
and therefore they should value their continued reading.”

—Meredith Howard, Jewelry Making, Community Partner

 

“The bookmobile has a major impact on students’ ability to either 
maintain or increase a reading level(s) during the summer 
months. Students that take advantage of visiting the 
bookmobile are enthusiastic about reading, and they are 
appreciative of chosen books based on not only reading 
level, but interests as well. Dr. Calvert does a superb 
job of selecting a wide variety of books. In providing a 
special program during a bookmobile stop, I noted the 
importance of parents attending the program alongside 
the students. During the special program, parents are 
able to observe how to read a book to a student, discuss 
the reading, ask and answer questions about the reading, 
and expand vocabulary knowledge.”

—Allison Shuttleworth, Literacy Coach
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When I tell people I’m from 
Danville, they generally 

respond with, “Oh? Where’s that?” 
You see, we’re rural. We have no 
Walmart, no McDonald’s, and 
no stoplight. Our nearest Target 
requires a two-hour round-trip drive 
and half a tank of gas. In addition 
to being rural, we live in a high-
poverty area. Roughly four out of five 
of our students across the district 
receive free or reduced-price lunches. 
The majority of our students are 
Hispanic; we have a high ESL 
population. At Danville, though, our 
stakeholders have never let demo-
graphics define us, and we deliver an 
incredible education program and 
experiences to our learners. They 
deserve nothing less.

So, when I tell people I’m from 
Danville, and they ask where it is, I’ve 
quit saying, “Half an hour south of 
Russellville,” and started replacing it 
with, “It’s home to the best learners, 
educators, and community in 
Arkansas.” Because that’s the piece 
that matters.

As the school librarian for Danville’s 
sole elementary school, it’s my 
pleasure to provide school library 
services for our three hundred and 

twenty-five students. With the help 
and support of our learners, faculty 
and staff, and the community-at-
large, together we have transformed 
the school library from a place that 
houses books into a hub of learning 
during the school day and beyond. 
Our school library provides classes, 
holds contests, and creates book 
displays. We’re also responsible for 
the digital signage in our building 
and house a wide assortment of 
STEAM kits and materials for 
check-out. We have iPads on hand 
and a Chromebook cart, too. We 
have a makerspace with a 3-D printer. 
We Skype with authors, and we host 
them at our school. We solve breakout 
boxes, and we build breakout boxes, 
and we take field trips to escape 
rooms. We host a spring play. We do 
all of this, and more, on a regular 
basis, but, by far, our most ambitious 
journey in recent years has been our 
Living History program.

The Idea

I have long been a fan of Tales from 
the Crypt productions at Mount 
Holly Cemetery in Little Rock, put 
on by Parkview Art Science Magnet 
High School. Drama students from 
the school research someone buried 

in the cemetery and then deliver a 
monologue next to the subject’s grave 
one October evening. The audience 
walks through the production, 
picking up some history lessons 
along the way. For many years I’ve 
wanted to gather up our students and 
take them to Little Rock, our state 
capitol, to enjoy the experience. As 
Little Rock is an almost two-hour 
drive away, however, and the Mount 
Holly experience is offered only on 
a weeknight (and with a long wait in 
line to boot), taking our students to 
this experience seemed destined to 
remain a dream.

A few years ago, I had another 
thought. We have a very old cemetery 
in the middle of our town—one 
in which our founding fathers are 
buried. It certainly has a rich history, 
and, now that many of those who have 
loved ones buried there have passed, 
too, our local cemetery needs a bit 
more love and care than many others. 
In short, pairing this cemetery in my 
mind with the likes of Mount Holly, 
I developed a plan. I thought what 
a wonderful undertaking it would 
be for our school library to put on a 
similar program! We could clean up 
the cemetery, learn about the history, 

I DIDN’T WANT OUR STUDENTS TO 
SIMPLY RECITE WORDS FROM A SCRIPT 
COME OPENING NIGHT. INSTEAD, I 
WANTED THEM TO EMOTIONALLY 
CONNECT WITH THE STORIES OF THE 
PEOPLE WHO CAME BEFORE THEM.
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involve our community, and deliver a 
hometown program.

So we did.

Participation

The final product was to be an 
in-cemetery production. We would 
choose one late October evening, 
get our actors in period clothing, 
and take over the cemetery. Actors 
were to stand by graves and, when 
approached by a lantern-lit group led 
by a tour guide, actors would tell the 
story of the bereaved in first person.

I knew immediately that an under-
taking this large would require an 
incredible number of volunteers, 
from students, to staff, to community 
members. I also knew just who to 
call on to help me think through the 
logistics—a retired school librarian! 
She not only helped me brainstorm 
and organize both things and 
people that first year, but she’s also 
stuck around the following years, 
continuing to organize practices, 
whip up costumes and props, and 
even act in the production.

She and I needed a bank of student 
actors—and quickly. School begins in 
mid-August, and the Living History 

production would debut just prior to 
Halloween. Thankfully, one of the 
things our district does incredibly 
well is run an engaging, well-
attended 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers after-school 
program. That first year, we were 
able to dig out a time for drama 
practice within the after-school 
Learning Center time, pulling 
interested students to participate in 
our Living History event. We had 
self-acclaimed town historians come 
in and tell our students tales of those 
buried in the cemetery. Our young 
actors used the local public library, 
courthouse records, and the Internet 
to research the lives and deaths of 
those buried on the property. We 
took field trips to the cemetery 
and cleaned headstones. I didn’t 
want our students to simply recite 
words from a script come opening 
night. Instead, I wanted them to 
emotionally connect with the stories 
of the people who came before them.

To begin, students chose three names 
of people interred in the cemetery 
from the census records in the city 
office. From there, they went to the 
Yell County Library in Danville to 
use the public library’s genealogy 
sources, and I set up interviews with 

townspeople who may have known 
the deceased. Additionally, learners 
checked records from the local 
newspaper for information. Once 
these tasks had been accomplished, 
each student chose one (from among 
the three people the student had 
researched) to be the focus of the 
story to be told. Leo, an eighth 
grader, said, “It’s so cool this soldier’s 
story is getting told. No one would 
know it if I didn’t choose him. He 
was a hero, and people should know 
about him.”

Although we have incredible students, 
we did need some older participants, 
too. In addition to playing a role 
in the production, we asked adult 
staff and community members to 
watch over and guide our students 
during the production, as they would 
be spread out in the cemetery. We 
recruited teachers and paraprofes-
sionals to watch the donation table 
and lead tour groups by lamplight. A 
retired school teacher and musician 
played the Civil War song “Aura Lea” 
at the graves of three young siblings, 
and three elementary school students 
dressed in white sang songs from 
years gone by. Adults wrote and told 
stories, too. (Students helped with 
some of the research and provided 

19Volume 47, No. 4  |  March/April 2019

All materials in this journal subject to copyright by the American Library Association 
may be used for the noncommercial purpose of scientific or educational advancement 

granted by Sections 107 and 108 of the Copyright Revision Act of 1976. Address 
usage requests to the ALA Office of Rights and Permissions.



feedback on the adults’ drafts.) The 
mayor volunteered to tell the tale 
of a banker who was killed during 
an explosion while at work and to 
dress for the part. A parent put on 
a riveting portrayal of a criminal 
who was hanged and buried in an 
unmarked grave at the corner of 
the cemetery. It took a community 
to pull off our first Living 
History production, and it was an 
astounding success.

Results

As with any big undertaking, there 
were some results we weren’t 
expecting. The night of the 
production, many more people 
attended than we expected. I had 
to pull friends from the crowd 
and hand each of them a lantern, 
recruiting them to lead tour groups—
with no training and little guidance. 
It worked out, though, and alleviated 
bottlenecks.

We did not charge an entrance fee, 
but we did have a donation jar on the 
way out. The donations we collected 
were more than we expected, and we 
also had a very generous donation 
from a local family who had relatives 
buried in the cemetery.

As I write this in fall 2018, we’ve 
just wrapped up our fourth annual 
Living History production. Many 
of the actors are the same, and we’ve 
welcomed a good number of new 
faces, too. Every year we continue 
to be astounded by the number of 
people willing to brave the weather 
and join us at the cemetery. Every 
year, we have donations that have 
allowed us to help keep the cemetery 
clean. Over the past four years, a 
total of more than $5,000 was 
donated, allowing us to have a sign 
made for the cemetery, renovate 
the entrance to the graveyard, and 
repair monuments.

Looking Forward

As the recipient of ALA’s 2018 Sara 
Jaffarian School Library Program 
Award for Exemplary Humanities 
Programming, I’ve been able to 
share our program on a national 
platform. What I really want people 
to know is that opportunities exist 
in every town, regardless of size or 
demographics, to learn, to engage 
with the community, and to help. To 
get started with our Living History 
project, it cost our school library 
program nothing more than elbow 
grease and some time. I hope that we 
can inspire another school librarian 
and her learners to look around their 
community and see what opportuni-
ties are there.

In the immediate future, Danville 
Schools will continue with the Living 
History program, honoring those 
who came before us locally. Any 
funding we acquire, whether through 
donations or grants, goes back into 
the program for research materials, 
props, costumes, and cemetery 
upkeep.

It’s been bittersweet to watch some of 
my young learners who started the 
program in elementary school take 
on more-adolescent roles. And it’s 
always a blessing to watch our town 
elders interact with young students 
during practices and the production.

Advice

If anyone would like to imitate our 
program, it’s quite easy to do so, but 
very time-consuming. Allow me to 
share the big lessons:

• Make sure you find the right 
participants. You need people of 
all ages who will come to practices 
regularly.

• Take the time to get people 
invested in those they are 
portraying. It shows.

• Make friends with the press. We 
always have incredible coverage 
from our local newspaper, and our 
high school’s senior seminar class 
has always been kind enough to 
video the event.

• Don’t be afraid to ask for help. Not 
everyone can act, but everyone can 
do something. Ask for a volunteer 
seamstress, someone to make hot 
cider, people to gather lanterns, 
etc. Generally, people like to 
be asked for help based on their 
abilities. It makes them feel good 
that you thought of them.

• This is a great opportunity to 
wrangle in a few students who 
may have a hard time fitting in 
elsewhere. Just because a student 
may struggle academically, may not 
be athletically inclined, or may 
have trouble socially doesn’t mean 
he’s a poor fit for this program. He 
may light up as an actor or excel 
as a prop master. Keep your eyes 
open.

• Enjoy the journey. It’s a fantastic 
one.

Kelly Klober is the 

elementary and middle 

school librarian in the 

Danville (AR) Public 

School District. In 2018 

she received an IMPACT Fellowship to study 

educational leadership at the University of 

Arkansas as well as ALA’s 2018 Sara Jaffarian 

School Library Program Award for Exemplary 

Humanities Programming. In 2017 she was 

selected to participate in the ALA Leadership 

Institute. In 2016 the Arkansas Association 

of Instructional Media named Kelly School 

Library Media Specialist of the Year. That year 

she was also selected to attend a Gilder Lehrman 

Institute of American History seminar at 

Princeton University. She is a member of AASL.
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STANDARDS

The National School Library 
Standards for Learners, 
School Librarians, and School 
Libraries refl ects an evolution 
in teaching, learning, and library 
standards, defi ning a profession 
that harnesses curiosity, 
models responsibility, inspires 
exploration, promotes creativity, 
and deepens understanding. 
This publication provides school 
librarians with the context 
needed to cultivate growth 
mindset in all learners and 
facilitate successful partnerships. 
The streamlined and integrated 
standards framework ensures 
that standards-related activities 
are mutually reinforcing for 
learners, school librarians, and 
school libraries. Check out 
additional AASL Standards 
tools and products including 
pamphlets, posters, bookmarks, 
clings, and a mobile app.

National School 
Library Standards
DEFINING THE PROFESSION. 
TRANSFORMING LEARNING LEADERS.

American Association
of School Librarians
TRANSFORM I NG LEARN ING 

SHOP AT   https://standards.aasl.org/shop
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It has been three years since the 
2016 NMC/CoSN Horizon Report: 

2016 K–12 Edition identified virtual 
reality as one of six developments in 
educational technology “very likely to 
drive technology planning and deci-
sion-making over the next five years” 
(NMC 2016, 6). Whether you have 
a well-equipped VR lab or are still 
questioning how to get started, you 
can be sure that virtual, augmented, 
and mixed-reality (VR, AR, and 
MR) experiences are not fads soon to 
fade away. Investment in this realm 
continues to increase. Goldman 
Sachs predicts fifteen million users 
will spend seven hundred million 
dollars in this area by 2025, with 
education one of the major drivers 
of this growth (Goldman Sachs 
2016). In addition, research such 
as a recent University of Maryland 
report indicates improved recall with 
immersive experiences (University of 
Maryland 2018).

If that is the case, then what better 
place than the school library to 

“mess about” with VR/AR/MR and 
expand learners’ horizons while 
seamlessly incorporating the AASL 
Shared Foundations of Collabo-
rate, Explore, and Engage? We’ve 
been trying VR and AR at Scotts 
Ridge Middle School in Ridgefield, 

Connecticut, for the last couple of 
years. Like so many things we test 
out in our makerspace and learning 
commons, we started by experi-
menting with low-cost options. We 
believed that there was the potential 
for heightened student engagement 
and development of empathy with 
VR as one portion of a lesson plan, 
and that virtual reality experiences 
provided new and engaging learning 
opportunities beyond what a print 
book could provide.

I became convinced of the potential 
for engagement while using Google 
Tour Builder and Story Spheres 
at a Google Summit two years ago. 
The following spring I applied for 
and received a two-year Ridgefield 
Education Foundation grant. The 
grant would allow my tech-savvy 
assistant Emily Shiller and I to 
purchase a classroom set of Google 
Cardboard VR viewers and ten 
Nearpod teacher licenses for two 
years. Nearpod is an interactive 
presentation and assessment tool 
that also offers VR content in its 
lesson library. The Nearpod VR 
content would be a helpful first 
resource while we learned how to 
locate additional quality 360-degree 
images and video to support 
curriculum.

I curated high-quality content tied 
to curriculum and discussed VR as 
one component—tied to learning 
goals—in a larger lesson plan or 
unit with educators in my building. 
Students love traveling to locations 
around the world in our makerspace 
during recess, and an increasing 
number of educators at our school 
are incorporating VR and AR 
experiences in learning. VR and 
AR have proven their potential for 
engagement, particularly evident 
among Scotts Ridge special education 
learners. Last year these learners 
made significant improvements in 
their sensory detail writing after 
traveling to locations around the 
world using VR.

Students are motivated to include 
VR experiences in their learning. 
For example, of their own volition, 
social studies learners have chosen 
to include 360-degree immersive 
experiences rather than two-
dimensional illustrations as part 
of projects. These students have 
also begun to create 360-degree 
content of their own. In a recent 
group presentation, a seventh-
grade student pointed out how the 
group included “VR stores” in their 
model cities “so that those who can’t 
afford to travel somewhere get the 
chance to go there.” Through their 
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experiences with VR, learners are 
making empathetic connections to 
the larger world. More about our 
experiences and reflections can be 
found later in this feature and at <bit.
ly/SRMSLLCVR>.

So What about All Those Rs: 
Virtual, Augmented, and 
Mixed Reality?

AR layers something digital over 
what we see in our real world. VR is 
completely digital and could be a 
real 360-degree image or video that 
was recorded or a digital world that 
is digitally created. VR is completely 
immersive, meaning the viewer can 
look up, down, and all around to 
experience the image or video. MR 
modifies the experience relative 
to the user’s surroundings, taking 
into account such things as lighting, 
obstacles, hand gestures, etc.

Getting Started

In a fall 2018 edWeb webinar, Jaime 
Donally, author of Learning Transported: 
Augmented, Virtual, and Mixed Reality 
for All Classrooms, pointed out the 
importance of connecting VR expe-
riences with learning goals. Noting 
that VR viewers aren’t mandatory 
for getting started, Donally said, 

“Simply looking 
at 360 images 
or video from a 
phone, Chromebook, or iPad can 
be a meaningful, personalized, 
and socioemotional experience 
for learners, but it needs to fit with 
the needs of the school and the 
curriculum” (Luhtala and Donally 
2018).

VR Positives

VR supports opportunities to 
provide differentiated learning 
experiences, and, of course, 
learners love traveling and experi-
encing the world beyond the school 
walls with virtual reality. In addition, 

“The potential for building global 
empathy and literacy with VR is 
significant,” according to Donally 
(Luhtala and Donally 2018). Fortu-
nately, high-quality, diverse content 
is multiplying each day.

VR Challenges

Though professional-quality content 
is available, there is no one quick and 
easy curation tool or warehouse for 
high-quality 360-degree experi-
ences tied to curriculum. The school 
librarian can help other educators 
and learners with their search for 
useful, high-quality VR content!

When looking for VR resources 
to enhance a lesson, I always start 
with YouTube’s VR channel, search 
by subject, and then filter for 
360. Simply searching “YouTube 
360 <subject>” or “YouTube VR 
<subject>” might turn up a mix of 
true 360-degree videos and regular 
2-D videos. Tip: If you’re using 
viewers, open the videos in the 
YouTube app to be truly immersive. 
Click on the goggles icon to make 
videos stereoscopic. You can also use 
the VR Tube app, which searches for 
360-degree videos only.

Good content providers to investigate 
include:

• Google Expeditions (history, 
science, and the arts)

• Discovery VR (people, places, and 
nature around the world)

• National Geographic 360 videos 
(science, exploration, adventure)

• Google Arts & Culture 360 videos 
(music, theater, visual arts, historic 
buildings, and more)

VR SUPPORTS OPPORTUNITIES TO PROVIDE DIFFERENTIATED 
LEARNING EXPERIENCES, AND, OF COURSE, LEARNERS LOVE 
TRAVELING AND EXPERIENCING THE WORLD BEYOND THE SCHOOL 
WALLS WITH VIRTUAL REALITY.
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• 360Cities.net (cityscapes and 
countryside panoramas around the 
world)

• Nearpod VR (lesson library 
includes VR content only by sub-
scription, but in the free version 
educators can add weblinks to 360 
images)

• YouVisit.com (U.S. cities and 
college campuses)

• Seeker VR (science, technology, 
culture)

• NASA.gov (science on Earth and 
in space)

• AirPano (natural wonders and 
human-created structures around 
the world)

• News organizations such as ABC 
News VR, New York Times VR, CNN 
VR, Life VR, and PBS Video

Some providers require downloading 
their app to view content.

Viewer Options

If you’d like to obtain viewers to 
hold smartphones, you can have your 
learners create the viewers using 
pizza boxes or order viewers online. 
Amazon sells Google Cardboard 
viewers that are usually around 
$15 each. We like the View-Master 
Deluxe VR Viewer, which is close 
to $40, but is super-sturdy and 
has a button for advancing to a new 
location in Google Street View. Far 
pricier and more-immersive experi-
ences are available with something 
like an Oculus Rift or HTC Vive, but 
these must be connected to a PC and 
limit movement. At Scotts Ridge, we 
just recently obtained two Oculus Go 
devices (at about $250 each) since 
they are more affordable than some 
other options and don’t require 
tethering to a computer. Oculus 
Quest, with a forward-facing camera 
and two remotes, will be introduced—
at about $400—sometime this spring.

If learners at your school are viewing 
individually, what device will they 
use? We try to collect discarded 
phones, and learners who have 
phones will typically share with 
others. We also use some of our 
library iPads. Learners can use the 
touchpad on a Chromebook to move 
around in a displayed image.

Going beyond Viewing

In the AR world at Scotts Ridge, since 
students have demonstrated their 
interest in VR and AR, we’ve been 
playing with low-cost MERGE Cubes 
and free apps such as ChatterPix, HP 
Reveal, and QuiverVision. MERGE 
Cubes are holographic cubes that 
allow users to interact with 3-D 
objects created through augmented 
reality technology. Initially, I 
thought the apps and games seemed 
pretty rudimentary. However, the 
potential for MERGE in education 
is growing, and new apps with 
meaningful classroom connections 
are being introduced at a rapid pace 
as developers add more content to the 
open-sourced MERGE portal <www.
miniverse.io/home>. Recently, our 
sixth-grade science students used the 
HoloGLOBE app for MERGE Cube 
to explore the Earth and its systems 
in 3-D, and QuiverVision to make a 
3-D volcano erupt!

The world of MR includes futuristic 
collaborative events, such as the 
virtual conferences in which we’ve 
taken part with Steve Bambury, head 
of digital learning and innovation 
at the British Jumeirah English 
Speaking School (JESS) Dubai. 
Steve regularly posts helpful links 
to 360-degree content, AR/VR 
apps, and creative ways his school is 
weaving VR into learning experi-
ences. Find more at the sites listed in 

“Recommended Resources.”

Climbing the SAMR Ladder

After seeing the potential for VR 
in enhancing learning experi-

ences and how comfortable learners 
are with it, we’ve moved into the 
transformative realm of the SAMR 
(Substitution, Augmentation, Modi-
fication, and Redefinition) Model 
by creating 360-degree content to 
reveal students’ understandings. 
Our learners are weaving stories 
and making connections using the 
Google Street View camera function 
to create original 360-degree images, 
then stitching them together and 
adding audio using Story Spheres. 
ThingLink allows learners to 
upload images and add links, text, 
audio, and more, but a subscrip-
tion is needed to upload 360-degree 
images. Google VR Tour Creator 
allows learners to create their own 
VR tours using 360-degree images 
from Google Street View or student-
created images.

In a recent project, seventh-grade 
students wrote fictional final 
chapters resolving world conflicts 
after reading Newsela articles and 
researching conflicts such as those 
in Israel and Palestine, India and 
Pakistan, and North and South 
Korea. Images on the front cover 
of the book jackets they designed 
triggered the students’ video 
booktalks using the AR app HP 
Reveal (formerly known as Aurasma). 
Some of these examples are profiled 
on our grant website at <bit.ly/
SRMSLLCVR>.

Last year we worked with an eighth-
grade social studies teacher to have 
learners app-smash with Chatterpix 
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and HP Reveal as part of an Industrial 
Revolution unit. ChatterPix allows 
learners to outline the mouth in their 
image, make the mouth move, and 
sync recorded audio to the movement. 
HP Reveal allows them to select the 
trigger image that would launch video.

Our learners have journeyed through 
the canals of Venice; visited religious 
sites around the world; traveled 
to Senegal, France, and Vietnam; 
traveled through the human body; 
hovered over erupting volcanoes, and 
more. They’ve explored well beyond 
the walls of our library! Learners’ 
reflections speak to the opportunities 
presented by these experiences:

• It will help me remember it better.

• It helps show me what is happening, 
which causes me to ask more 
questions.

• If I’m just looking at a picture, I 
can only see that one picture. If 
I’m looking with VR, I get to look 
wherever I want. It expands the 
picture to the point where I’m not 
just looking at something, I’m in 
something.

• Was virtual reality created to let 
people travel to places that they 
never will in real life?

• What other inventions like VR can 
help people live better lives?

These last two questions above speak to 
one of the most important features of 
incorporating virtual and augmented 
realities into learning: provoking 
learners to think deeply and with 
empathy. According to Jaime Donally, 

“Limits we have in the real world are no 
longer limitations in our classrooms” 
(Luhtala and Donally 2018).

Help open up the world to your 
learners and dive in!
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Background

Hurricane Harvey dealt a devastating 
blow to the Pasadena Independent 
School District (PISD) community 
when it made landfall August 
25, 2017, one week into the PISD 
2017–2018 school year. A large 
urban school district located in 
southeast Harris County, Texas, east 
of downtown Houston and south of 
the Houston Ship Channel, PISD 
served more than fifty-four thousand 
learners last year in sixty-seven 
schools scattered across contiguous 
parts of the municipalities of 
Pasadena, Houston, South Houston, 
and Pearland. By the time the storm 
hit, the campus library programs 
had been up and running, and 
many PISD learners had already 
checked out school library books. 
Many students also still had books 
checked out from the summer library 
program. Pre-Harvey, the school 
year was off to a great start for the 
PISD school libraries, but everything 
was about to change!

Hurricane Harvey affected all PISD 
stakeholders and all campuses to 
some extent, displacing more than 
2,000 district families and tripling 
the number of homeless learners to 
13,203 in the 2017–2018 school year. 
Three campus libraries sustained 
serious damage, rendering the 
library spaces temporarily unusable. 
A fourth campus, Thompson 
Intermediate, sustained substan-
tial damage and could not reopen. 
Book loss, whether through water 
damage in the library or in students’ 
homes, affected all school libraries 
in the district. It quickly became 
obvious that business as usual 
would not help PISD students 
recover from the disaster. In the 
Libraries and Instructional Materials 
Department we had to review our 
policies and procedures, collabo-
rate with others to obtain needed 
resources, and rethink how and 
where to provide access to library 

services and resources at the four 
campuses with damaged libraries. 
For the remainder of the 2017–2018 
school year, while everyone in PISD 
travelled the road to recovery, PISD 
students did so with the benefit of 
a strong school library program. 
A year later, while the effects of 
Hurricane Harvey are still visible 
throughout the community, PISD 
school libraries are stronger than 
ever. The lessons learned during 
this journey left a lasting impression 
and still inform our efforts to meet 
students’ needs and improve the 
district’s school libraries.

Between the time Harvey made 
landfall and the district’s September 
11, 2017, reopening date, district 
leaders worked with campus 
personnel to assess damage to 
campuses, as well as determine the 
impact of the storm on students and 
staff. The Libraries and Instruc-
tional Materials Department 
immediately surveyed all school 
librarians to determine the extent 
of physical damage to campus 
libraries, technology, and books. 
This information was used both for 
insurance claims and for assessing 
the level of urgency for repair work 
and replacement of library furniture, 
books, and technology. Pictures 
sent by school librarians and site 
visits by department members 
provided additional documenta-
tion. Photographs became extremely 
important for communicating the 
extent of damage and for supporting 
insurance claims. Devising a 
systematic way to gather, retrieve, 
and share information, especially 
for a large district, was key to effi-
ciently working through the disaster 
recovery process. Sharing informa-
tion using a common vocabulary 
instead of library lingo facilitated 
effective communication with 
administrators, the Business and 
Financial Services Department, 
Communications Department, 
Grants Department, Facilities 

and Construction Department, 
Curriculum and Instruction 
Department, and Maintenance 
Department.

In light of the damage throughout 
the community and the resulting 
disruption of daily life for many 
PISD learners, everyone involved 
with the PISD school libraries was 
resolved to continue providing 
library services and resources 
regardless of the personal and 
professional obstacles created by the 
storm. PISD learners, many of whom 
would end up living with relatives 
or friends for months, needed a safe, 
inviting, and nurturing space they 
could count on as they dealt with 
the chaos and uncertainty in their 
daily lives, and they needed access to 
books and information more than 
ever! Collaboration and effective 
communication with all district 
departments focused on removing 
access barriers to library services 
and resources, ensured that the 
library remained a consistent part 
of daily school life, and provided a 
sense of normalcy and comfort to all 
students.

Removing Barriers to Book 
Access

Library Fines and Fees

To meet learners’ needs, PISD 
Libraries and Instructional Materials 
staff worked with campus librarians 
and administrators to ensure access 
to library resources and services 
when instruction resumed on 
Monday, September 11, 2017. The 
first e-mail sent to school librarians 
and administrators stated that we 
would remove the traditional access 
barrier of library fees for all students:

First and foremost: When 
students return to school, please 
encourage them to check out 
books and read! We will not 
worry about books already lost/
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damaged or books that might be 
lost or damaged in the weeks to 
come.

Two new patron types, “Harvey 
Home” for books checked out to 
students that were lost or damaged as 
a result of the hurricane and “Harvey 
Building” for books that sustained 
water damage at a school library, 
were created in Symphony, the PISD 
integrated library system. Tagging 
database records with these patron 
types when appropriate facilitated 
keeping tabs on the number of 
lost or damaged books, providing 
documentation to support insurance 
claims, and putting together book 
orders as the school year progressed.

School librarians waived overdue and 
lost-book fees for books damaged 
or lost due to Harvey, noting the 
reason in the student’s record. No 
proof was required on the student’s 
part, and students were not asked 
to return water-damaged books. 

However, it quickly became apparent 
that the disruption of daily life 
and the financial burden faced by 
many families would not be resolved 
quickly. So as not to add to the 
financial burden many families 
faced during Harvey recovery—and 
to encourage reading—the district 
waived all overdue library fines and 
lost-book fees for the remainder of 
the school year, even those not due 
to the hurricane. It was important to 
do all we could, through large and 
small gestures, to help our students 
and their families recover from the 
impact of Hurricane Harvey and 
keep our students reading.

Little Free Libraries

PISD has thirty-three Little Free 
Libraries (LFLs) located at various 
campuses across the district. The 
LFLs provide PISD learners with 
additional access to books year-
round. While PISD does not track 
LFL books through circulation 

software, the fact that keeping the 
Little Free Libraries stocked was a 
challenge is evidence of use post-
Harvey. PISD was fortunate to 
receive numerous offers of assistance 
from generous vendors, business 
partners, schools in other parts of 
the country, and concerned indi-
viduals. Donations of both new and 
gently used books kept the Little Free 
Libraries well stocked, providing 
PISD learners with alternative access 
to print books, especially during 
weekends and holidays, throughout 
the year.

Book Replacement

The PISD district-level admin-
istration values and supports the 
district’s libraries. Shortly after 
determining the extent of loss to 
each campus collection, district 
funding replaced all books damaged 
or lost due to Hurricane Harvey. 
This purchase included an entire 
new core collection for Thompson 
Intermediate School, as well as 2,695 
additional books to replace those 
lost due to water damage, either in 
the library or while checked out to 
students, at other PISD campuses. 
Once again, contributions from 
generous vendors and individuals 
provided more books for campus 
library collections and books for 
our learners to rebuild their home 
libraries. Strong working relation-
ships among district leaders, school 
librarians, vendors, and community 
organizations over the course of 
many years prior to Hurricane 
Harvey accounts for the outpouring 
of assistance offered after the 
hurricane. Accurate record-keeping 
before and after the disaster was key 
to ensuring that donated materials 
and funding were efficiently and 
effectively used to replace lost or 
damaged library materials and to 
continue providing learners with 
quality school libraries.
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Grants

Over time, several successful grant 
applications provided additional 
books for the four campus libraries. 
While not an immediate solution 
to the problem of replacing Har-
vey-damaged books, the grant 
writing process afforded the school 
librarians time to select fiction 
and nonfiction titles to address 
students’ emotional needs as related 
to Hurricane Harvey. Ongoing 
assistance and support from the 
Grants Department made it possible 
to submit grants during a very busy 
and stressful school year.

Virtual Library

PISD learners also have access to 
a wide variety of digital resources. 
These resources became even more 
important after Harvey. The key 
was to increase awareness and use of 
the district’s Overdrive e-book and 
audiobook collection, other digital 
subscriptions such as Tumble-
Books, and campus-specific digital 
resources. The district’s library 
website and campus library websites 
were used to provide learners with 
24/7 access to digital resource 
information. During the school day, 
school librarians provided guidance 
to learners, teachers, and parents on 
how to access these resources.

Rethinking the Physical 
Library Space

A damage survey sent out to district 
librarians revealed that most of the 
sixty-seven campus libraries had 
some storm-related damage, but 
district personnel worked around 
the clock to repair damage as quickly 
as possible before or shortly after 
September 11, 2017. However, the 
libraries at Frazier Elementary, 
Freeman Elementary, and Williams 
Elementary sustained damage 
sufficient to prevent student use 
when classes resumed. The first task 
was to find an alternative way to 
provide access to library services and 
resources. Thompson Intermediate, 
serving students in grades seven and 
eight, faced an even bigger challenge 
due to campus-wide flood damage. 
It quickly became evident that the 
campus could not reopen anytime 
soon. The library and the collection, 
due to massive flooding after days 
of rain and no air conditioning, 
suffered extensive damage. The book 
collection was a total loss.

Staff members at each of the three 
damaged elementary school libraries 
figured out an alternative space to 
set up shop and continue providing 
access to library services and 
resources.
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The Freeman Elementary library 
moved into a classroom for fourteen 
weeks, housing as many books as 
possible on temporary shelving and 
maintaining a regular schedule 
for library visits and checkout time 
for 507 students. In spite of this 
challenge, Freeman learners visited 
the library 27,538 times during just 
the first semester of the 2017–2018 
school year; total school library visits 
for the previous year were 45,042. 
Students continued to read, checking 
out 2,491 books in September and 
3,377 in October, in spite of the 
temporary library space, missed 
school days, and their own personal 
storm-related problems.

The cafeteria stage at Williams 
Elementary became the library for 
several months. Books were placed 
on carts instead of shelves. The 
school librarian kept the carts full, 
providing a variety of titles, and 
also retrieved requested books 
from a storage area to fill specific 
student requests. The 507 students 
at Williams Elementary checked out 
3,127 books in September 2017 and 
a staggering 6,733 books in October. 
Students even enjoyed an author visit 
during this time.

At Frazier Elementary, the library 
came to the learners. The school 
librarian made daily rounds with 
books on a cart, rotating the 
selection and retrieving books from 
storage when requested. Frazier’s 509 
students checked out 1,277 books 
in September and 4,714 in October. 
Story time and lessons continued as 
usual but took place in classrooms.

Thompson Intermediate students 
experienced the most far-reaching 
change. Until February 20, 2018, 
about 900 Thompson students 
attended Beverly Hills Intermediate 
School, sharing classrooms, library 
space, and books with the 1,033 
learners already enrolled at Beverly 

Hills Intermediate. Space allocated 
for the staff and programs of the 
Collaborative Learning Center, 
usually housed at the Beverly Hills 
site, was vacated and repurposed to 
accommodate additional students 
and staff, but common areas such as 
the library were shared by students 
from both schools. The Beverly Hills 
Intermediate school librarian and 
the Thompson Intermediate school 
librarian worked together to provide 
resources and instruction for the 
combined student body. Students 
from both campuses experienced 
no disruption in library services, 
use of technology, assistance with 
research, or access to books and 
magazines. More importantly, 
Thompson students could still 
count on the school library as the 
constant and “normal” space in 
which to meet friends, decompress, 
and temporarily get away from the 
daily problems created by Hurricane 
Harvey. Generous vendors donated 
additional books to increase access 
to popular titles, and district 
funds purchased additional books. 
Thompson students checked out 
1,870 books in September and 2,579 
in October, and continued to check 
out books until Thompson Interme-
diate reopened on February 20, 2018 
with a renovated school library and 
new print collection.

Lessons Learned

A natural disaster such as Hurricane 
Harvey drives home the realization 
that having a quality school library 
in place prior to the disaster is key to 
providing student access to resources 
and services after a natural disaster 
such as Hurricane Harvey. While 
it is obviously important to have a 
disaster preparation plan in place, 
and practical considerations, such as 
moving books, covering technology, 
accurate cataloging and circulation 
data, etc., worked out in advance of 
a disaster, the best preparation is 
long-term and difficult to quantify.

The best way to prepare for the 
unknown is to build and maintain 
a strong and resilient school library 
program, a library program viewed 
by students and staff as an integral 
and essential part of daily life 
during and after the school day. At 
the district level, this entails building 
support at the campus and district 
level, nurturing a cadre of well-
trained, dedicated, and resourceful 
librarians, having long-standing 
open lines of communication with 
other departments, and fostering 
a collaborative can-do approach to 
problem solving. With these corner-
stones in place, the school library 
program can be rebuilt in any space, 
for any length of time, continuing to 
serve the educational community and 
help learners deal with the aftermath 
of any disaster.
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Saturday General Session 
Saturday, November 16

Jarrett J. Krosoczka 
is a New York Times 
bestseller and award-
winning author and 
illustrator of more than 
30 books for young 
readers, including select 
volumes of Star Wars: 

Jedi Academy, the Lunch 
Lady graphic novels, 
the Platypus Police 
Squad novel series, 
and the National 
Book Award finalist,  
Hey, Kiddo.

Appearance made 
possible by Scholastic.

EXHIBIT HALL

TechTalk Stage 

Engage with exhibitors at the intimate TechTalk  
Stage for live product demos showcasing the newest 
apps, websites, and technologies for schools and 
student readers. 

KEYNOTES

Opening General Session 
Thursday, November 14

Ellen Oh, highly-
acclaimed author, and 
co-founder, president, 
and CEO of We Need 
Diverse Books (WNDB), 
a groundbreaking, 
grassroots non-profit 
organization dedicated 
to increasing diversity in 
children’s literature.

Friday General Session 
Friday, November 15

Dr. Adolph Brown, 
American urban and 
rural school educator, 
research-scientist, author, 
and businessman, is 
recognized internationally 
as one of the most 
uniquely inspiring, 
relevant, and entertaining 
speakers on equity and 

diversity. His simple, powerful, universal, and timeless 
teachings skillfully address the impact of stereotypes 
and transcend differences—political, religious, 
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Join thousands of 
your peers at the 
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inspiring professional 
event developing 
school library leaders!
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dedicated to transforming learning. 
Leave Louisville bursting with new 
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lead learning in your community! 

App & Coming 
Discover and tinker with some of the latest mobile 
applications to enhance services and management 
of your school library, to increase collaboration and 
engagement to support learners and readers of  
all ages. 

Authorpalooza 
This popular exhibit hall event features a stage and 
book signing area for authors and illustrators to meet 
with school librarians to sign books, conduct readings, 
and share author-visit materials. 

Food in the Hall 
Free coffee service will be available to all attendees on 
the exhibit floor each morning. In addition, all one-
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voucher to exchange for a salad or sandwich at food 
carts located throughout the exhibit hall. The Exhibits 
Opening Reception on Thursday evening will also 
feature light appetizers and hors d’oeuvres. 

REGISTER ONLINE  
AT NATIONAL.AASL.ORG

Don’t miss out on early discounts—register NOW 
and pay later! Select check or purchase order during 
checkout, then finalize your payment any time prior to 
conference using whatever payment method  
you prefer!

The earlier you register the more you can save!

AASL90     
Save $90 off full conference 

registration with promo code. 
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AASL80  |  Save $80 off full conference registration 
with promo code AASL80. Expires April 17, 2019.
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on current topics  
in education. 

NEW!

NEW!

NEW!
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What We Know

As a librarian for eighteen years, I’ve 
seen firsthand how school library 
spaces and school librarians have 
evolved to keep up with the ever-
changing educational landscape. The 
2018 AASL Standards emphasize 
Collaborate—one of the standards’ 
Shared Foundations—that speaks 
to the Key Commitment “Work 
effectively with others to broaden 
perspectives and work toward a 
common goal” (AASL 2018, 36). 
Collaboration can also offer unique 
programming opportunities that 
can build relationships and show 
stakeholders that school librarians 
are unique, specialized support 
instructional professionals who can 
impact the greater school community 
and district.

How can relationship building and 
demonstrating impact on learning 
be done? As professionals, school 
librarians must seek out opportuni-
ties to lead or work with others in 
the area of programming. Much 
can be done in the library space but 
when the programs occur outside 
the school library, a librarian’s will-
ingness to be adaptable is leveraged 
and the result can be a huge win 
for students and staff. Oftentimes, 
many are surprised because the idea 
of a program not taking place within 
the library space is new to them. 
Mobility and flexibility are key and 
offer school librarians the opportu-
nity to leverage their expertise and 
role while introducing the concept of 

“librarying” outside the walls of the 
library space.

Our library spaces in the Leander 
Independent School District (ISD) 
are busy, active learning hubs in all 
our elementary, middle, and high 
schools. Nonetheless, programming 
opportunities happen outside our 
library walls to provide students and 
adult learners rich, engaging learner 
experiences, as well as showcase how 
school librarians can be critical 

allies in lesson design or professional 
learning. Students and classroom 
teachers benefit from the program-
ming that is happening outside the 
library. These programs also have 
the unintended outcome of creating 
a culture of “yes” when school 
librarians ask to collaborate with 
other educators in the schools.

Case in Point: Vandegrift  
High School

Vandegrift High School (VHS), a 
newly minted International Bac-
calaureate High School within our 
district, has a very busy library. 
Students congregate before, during, 
and after school, but much of the 
programming and instruction occurs 
outside the library. Zandra Lopez 
has been the campus librarian since 
VHS opened and is a critical partner 
on the Vandegrift leadership team. 
Building a learner-centered culture 
of cooperation is critical for this 
growing campus, and creating new-
teacher orientation via the use of a 
Breakout EDU immersive learning 
activity is the first of many program-
ming ideas she leads throughout the 
school year. The goal of the breakout 
activity is to create a customized 
learning experience that will engage 
new staff in all things Vandegrift 
through this engaging culture-
building exercise. After reviewing 
rules about the activity, such as 
everything must be done together 
and boxes must be left in designated 
rooms, new teachers come together 
to figure out the many puzzles 
and be the first to break out. The 
activity is interactive and promotes 
teamwork and camaraderie while 
also taking the staff on a tour of their 
new campus after a full day of other 
learning. There is also the added 
benefit of their meeting Zandra 
while being introduced to a unique 
activity to consider for future lessons 
in the new instructors’ content areas 
(see figure 1).

Zandra and Dee Porter, the newly 
hired second librarian, have also led 
additional Breakout EDU activities, 
partnering with foreign language, 
government, physics, and English 
teachers. These activities have taken 
place in the classrooms and included 
themes like Día de los Muertos (Day 
of the Dead), Día de los Reyes Magos 
(Day of the Three Kings), reviews of 
constitutional amendments, applica-
tion of physics skills, a Harry Potter 
anniversary celebration, and an 
introduction to dystopian literature. 
So many great ideas centered around 
student learning have been imple-
mented through collaboration 
between school librarians and other 
educators at the school!

Another unique idea centers around 
AP Seminar and Research Class 
projects that take place during the 
summer. A key foundation of both 
courses is for students to have cross-
curricular understanding of current 
events, ideas, and perspectives.

To ensure that students gain a rich 
set of experiences and understanding 
as they get ready to use that under-
standing within capstone projects, 
Zandra and Katie Kendall, AP 
Capstone and Theory of Knowledge 
Teacher, have created a summer 
scavenger hunt assignment, housed 
on the Vandegrift Library libguide 
<https://goo.gl/KNYiNW>, tasking 
students to create a portfolio 
reflecting their understanding 
from experiences centered around 
the verbs read, listen, watch, experience, 
create, and learn. Examples and details 
on each verb are shared, but both 
teachers specifically allow students 
to be creative in seeking additional 
suggestions so long as they stay 
within the scope provided. The final 
product shared is also left to the 
discretion of each individual student; 
product examples shared have 
included posters, personal journals, 
videos, Instagram stories, Google 
slide shows, and scrapbooks.
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What starts as a teacher-librarian 
collaboration morphs into a 
self-managed, student-centered-
choice assignment (see figure 2) 
to be completed between June and 
August, all outside the library and 
school. Students are reflective about 
the work they’ve done, and parents 
provide positive feedback on the 
scope of the assignment. The work 
completed is authentic and creative, 
and pushes enrolled students out 
of their comfort zone, especially 
since they are not used to dealing 
with ambiguity and choice. For the 
AP Seminar and the Research Class, 
the teacher-librarian partnership is 
interdependent, and this summer 
assignment showcases the powerful 
partnership. To see more examples 
of this collaboration, check the 
@ViperLibrary Twitter handle and 
the #VandyCapZone hashtag.

Literacy-Based Programming

Books and libraries are connections 
that quickly come to mind to many in 
our community. Much of the literacy 
work in our district does happen 
within our school library spaces, but 
some literacy-related events happen 
outside the school libraries. These 
events are led by school librarians 
that have built strong relationships 
with key partners on a campus and 
in the school district’s community. 
The challenge of coordinating large 
events might feel a bit daunting, but 
these collaborative partnerships can 
lead to some amazing programming 
that any librarian would be proud to 
be connected with.

Another added challenge is the fact 
that our elementary librarians are 
in the “specials” teaching rotations, 
a change that occurred three years 
ago due to budget cuts and that 
reduces the time the librarians have 
available for library point-of-need 
collaboration. While not the most 
ideal situation, the change forced our 
elementary team to seek different 

Figure 1. 
@ViperLibrary Tweet 
showcasing EDU 
locks for new-teacher 
breakout exercise.

Figure 2.  
Collaborating 
educator’s own 
worksheet for a 
student-centered 
summer project.
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ways to take on events and has led 
to some unique programming that 
has benefited students and forged 
connections between our school 
librarians and families and admin-
istrators.

An example of such an event is our 
Battle of the Bluebonnets. This is 
a district-wide event to which every 
elementary campus—twenty-seven 
in all—brings a team of three to five 
students to answer forty questions 
about the books on the current 
school year’s Texas Bluebonnet 
Award (TBA) master list (see 
<https://txla.org/tools-resources/
reading-lists/texas-bluebonnet-
award/about>). The charge of the 
TBA Program is to encourage 
students to read a minimum of five 
books from a list of twenty titles. In 
January students across the state of 
Texas vote for their favorite book, 
and the final vote is announced 
in early February with the award 
ceremony held in April at the 
Texas Library Association Annual 
Conference. Every school library 

in Leander is registered for par-
ticipation in this state-wide event so 
coordinating and coming together 
for the Battle of the Bluebonnets 
event is a culminating activity with 
all school librarians pitching in to 
help.

The Bluebonnet Battle is held in an 
elementary school multipurpose 
room (MPR) in a central part of the 
district. An invitation (see figure 
3) is distributed to all elementary 
campuses via our district-wide 
newsletter that reaches families, 
teachers, administrators, and school 
board members. Tables and chairs 
are set up in the MPR for the twenty-
seven teams. The district’s set-up 
crew also places chairs for the many 
families and students that attend to 
cheer on their campus teams.

Students from the host campus 
welcome all teams, families, 
administrators, and school board 
members. Our superintendent also 
welcomes everyone and reiterates 
the importance of literacy. Our 
emcee, typically a campus principal, 

THE WORK COMPLETED IS AUTHENTIC 
AND CREATIVE, AND PUSHES ENROLLED 
STUDENTS OUT OF THEIR COMFORT ZONE, 
ESPECIALLY SINCE THEY ARE NOT USED TO 
DEALING WITH AMBIGUITY AND CHOICE. 
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launches into questions developed 
in advance by all elementary school 
librarians. These questions have 
been preloaded into Kahoot and 
are answered by each team. At the 
end of the event, scores are tallied 
and a winning team is recognized, 
but throughout the preparation and 
the event the focus is on celebrating 
literacy, having read some great titles, 
and coming together to celebrate as a 
school district.

Another event centers around an 
author visit. Though many librarians 
already host author visits—in person 
or virtually—in their school libraries, 
a district-wide event is a new idea 
for us. This past fall, we hosted a 
district-wide literacy event with 
Scholastic author Dav Pilkey. This 
visit landed on our laps via our part-
nership with our local independent 
bookstore BookPeople. As the library 
coordinator, I made a request to host 
by submitting a proposal that was 
done collaboratively with our ELA 
coordinators, sharing details about 
the venue and how we would market 
this event, specifically highlight-

ing how we wanted to provide event 
tickets along with a book to one 
hundred of our economically disad-
vantaged students. Our Leander ISD 
Educational Excellence Foundation 
(LEEF) funded the one hundred 
tickets for books, and we were able 
to secure a venue that would hold 
twenty-three hundred attendees.

To select sponsored students, 
librarians from four dual-language 
campuses were asked to meet with 
their leadership team to determine 
which students to invite as guests 
of the district. Selected students 
received a letter with information 
and a request to RSVP so that we 
could ensure they had transporta-
tion and would be able to attend the 
author event. Some selected students 
were unable to attend, but the 
author-signed books were delivered 
to them later that week.

The remaining book tickets were 
sold to families in our school district 
via the Eventbrite link created by 
a BookPeople staff member. Our 
Canva poster promoting the Dav 

Figure 3.  
Invitation to a 
district-wide 
literacy-related 
event.

Figure 4. Poster for author visit hosted by the 
whole district.

Pilkey event (see figure 4) was 
e-mailed—along with the Eventbrite 
ticket information—to all district 
students and staff. The tickets sold 
paid for a signed book for each 
ticketholder. Attending the event was 
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free, but attendees were required to 
have tickets for the book purchase to 
ensure that there were enough seats 
for everyone.

The coordination of this event was 
a true team effort; designated team 
leaders each had a committee to help 
with ticket-taking, activity-area help, 
room ushering, and managing the 
greeting line to meet Dav Pilkey. 
Communication among all teams 
before and during the event was key, 
but having BookPeople staff with 
experience truly made a difference 
in the smooth running of the event. 
Scholastic also had a team on hand; 
its members were invaluable in their 
experience with managing the large 
group of attendees in a very efficient 
manner.

Did this event take time to 
coordinate? Yes—many hours in 
the weeks before the event, and, on 
the day, many of our team stayed 
past 9:00 p.m. However, seeing the 
many excited, happy students with 
parents connecting with Dav Pilkey 
and screaming in excitement all 
in the name of literacy makes the 
investment in time worth it!

What’s the Return on 
Investment?

So why consider doing program-
ming outside the school library? 
Benjamin Franklin is often credited 
with saying, “When you are finished 
changing, you’re finished.” I know 
we have not finished changing, and 
our profession will need to continue 
to evolve to keep up with our ever-
changing world. Seeking creative 
ways to make an impact on learners 

and our communities is imperative. 
Coming from a place of “yes” instead 
of “no” can make a huge difference as 
we each consider any programming 
opportunity.

The events listed above definitely 
caused us to go above and beyond 
what we normally do, but to quote the 
title of one of Oprah Winfrey’s books, 
this is “what I know for sure”:

• Our school librarians are 
passionate about what they do, seek 
to continually improve, and put 
students first.

• Our school libraries and their pro-
gramming are vibrant, busy, and 
evolving.

• Our district and community 
understand the impact school 
librarians can have.

How do I know this? At Vandegrift 
High School, parents shared their 
excitement and love for the summer 
assignment. At the Battle of the 
Bluebonnets, school board members 

and administrators took time to 
attend and share in the literacy 
excitement of seeing 135+ elementary 
school students actively engaged in 
answering questions about books they 
read. After the Dav Pilkey author 
event, I heard countless attendees 
of all ages thank us for hosting this 
event and ask when the next one will 
occur. A parent sent me an e-mail 
that truly touched me. Along with 
offering thanks for putting on a great 
family event, she shared a personal 
story about overcoming adversity 
and an immense challenge—all in 
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an effort to meet Dav Pilkey; this 
affirmation alone is priceless. I’m 
happy for the parent and confident 
she went on to share this experience 
with friends and community. Now 
that’s advocacy!

These are just a few of many great 
programs happening in Leander 
ISD; I know we aren’t alone. As 
users of social media, my colleagues 
and I are inspired by fellow school 
librarians on Twitter and Instagram 
who share daily about the great 
things happening in their libraries. 
We hope we inspire them. Sharing 
what we do helps makes us all better, 
and what we share invites everyone 
into the work we do. School library 
advocacy online and in person helps 
learners in our own districts and 
beyond.
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Everyone has an object that holds 
a special meaning. It is human 

nature for us to collect these objects 
and value the stories they tell about 
ourselves. In fact, we build buildings 
just to hold and display these objects. 
Museums not only house these 
objects but help us connect to the 
past and our culture as well as the 
culture of others. In my state not 
everyone has easy access to museums, 
especially our students. Because of 
distance, field trips are not always 
possible. So how do we give our 
students the museum experience 
when they can’t get to a museum?

A serendipitous experience a few 
years ago turned out to be one answer 
to this question. I had just taken a 
job with the Arkansas Department 
of Education as the program advisor 
for school libraries, and was still 
figuring out exactly what my role 
was. At an ALA preconference on 
project-based learning, I met a 
woman who was also from Arkansas 
and starting a new job. She was in 
charge of developing an educational 
program for the U.S. Department 
of State’s Diplomatic Reception 
Rooms (DRR). I didn’t even know 
that the U.S. Department of State 
had Diplomatic Reception Rooms!

It turns out that inside 
the U.S. Department of 

State building there 
are forty-two rooms 

containing a large 
collection of 

American art and 
historic objects 

dating from 
the period of 

1750–1825. 
Unlike a 

museum, 
the 

Diplomatic Reception Rooms 
<https://diplomaticrooms.state.gov> 
are actually where all diplomacy 
in the United States takes place so, 
although tours can be scheduled, 
they can also be cancelled with very 
short notice. However, the desire 
of the curators and staff of the 
DRR (a separate entity within the 
Department of State and funded 
entirely through donations) to 
share the collection with educators 
and students led to an exploration 
of how other national institu-
tions shared their collections.

A number of conversations DRR 
staffers had with representatives of 
such institutions as the Library of 
Congress, the National Archives, 
the National Park Service, and the 
Smithsonian Institution resulted in 
taking a different approach. Those 
institutions have educators on their 
staff who write lesson plans making 
use of their objects, art, and primary 
documents. However, these institu-
tions have found that teachers in the 
field don’t necessarily use the lessons. 
Instead, it was decided to reach out 
to practicing teachers who would 
create lessons using items in the 
collection of the DRR that directly 
connected to their curriculum.

So at the preconference when I met 
Anne Menotti, Senior Advisor for 
Education and Outreach for the 
DRR, she was looking for a state 
to pilot the idea that educators 
at the grassroots level should be 
creating units and lessons that 
connected historic objects and art 
with curriculum. We talked about 
possible ideas, and I thought that 
was the end of it. However, the next 
thing I knew she was in my office to 
flesh out some of those ideas. The 
best thing about being a school 
librarian is finding an opportu-
nity to collaborate on a project that 
extends learning, and this was an 
exciting one. Because of this early 

meeting, Arkansas was chosen to 
be the pilot state for this project.

Finding Partners

As Anne and I thought about the 
model we wanted to create, we 
realized that we needed access to 
institutions that had collections 
of historic art and artifacts that 
connected directly to Arkansas. So 
we reached out to the education 
specialists at the Central Arkansas 
Library System’s Butler Center 
for Arkansas Studies <www.butler-
center.org> and the Crystal Bridges 
Museum of American Art <https://
crystalbridges.org>. In the second 
year of the program we brought in 
the William J. Clinton Presidential 
Library and Museum <www.clin-
tonlibrary.gov> and the Clinton 
Foundation <www.clintonfoun-
dation.org>. Bringing in these 
partners expanded the collections 
our participants had access to, but, 
more importantly, we increased 
the collaborative brain power and 
expertise involved with the project.

Establishing Goals

Out of our initial talks with the 
partner institutions, we decided 
on two primary goals to guide 
the program, which we called the 
Declaration of Learning. These 
goals have guided the Arkansas 
Declaration of Learning (ADOL) 
program and will continue to 
do so as we move the program 
out to other states. They are:

Goal 1: Create universal access to 
important information, resources, 
and cultural institutions.

A. Remove barriers to 
student learning.

B. Create learning opportuni-
ties that engage all students.

C. Support teachers and 
school librarians with tools, 
resources, and information.
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D. Support students with tools, 
resources, and information.

E. Connect students 
and teachers with local 
museums, galleries, and 
other historical entities.

Goal 2: Foster and promote oppor-
tunities for a deeper understanding 
of social studies, history, art, civic 
engagement, and diplomacy.

A. Clearly understand our past, 
as we prepare for our future.

B. Better understand those 
who are different from us.

C. Experience and understand 
history and art in a multi-
disciplinary way.

D. Understand the 
importance of civic 
engagement and diplomacy.

E. Learn how to become 
civically engaged and utilize 
diplomacy in daily activities.

Training Educators

We are now in the middle of our 
fourth year of the ADOL program, 
and we have continued to tweak our 
model for object-based learning. We 
provide a five-day training session 
in the summer for forty classroom 
teachers and school librarians in 
grades seven through twelve. These 
educators, chosen through an 
application process, are divided into 
regional teams. Each team of five 
to seven members includes at least 
one school librarian, a fine arts 
teacher, a social studies teacher, and 
an English language arts teacher. 
Some of these teachers may work with 
special education students, English 
language learners, or gifted and 

talented learners. These teachers 
work throughout the school year 
creating and teaching units of 
study based on their curriculum, 
incorporating objects into the 
lessons, and leading students to 
a civic engagement project.

During the training, the partner 
institutions use their expertise to 
teach educators how to use object-
based learning to bring history 
and art to life, and make learning 
more exciting and meaningful for 
students through objects, art, and 
primary resources. Each partner 
institution provides access to five 
digital versions of objects in their 
collections plus related resource 
material, totaling twenty objects 
from which to choose. The partici-
pants must choose at least one object 
from each of the partner institu-
tions’ collections to include in their 

In my state not everyone has easy 

access to museums, especially our 

students. Because of distance, 

field trips are not always possible. 

So how do we give our students 

the museum experience when 

they can’t get to a museum?
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unit. The training explores how 
to connect issues that arise from 
the digital objects and resource 
material to their subject-area 
curriculum and to a student-led 
civic engagement project. Of course, 
we also include developing strong 
essential and guiding questions 
as well as appropriate assessments 
as they begin to plan their units.

Each regional team is assigned a 
mentor who has previously been 
through the program and a staff 
person from one of the partner 
institutions. These mentors and 
staff offer guidance to the team 
members and help them keep on 
track writing and teaching their 
units. Mentors and team members 
meet virtually and face to face 
throughout the school year. The 
team members are not in the same 
school so a coteaching collabora-
tion is not possible, but they do act 
as a sounding board and support 
group. Some of the classroom 
teachers and many of the school 
librarians do find collaborative 
partners within their schools.

Focusing on Civic Engagement

Civic engagement has become a very 
important part of the unit that each 
ADOL participant includes in his 
or her project. The participants are 
free to incorporate their objects 
anywhere in their units they deem 
appropriate. However, all units must 
conclude with a civic engagement 
piece that connects to the objects and 
issues of the unit and be student led.

For instance, one school librarian 
who collaborated with his art teacher 
focused on chronicling the sacrifices 
of soldiers and their families. The 
objects he chose were related to war, 
such as the painting War News from 
Mexico by Richard Caton Woodville 
(1825–1855) in the collection 
of the Crystal Bridges Museum 
of American Art and the Butler 
Center’s photograph titled Women 
Workers, Arkansas Ordnance Plant, Jackson-
ville, Arkansas. Using these objects, his 
students explored how we and artists 
honor the contributions of veterans 
and their families. For the final 
product each student identified a 
piece of artwork and transformed it 

in some way to reflect how the learner 
honors veterans. For their civic 
engagement project, learners worked 
in groups to create podcasts that 
explained the transformed art. QR 
codes were attached to the podcasts 
and shared. A number of soldiers 
and their family members responded 
to the students and expressed their 
appreciation. The podcasts have 
been posted on YouTube and can 
be found at <www.youtube.com/
playlist?list=PLefE_zM17WM-
4MI8LGy42Awu-f5SRtmSWb>. 
Other civic engagement projects 
have included creating safe 
spaces, recycling efforts, cleaning 
up cemeteries, preserving 
veterans’ stories, and helping 
get people to the polls to vote.

Benefiting Students 
and Educators

So what do these educators get in 
return for all their hard work? 
Each ADOL participant receives a 
stipend, which in the beginning we 
funded with grants and sponsors. 
The Arkansas Department of 
Education has seen the value in what 

During the training, the partner institutions 

use their expertise to teach educators how 

to use object-based learning to bring history 

and art to life, and make learning more 

exciting and meaningful for students through 

objects, art, and primary resources.
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we are doing and is now funding 
the stipends as well as a celebra-
tion event at the end of each ADOL 
year. Last year the celebration event 
was held at the Arkansas Governor’s 
Mansion with the governor and first 
lady hosting. This is an opportu-
nity for the educators to share their 
projects with dignitaries from the 
partner institutions and admin-
istrators, and be recognized for 
the good work they have done.

The surveys and conversations we 
have had with our ADOL alumni 
indicate that they continue to use 
objects in their teaching, and some 
of the civic engagement projects are 
continuing. Art teacher Meagan 
McGuire said, “The ADOL program 
and its goals have completely changed 
the way I teach art in the classroom. 
Rather than moving from one skill 
to the next or one concept to the 
next, my students now analyze not 
only the artwork but the connection 
with the artwork to our environment, 
culture, and personal beliefs.” “This 
unique concept…has been just as 
much of a learning experience for 
me as it has been for my students. It 

has inspired me to create oppor-
tunities to become more civically 
engaged,” said Claudine James, 
English language arts teacher. School 
librarian Tracy Cline said, “Partici-
pating in the Arkansas Declaration 
of Learning (ADOL) program 
allowed me to connect our students 
with subjects they don’t always 
get to think about in our rural 
Arkansas community: art, history, 
and civic involvement. ADOL had 
a profound effect on our students. 
Being exposed to these ideas and 
works of art led them to think about 
civic engagement, themselves, and 
the past in an entirely new way.”

Looking Ahead

What’s next? We are gearing up for 
the fifth year and adding fourth- 
through six-grade teachers to the 
mix. Over the next year, the DRR 
organization will build a website 
that will give access to the digital 
objects and resources from all 
the partner institutions that have 
been used by ADOL teachers and 
school librarians. In addition, the 
units, lesson plans, and examples 

of civic engagement projects will 
be available for download. We are 
also initiating a one-day summer 
professional development oppor-
tunity we are calling Object-Based 
Learning 101 that we will take on 
the road throughout Arkansas. Not 
only will this initiative help us reach 
more teachers and school librarians, 
we hope this will encourage them 
to apply for the five-day training. 
Finally, we are preparing for a roll 
out of the Declaration of Learning 
to other states. That’s definitely 
beyond the walls of the school library.

Cassandra Barnett is 

program advisor for school 

libraries for the Arkansas 

Department of Education. 

She provides professional 

development, promotes best practices in school 

library programs, advocates for school libraries 

within the state, and looks for collaborative 

opportunities for school librarians. She is also 

is a project leader for the Arkansas Declaration 

of Learning. She is a member of AASL.
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The AASL Standards are not the 
rules for “how” or “what” to 

learn in school libraries. They are an 
invitation to explore the endless pos-
sibilities of “why.” The standards are 
our permission to take risks, to step 
beyond the comfort of our four walls 
to truly stretch ourselves and grow.

The AASL Standards provide a 
common language for school library 
stakeholders that bring into focus the 
competencies of engaged, persistent, 
and adaptive learning communities.

Strengthening Connections 
between School and Public 
Librarians

You have most likely heard the 
encouraging statistic that there 
are more public libraries than 
McDonald’s restaurants in the 
United States (ALA Public Informa-
tion Office 2003) and that younger 
generations are using public libraries 
more than older generations (Geiger 
2017). So collaborating with your 
local public library should be easy, 
right? Yes and no.

Partnering with your public library, 
by its very nature, will take you 
beyond your physical four walls, but 
it will present unique challenges. 
Many of these issues were discussed 
during a Twitter chat hosted by 
the members of the AASL/ALSC/
YALSA Interdivisional Committee 
on School-Public Library Coopera-
tion and the organizers of #KyLChat 
(a Kentucky-led Twitter chat that 
occurs on the second and fourth 
Tuesday of every month). You can 
read the responses in the compiled 
blog post by Campbell County (KY) 
Middle School Librarian, Melissa 
Gardner, at <www.kaslblog.com/
school-and-public-library-collab-
oration>. It was great to see public 
librarians and school librarians both 
so eager and excited to work together, 
and the AASL/ALSC/YALSA Public 
Library and School Library Collabo-

ration toolkit provides many practical 
ideas that you could implement in 
your own community, along with 
some tips to help you be successful. 
(You can download the kit at <www.
ala.org/alsc/publications-resources/
professional-tools/school-public-
library-partnerships>.)

What the toolkit does not address 
is how to apply the new AASL 
Standards to these partnerships. 
Our fellow public librarians serving 
children and youth might be aware 
that AASL released new standards, 
but the responsibility of applying the 
learner standards will most likely 
fall to the school librarian. If your 
collaboration partner is unfamiliar 
with the new standards, make time 
to explore them in one of your 
initial meetings. Does your public 
library have a copy of the National 
School Library Standards for Learners, 
School Librarians, and School Libraries? 
If not, help your public library get 
a copy. If that is not possible, direct 
the public librarians to the resources 
on the AASL Standards website to 
help them understand.

Explain the six Shared Founda-
tions—Inquire, Include, Collaborate, 
Curate, Explore, Engage—and the 
four Domains within each Shared 
Foundation—Think, Create, Share, 
Grow (AASL 2018b). These will 
make perfect sense to your public 
library partner, and he or she can 
help you apply the learner standards 
to your project. In November 2018, 
Bookie Wilson, Youth Services 
Librarian for the Woodford County 
(KY) Public Library, told us that 
she supports her county schools 
by curating print and digital 
resources and by providing safe, 
inviting collaboration spaces for 
students to gather and work after 
school. Bookie says that she and 
the Woodford County High School 
Librarian are working together this 
year to enhance classroom learning 
outside of the physical high school 
classroom, which may include 
augmenting classroom studies with 
speakers, films, and titles not in the 
high school collection. Partnerships 
such as these will strengthen both 
library programs, foster a stronger 
community, and ultimately better 
prepare our students for the future.

If your 
collaboration 

partner is 
unfamiliar 

with the new 
standards, 

make time to 
explore them 
in one of your 

initial meetings.
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Strengthening Connections 
between School Librarians and 
Administrators

Beyond the partnership opportuni-
ties that can be developed in the local 
community, the school librarian has 
meaningful opportunities to foster 
alliances and coalitions within the 
whole school district.

There is a perceived divide to be 
bridged between school librarians 
and administrators. Although some 
may see crossing this divide as a big 
leap, it is a leap of faith that deserves 
to be explored. The timing is right 
to leverage the National School Library 
Standards for Learners, School Librarians, 
and School Libraries as a tool to connect 
with administrators beyond the four 
walls of the school library.

What problem is my administra-
tor trying to solve? That’s the 
question school librarians have to 
ask themselves. It is in this “space” 
where a school librarian’s roles 
(AASL 2009) of teacher, program 
administrator, information 
specialist, and instructional partner 
meld to support the librarian’s role 
as leader.

Without even stepping outside your 
library doors, you can be confident 
that the academic achievement of 
students most certainly falls at the 
top of the list of administrators’ 
concerns. School librarians can 
offer several solutions.

Support Administrative Initiatives

AASL’s “Guide for Administrators: 
Your School Library in the Learning 
Community” (2018a, 1) notes that 
school librarians have a “school-
wide perspective on literacy and 
technology learning.” With this 
global view of learning, the school 
librarian is positioned to support 
school- or district-wide initiatives. 
Just two of many possible examples 
follow.

Professional learning communi-
ties (PLCs) are based on the premise 
of shared gathering and analysis of 
data to ensure students’ academic 
achievement. PLCs provide a perfect 
opportunity for the school librarian 
to capitalize on her expertise. The 
librarian can interact with both 
administrators and classroom teachers 
to develop a laser-like focus on the 
competency of gathering and using 
evidence to investigate the questions 
around student learning (Inquire’s 
Create Domain) and help other 
educators achieve this focus. The 
school librarian can also focus inter-
actions to enhance teachers’ abilities 
to collaboratively identify innovative 
solutions to academic achievement 
challenges (Explore’s Share Domain).

Blended learning provides students 
and teachers with the flexibility of 
space, place, and time to learn part 
of the time in a traditional classroom 
setting and part of the time in a virtual 
setting. Because blended learning is 
a fairly new trend in K–12 education, 
the school librarian can help teachers 
recognize the need for learners’ skilled 
curation of resources using the compe-
tencies in the AASL Standards Framework 
for Learners (2018b). Without these 
competencies, an overload of materials 
in the learning management system 
may distract and overwhelm learners. 
In a blended learning environment, 
performing ongoing analysis of and 
reflection on the quality, usefulness, 
and accuracy of curated course 
resources is critical to students’ success. 
Librarians can also help teachers learn 
about ways to broaden and deepen 
their understanding of best practices 
in blended learning through collab-
orative activities (Collaborate’s Think 
Domain).

Set the Bar High for Instruction and 
Assessment

To address the administrator’s 
concern about student success and 
academic achievement, the school 

librarian has an opportunity to 
work with individuals or teams of 
classroom teachers to help them set 
the bar high for instruction and 
assessment. Beyond supporting the 
curriculum with curated resources 
and co-designing instruction, the 
school librarian can be partnered 
(by administrators) with classroom 
teachers to ensure that instruc-
tion and subsequent assessment are 
not only addressing the content 
in courses but are also supporting 
learners’ development of critical 
competencies necessary in our global 
society found under each of the six 
Shared Foundations in the AASL 
Standards Framework for Learners (2018b).

School librarians can help ensure 
that instruction includes oppor-
tunities for students to adopt a 
discerning stance toward points 
of view and opinions expressed in 
course materials and classroom dis-
cussions (Include’s Think Domain). 
Encouraging instruction around 
problem-solving through cycles 
of design, implementation, and 
reflection is also one of a librarian’s 
areas of expertise (Explore’s Create 
Domain).

Guiding the work to enhance assess-
ments to ensure that students are 
involving diverse perspectives in their 
own inquiry processes is another 
place in which school librarians can 
support fellow educators (Collabo-
rate’s Share Domain). In addition, 
librarians are able to review assess-
ments to support the competency 
of using evidence to investigate 
questions (Inquire’s Create Domain).

Create Professional Learning 
Opportunities

Every administrator is responsible 
for the professional learning of the 
faculty. School librarians can help in 
these efforts by encouraging a spirit 
of curiosity, community, and critical 
literacy.
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When a school librarian provides 
classroom teachers with explicit 
instruction about the legal and 
ethical use of intellectual property, 
both the teachers and the students 
benefit. Armed with their new 
knowledge gained through pro-
fessional development led by the 
school librarian, other educators 
are positioned not only to model 
for students the acknowledgment 
of authorship and to demonstrate 
respect for the intellectual property 
of others, but they are also prepared 
to teach or coteach these transferable 
skills to students (Engage’s Think 
Domain)

If school librarians assist administra-
tors in developing competency-based 
professional learning opportuni-
ties for classroom teachers through 
vehicles such as micro-credentialing 
or badging, other educators would 
have a platform to enhance their 
skills and reflect on their own 
place as learners within the global 
learning community (Include’s Grow 
Domain). Designing differenti-
ated and personalized professional 
experiences reinforces a mindset 
that educators are learners. These 
professional development opportu-
nities would also provide teachers 
with the expertise they need to help 
their students Think, Create, Share, 
and Grow.

When school librarians leverage the 
AASL Standards as a framework for 
professional learning and admin-
istrative initiatives, educators are 
supported in pedagogy and learners 
are better situated to experience 
academic success.

Strengthening Connections 
between School Librarians and 
Learners

The AASL Standards are a 
foundation upon which to build 
relationships between learners and 
school librarians. Through common 

language and out of common beliefs 
central to the profession (AASL 
2018b, 11) we reach beyond ourselves 
to create transformative connections.

School Librarians as Leaders

The AASL Standards characterize 
learning as a complex and evolving 
journey marked by the cultiva-
tion of competencies. The school 
librarian is a notable leader on this 
journey. Learning experiences are 
enriched when the school librarian 
prioritizes learners’ development 
of responsive strategies and the 
growth mindset to apply them to 
inquiries beyond the four walls of the 
classroom. The school librarian, as 
leader, is responsible for developing 
individual dispositions and a school 
learning environment in which all 
learners and educators can exercise 
their intellectual freedom. “Intel-
lectual freedom is every learner’s 
right” (AASL Common Belief 5), 
though the skills needed to effec-
tively navigate personal curiosities 
must be explicitly taught. The school 
librarian prepares all learners to 
exercise their freedom to pursue self-
directed inquiry.

School Librarians as Lead Learners

School librarians are unquestion-
ably lead learners, actively gaining 
experience and resources for the 
benefit of their communities. 
Empowered by the AASL Standards, 
the school librarian guides the 
advancement of key learner dis-
positions for making collaborative, 
inclusive, and carefully formed 
decisions. Learners in our school 
libraries are enabled by the diversity 
of resources available within the four 
walls of the library, as well as by the 
range of perspectives accessible when 
equitably accessible, appropriately 
integrated information technologies 
(Common Belief 6) take us beyond 
its walls. Through differentiated 
and continual exploration learners 
develop empathy and knowledge.

School Librarians as 
Connected Learners

The school librarian recognizes 
opportunities to structure skill-
building practice with mindfulness 
and reflection, both for herself and 
her students. We learn when we 
communicate and play. The AASL 
Standards frameworks emphasize the 
interdependence of the Domains as 
we Think, Create, Share, and Grow. 
Do you pause to reflect? Do you have 
a network of support? Do you need 
time and space to tinker and explore? 
The school library is the unique 
and essential part of the learning 
community (Common Belief 1) that 
empowers learners to go beyond the 
walls of traditional learning spaces. 
School librarians can also build 
personalized pathways of challenge 
and celebration—for themselves and 
for learners—to ensure that our 21st-
century learners will thrive.

The AASL Standards give voice to 
the students, teachers, and school 
librarians as learners who strive for 
new knowledge through the skillful 
pursuit of curiosities. The standards 
recognize the core competencies 
inherent in such pursuits, and the 
inclusive environment necessary 
to eventually succeed. The school 
librarian models inquiry and grit; 
the spaces within the four walls of 
the school library support and foster 
curiosity, resiliency, and wonder. We 
are connected as learners in common 
practice, seeking connections 
and perspectives. Let us use this 
connection to strengthen our school 
libraries.

When school librarians reaffirm 
the Common Beliefs at the 
foundation of our practice we set 
a course for ourselves and our 
learning community to flourish in 
the future. The AASL Standards 
and the growing network of profes-
sional engagement for their effective 
implementation provide us with 
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opportunities to extend our 
roles, build new relationships, 
and promote our shared 
commitment to put Common 
Belief 3 into practice and 
prepare all learners for 
college, career, and life.

Amanda Kozaka is 
library and instructional 
technolog y specialist at 
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When school librarians reaffirm the 
Common Beliefs at the foundation 
of our practice we set a course 
for ourselves and our learning 
community to flourish in the future. 
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As a child, I remember being 
asked one specific question more 

than any other, “What do you want to 
be when you grow up?” At age five, I 
wanted to be a Power Ranger. I could 
not wait until Saturday morning to 
watch the Power Ranger television 
show. I conquered evil with my action 
figures, and I slept in red Power 
Ranger pajamas. A few years later, 
my parents took me to SeaWorld in 
Orlando, Florida. After rubbing 
the slippery backs of cownose rays 
and witnessing the choreogra-
phy of a five-ton orca, I desired to 
become a marine biologist. When 
I got older, I wanted to understand 
more about my mother’s role as a 
physician by shadowing her at work. 
With one glance of a bloody cut 
finger, I knew medicine would not 
be my next career choice. Eventually, 
I became a librarian because of 
my love of literature and aptitude 
for using the latest technology.

Are you starting to see a trend? My 
interests and my career ambitions 
were heavily influenced by what I 
had experienced. Perhaps if I had 
had the opportunity to investigate 
aerodynamics, I may have wanted to 
become a pilot. If I had been exposed 
to coding, I might now be a computer 
programmer. People tend to seek 
professions to which they have been 
exposed. Are we giving our students 
the exposure needed to discover 

what may really interest them? 
Students’ levels of exposure to the 
world rely on many factors such as 
location, access to information, and 
socioeconomic status. As educators, 
we can create a level playing field 
for all. Authentic learning experi-
ences will multiply the paths that lay 
at students’ feet as they embark on 
this magnificent journey called life.

Humans are naturally curious. My 
first-graders remind me of this 
every day. They wonder why things 
happen—from the tiny (Why do we 
have library class only once a week?) 
to the mighty (Why are people 
all different colors?). Students 
question because they have been 
exposed, and they want to know. 
Educators must find ways to embrace 
students’ curiosities. Inquiry-based 
learning is an ideal approach.

Inquiry is so important that it is 
the first Shared Foundation of the 
AASL Standards Framework for Learners 
(AASL 2018). Through inquiry, 
students build new knowledge by 
questioning, investigating, and 
thinking critically (MacKenzie and 
Bathurst-Hunt 2018). Inquiry-based 
learning is a type of instruction 
that initiates by posing questions, 
problems, or scenarios—rather than 
simply presenting facts or prescrib-
ing a specific path to knowledge.

Inquiry-based learning fosters 
students’ exploration of new ideas 
to gain understanding, to generate 
solutions, and to demonstrate 
mastery in a visible way. Figure 1 is 
from the “School Librarians Take 
a Starring Role in the Common 
Core State Standards: Be a Star in 
Inquiry” infographic (AASL 2014). 
Developed as part of AASL’s Common 
Core State Standards Implementation 
Assistance Toolkit, figure 1 outlines 
learning strategies for each phase 
of the inquiry process. Through 
investigative research and product 
design, students do more than 
master learning standards; they find 
their voice by connecting the dots 
of desire, skill, and opportunity.

My professional quest to understand 
and implement inquiry-based 
instruction led me on a once-
in-a-lifetime physical journey to 
Finland. From January to April 
of 2018, I resided in Helsinki as 
a Fulbright Teacher to study best 
practices of inquiry-based learning. 
My research investigated how Finnish 
schools use inquiry-based teaching 
to enrich several core principles of 
librarianship: research, strategic 
use of technology, interdisciplinary 
education, cooperative learning, and 
product development. My goals were 
attainable thanks to the Fulbright 
Distinguished Awards in Teaching 
Program. The program is an inter-

57Volume 47, No. 4  |  March/April 2019

All materials in this journal subject to copyright by the American Library Association 
may be used for the noncommercial purpose of scientific or educational advancement 

granted by Sections 107 and 108 of the Copyright Revision Act of 1976. Address 
usage requests to the ALA Office of Rights and Permissions.



national exchange and professional 
development program sponsored 
by the U.S. Department of State’s 
Bureau of Educational and Cultural 
Affairs and administered by the 
Institute of International Education 
(Fulbright 2018). As a Fulbright 
Distinguished Teacher, I was given 
the opportunity to study interna-
tional best practices in education and 
share my professional expertise with 
teachers and students in Finland.

Why Finland?

Finland routinely tops rankings of 
global education systems. Not bad 
for a nation that mandates just one 
standardized exam at the end of 
twelfth grade. Despite the Finnish 
education system’s success, in 2016 
the country modified its national 
curriculum even further to keep 
it relevant. Now, more than ever, 
Finnish schools embrace students’ 
use of informational text and 

technology to develop 21st-century 
skills and global competence.

Finland’s new curriculum calls 
for phenomenon-based learning 
in which students interact around 
real-world issues to solve a problem 
or explore a curiosity. Phenomenon-
based learning is an inquiry-based 
instructional approach. Students 
study phenomena as complete entities 
in their real context, and the infor-
mation and skills related to them are 
studied by crossing the boundaries 
between subjects (Silander 2015). 
Finnish students use this hands-on 
approach to explore themes ranging 
from entrepreneurship to space 
exploration. With all inquiry-based 
learning styles, students’ motivation 
and critical-thinking skills skyrocket.

Meanings of P in P3BL

My classroom observations and 
research efforts in Finland helped 
me formulate an understand-

ing of the instructional strategies 
and innovative resources that 
support a student-centered 
classroom. I quickly realized that 
inquiry serves as a catalyst for 
authentic learning activities.

What I discovered was that inquiry-
based learning does not always 
demand a solution. Sometimes 
tackling a real-world problem can 
be a daunting task for an educator 
and students. Instead, students can 
apply the elements of inquiry to the 
exploration of an authentic topic 
like a phenomenon (ecosystems, 
natural disasters, space travel) 
or a passion (sports, hobbies, 
technology). Hence the term P3BL 
for project-based learning focused 
on problems, phenomena, passions.

Regardless of the project’s topic, 
students become empowered 
creators who engage in collaboration, 
critical thinking, and creativity. 
No matter what term you assign 
the “P” in P3BL, students gain 
more than a mastery of content 
knowledge; they develop 21st-century 
skills and a love for learning.

P3BL encompasses the categories that 
I would argue all educators deem 
essential: interdisciplinary teaching, 
student-led instruction, collabora-
tive learning, digital citizenship, and 
the development of global com-
petencies. P3BL gives teachers the 
opportunity to employ a variety of 
instructional strategies and modifi-
cations so that all students can reach 
learning goals. Instead of casually 
listening to teacher lectures, students 
work to uncover understandings. 
Inquiry teaching anchors academic 
concepts in practical situations, 
making content come to life.

My students here in the U.S. engaged 
in a P3BL unit during which they 
targeted an environmental issue 
facing our school: poor drainage 
around the building. Students 
conducted research and performed 

Inquiry Phases Learning and Research Strategies

Motivate/Connect

Inspire-connect to prior knowledge and interests

Ask essential questions

Wonder

Question – Plan
Develop and refine inquiry questions

Identify resources

Investigate
Read closely and locate evidence

Explore differing viewpoints

Construct
Synthesize meaning and viewpoints

Write

Present
Develop new knowledge

Present knowledge product

Evaluate/Reflect
Measure growth and plan for the future

Evaluate product

Figure 1. Learning strategies for each phase of the inquiry process.
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experiments. By working with the 
Kentucky Geographic Alliance on 
the use of a geographic information 
system (GIS) from Esri, a supplier 
of GISs, students were able to display 
the topography of the watershed in 
which our school resides. Students 
used data from the GIS to create 3-D 
models of our school’s watershed. 
Students collaborated with our 
local conservation office to develop 
a sustainable watershed that will 
reduce storm water standing on 
school grounds. Students presented 
their findings and recommenda-
tions to the school board. As with 
all P3BL activities, the students’ 
project followed the inquiry process.

Begin at the End

What matters most at the end of 
an instructional unit is students’ 

learning, not the final product. 
When designing P3BL, it is 
important to identify the skills, 
concepts, and knowledge students 
need to learn. Look at curriculum 
standards from different disci-
plines, and involve students in the 
planning process by having them 
write objectives in their own words.

Establishing goals in the beginning 
gives classroom teachers and 
school librarians time to plan 
assessments, modify expectations for 
deliverables, and gather resources 
to support the project. Plan early 
to free your time during P3BL to 
be able to differentiate instruction 
and meet each student’s needs.

Seek Support

P3BL is a collaborative effort 
that extends beyond student-led 

groups. Teachers must collaborate 
with others as well. Outside of the 
classroom walls, support awaits. 
There are colleagues inside your 
building, specialists throughout the 
school district, individuals in the 
community, and families in students’ 
homes that want to help your project 
succeed. They are waiting to be 
asked. Keep your P3BL support 
team informed as you identify 
learning goals, determine a topic, 
and plan instruction. Use multiple 
methods of communication—from 
flyers to e-mails to social media. 
Your support team is vital to make 
your P3BL dreams a reality.

Choose a Topic

In P3BL, students work together to 
solve real-world problems, explore 
phenomena, or pursue passions. 

MY PROFESSIONAL QUEST TO  

UNDERSTAND AND IMPLEMENT  

INQUIRY-BASED INSTRUCTION LED  

ME ON A ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME 

PHYSICAL JOURNEY TO FINLAND.
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The potential of seeing a real 
impact becomes the motivation for 
learning. A suitable project idea can 
be found in a number of ways. The 
best project ideas are those that are 
sparked by observation, discourse, 
and reflection. A compelling topic 
should cover academic standards, 
connect to the learning community, 
and provide opportunities for each 
student to do meaningful research. 
Most importantly, inquiry teaching 
empowers students to take ownership 
in their learning. They have a voice 
in the focus of their projects.

Craft a Driving Question

A driving question (DQ) is a P3BL 
must-have. A DQ is an open-ended 
inquiry that guides students’ 
thinking and learning. It is what 
students should be working to 
answer or explore. A DQ challenges 
students to explore multiple 
facets of the topic, investigate new 
developments, seek different ways of 
thinking, and design a thoughtful 
final presentation. Every project 
differs, so there is no perfect 

formula for creating a DQ. The 
DQ should provide clarity around 
the project’s purpose, audience, 
and product (Perkins 2016).

Use Meaningful Instruc-
tional Strategies

P3BL is an approach that welcomes 
a variety of instructional strategies. 
Multiple best teaching practices 
are involved when helping students 
answer the DQ. For example, 
educators will deliver direct 
instruction, ask high-level questions, 
plan mini-lessons, and devote time 
to students’ mastery of skills via 
notetaking and guided practice.

As if constructing a building, begin 
with a strong foundation. Students 
need clear expectations. They must 
understand the learning goals, topic, 
driving question, available resources, 
and other key elements of your P3BL 
design. As a construction crew adds 
new levels to a building, a lot must 
be taken into consideration. The 
same is true for each phase of P3BL.

Students will make decisions as to 
the tools and methods that will best 
accomplish certain tasks. Many times, 
students will discover better alterna-
tives and make revisions accordingly. 
Usually, no two buildings on a given 
street are the same. Similarly, no 
two P3BL units will be the same. 
Regardless of the project, thoughtful 
and innovative strategies will sustain 
students’ inquiry and enhance 
the entire learning experience.

Integrate Innovative Resources

Resources for the P3BL classroom 
should extend beyond the computer 
screen. They do not have to be 
all digital. Every student should 
learn how to use multiple literacies’ 
strategies. Give students access to 
a diverse set of resources during 
P3BL. Information can come 
from virtually anywhere, such 
as personal experiences, books, 
articles, expert opinions, videos, 
and podcasts. During P3BL students 
analyze a number of sources and 
express their own understand-
ings in different ways. The future 

IN P³BL, STUDENTS WORK TOGETHER TO SOLVE 

REAL-WORLD PROBLEMS, EXPLORE PHENOMENA,  

OR PURSUE PASSIONS. THE POTENTIAL OF  

SEEING A REAL IMPACT BECOMES THE  

MOTIVATION FOR LEARNING.
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holds new information, different 
formats, and technological advance-
ments. Never stop searching and 
be prepared to be amazed.

Prioritize Presentations

A major piece of P3BL is presenting 
findings and products to an 
authentic audience. This piece of 
the project can be accomplished in 
a number of ways. Students might 
deliver presentations at a special 
event, display technology products to 
peers, give demonstrations to friends 
and family, pitch ideas to a panel of 
community members, or publish 
work online for the world to see.

A digital presentation is a great 
supplement if a student plans to 
give a demonstration or create a 
product. Plus, technology products 
can be shared with more than just 
the audience in the room. Students 
and teachers can upload work to a 
classroom website, to social media 
accounts, to YouTube, and to other 
networking platforms. Posting 
research and presentations online 
could gain so much attention that 
people reach out to students to learn 
more about their projects. Students’ 
projects do not have to go viral to 
bring about change. Sometimes 
appealing to the right person in 
the right position leads to action.

Assess, Reflect, and 
Reflect Some More

Assessments can be embedded 
quite seamlessly throughout 
P3BL. Thoughtful and intentional 
assessment methods will help you 
measure students’ understanding 
and plan instruction. Criteria on 
which students will be evaluated 
should be established and reviewed at 
the beginning of the project. These 
evaluation indicators let students 
know what exemplary work looks like.

As students’ projects progress, 
formative assessments provide 

feedback and stimulate adjustments 
to ongoing teaching and learning. 
Students should have opportunities 
to improve and refine their work 
before they share it with others. Like 
any journey, there will be twists 
and bends during P3BL. Formative 
assessments, such as rubrics, 
checklists, self-assessments, peer 
reviews, and conferencing, will 
help students get back on track as 
they pursue their learning goals.

Benefits for Students

In a 21st-century classroom, 
students take the driver’s seat. P3BL 
gives students the green light to 
pursue their passions and explore 
the world. The road map spans many 
contexts, subject areas, and com-
petences. Learners develop digital 
literacy skills as they navigate the 
information highway. Students no 

longer come to a screeching halt 
when they make a mistake. They 
learn from their failures and start 
again. Learners see detours as 
problems not yet solved. Twenty-
first-century students do more than 
steer their learning toward a final 
goal. They question the current 
system and design new methods that 
improve the journey. Give students 
the wheel by fostering inquiry-based 
learning with the help of P3BL.
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What Does a School  
Librarian Do?

As a school librarian, you work 
hard. You are an expert at multi-
tasking, and you rarely find time 
to spend a few leisurely moments 
enjoying a short break from your 
duties. You serve a diverse multitude 
of students, teachers, administrators, 
parents, and community members. 
Time is precious, and your profes-
sional calling consumes your day. 
You know the impact of your work; 
students read more, achieve more, 
and are actively engaged in future-
ready learning because of you. Still, 
sometimes you wonder:

• Are your peers and colleagues 
fully aware of the vast extent of 
your contributions to the school 
network?

• Do your administrators or 
evaluators know your essential role 
in the preparation of all students to 
be college, career, and community 
ready?

• Is an up-to-date evaluation 
instrument available that truly 
captures the scope of your unique 
skill set?

In the November/December 2015 
issue of Knowledge Quest, Susan K. 
S. Grigsby, Jennifer Helfrich, and 
Christa Harrelson Deissler wrote 
a feature article about the Georgia 
School Library Media Specialist 
Consortium’s development of ten 
AASL standards-based, future-ready 
evaluation standards for school 
librarians (see figure 1). That article 
provided insight on the impetus for 
designing AASL-based evaluation 
standards, the process followed 
by the Georgia Consortium in 

the development of meaningful 
standards, and the importance of 
collaboration partners in the effort. 
The authors’ stated goal of bringing 
players to the table to collaborate 
on library issues to turn theory into 
practice now has been realized.

Both Gwinnett County’s early work 
with the Media Specialist Effective-
ness Measure (MSEM) and Cobb 
County’s present implementation 
of the finalized School Librarian 
Evaluation Instrument (SLEI) have 
laid a firm foundation for suc-
cessfully launching the system in 
other districts inside and outside 
Georgia’s borders. The design 
of the instrument mimicked the 
format of Georgia’s Teacher Keys 
Effectiveness System and the state’s 
Leader Keys Effectiveness System 
so that the process for evaluating 
school librarians would be similar 
to processes already familiar to 

evaluators in the state. During the 
past two years administration of 
the SLEI has generated opportuni-
ties for conversations among school 
librarians, principals, teachers, 
and an array of patrons and has 
also promoted the impact of school 
library services across Georgia.

Perceptions of School 
Librarian Roles and Standards 
Alignment

In many locales—in many states—
early conceptions of the school 
librarian’s job have not evolved 
over the years even as the duties 
have expanded exponentially. The 
fact that in some districts outdated 
evaluation tools, such as Georgia’s 
1990 system, are still used to rate 
21st-century school librarians is an 
obvious sign of the misconceptions 
others have about the duties and 
performance of the school librarian 
today. The roles of school librarians 
and the assessments used to evaluate 
their performance are often incon-
gruent.

Two factors seem to contribute to 
this incongruence. First, various 
stakeholder groups view the roles of 
the school librarian inconsistently; 
therefore, members of the public do 
not always apply the AASL roles of 
leader, teacher, instructional partner, 
information specialist, and program 
administrator when they define the 
roles of the school librarian (AASL 
2009). Second, assessments that 
have been developed to evaluate 
school librarians’ effectiveness are 
either outdated—and therefore, do 
not reflect the actual roles of today’s 
school library professionals—or they 
lack a consistent focus on credible 
school library guidelines. In his 

During the past two years 

administration of the SLEI 

has generated opportunities 

for conversations among 

school librarians, 

principals, teachers, and 

an array of patrons and 

has also promoted the 

impact of school library 

services across Georgia.
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dissertation on school librarian 
standards, job descriptions, and 
performance evaluations in Florida, 
Aaron Elkins described this incon-
gruence:

School librarianship has evolved 
as the nature of education and 
society’s access to and use of 
information has changed. Per-
ceptions of the roles of school 
librarians have evolved more 
slowly, where some pursue the 
future of the role while others 
have yet to turn their gaze from 
the past. The findings from 
this study suggest that pattern 
continues to this day, with the 
existence of 101 incongruences 
among job descriptions, profes-
sional evaluations, and national 
guidelines. School librarians 
may be most effective in envi-
ronments in which they and 
their administrators are clear 
about the purpose of the school 
library program, and when 
school librarians’ efforts are 
recognized as making important 
contributions to the learning 
community. (2014, 100–101)

In light of these mixed concepts 
of role definitions and assessment 
inconsistencies, and in an effort to 
address these obstacles, the Georgia 
School Library Media Specialist 
Consortium developed the School 
Librarian Evaluation Instrument 
(SLEI). The ten standards that form 
the basis for the system were built 
using the AASL Standards for 21st-
Century Learners (AASL 2007), ALA/
AASL Standards for Initial Preparation 
of School Librarians (AASL 2010), 
and the ISTE Standards for Coaches 
(2011). Content of the Future Ready 
Librarians webpages (Alliance 
for Excellent Ed. n.d.) was also 
considered during development. A 
full description of the development 
process can be found in the 2015 
Grigsby, Helfrich, and Deissler 
article (available at <https://files.eric.

ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1079854.pdf>). It 
should be noted that, with the 2018 
update to the earlier AASL standards, 
members of the Georgia Consortium 
did a thorough review of the SLEI 
standards. This review revealed 
that the ten SLEI standards are in 
full alignment with the 2018 AASL 
Standards, as the five roles of the 
school librarian were unchanged.

After crafting the ten standards, 
Holly Frilot, the supervisor of library 
media education for the Cobb 
County (GA) School District (and 
one of the authors of this article), 
developed ancillary materials to 
support the evaluation process for 
school librarians. The result was 
a seamless, meaningful system for 
evaluation that served to educate 
administration and faculty about the 
role of school librarians and provide 
a solid framework for evaluation of 
that role. The system was rolled out 
for the Cobb County School District 
in the fall of 2017.

Case Study: Vision to Reality

Process

In the 2016–2017 school year, the 
Cobb County School District began 
using the SLEI with a pilot group 
of seven librarians and six admin-
istrators. After gathering feedback 
and receiving guidance from the 
Cobb County Human Resources 
Department, the decision was made 
to distribute the evaluation to the 
entire district of 111 school libraries 
for the following school year. Under 
Holly’s leadership, the Cobb County 
School District Library Media 
Leadership Team developed ancillary 
materials designed to support the 
implementation of the ten SLEI 
standards (see figure 1).

A timeline, guidelines, and reme-
diation plan were established, along 
with a self-assessment, formative 
assessment, and summative 
evaluation forms. Formative 

and summative assessments were 
prepared so evaluators could rank 
school librarians on the ten SLEI 
standards. In addition, criteria were 
set for evaluation of novice librarians, 
requiring two walkthroughs beyond 
the one required thirty-minute 
teaching observation of veteran 
librarians. An appeal process was 
developed defining parameters for 
objections; this process would be 
used in the event of an appeal about 
a designated score on any of the 
standards. Based on the timeline, the 
following deadlines were set:

• July–August: School librarian’s 
and evaluator’s familiarization 
with the SLEI and school librar-
ian’s completion of the SLEI 
Self-Assessment Form.

• August–September: School librar-
ian’s establishment of professional 
learning goals. Pre-Evaluation 
Conference is held with evaluator; 
conference includes identifi-
cation of specific evidentiary 
resources to be used to document 
that standards were met and a 
discussion regarding evidence that 
is not documentable.

• August–January: Formative 
assessment by evaluator (thirty-
minute observation) is completed.

• January–February: Mid-year 
conference (school librarian 
and evaluator) is held to review 
progress.

• January–April: Documentation 
collection continued.

• April–May: Summative conference 
and assessment. Documentation 
signed and submitted.

As the timeline demonstrates, the 
final SLEI system consisted of one 
self-assessment requiring establish-
ment of goal(s); three conferences 
including pre-evaluation, mid-year, 
and summative; one formative 
observation; and one final written 
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summative assessment to be signed 
by the school librarian and evaluator 
and submitted to the school district’s 
human resources department. For 
school librarians with three or fewer 
years of experience in the district, 
two additional ten-minute evaluator 

“walk-throughs” were required for 
informal observations, as well as the 
creation of a professional develop-
ment plan that outlined how goals 
would be met.

Face-to-face training for 117 school 
librarians and 109 evaluators was 
developed and conducted early in 
the school year by Holly. Evaluators 
were trained to look for key focus 
points in the teaching observation. 
In addition, they were informed 
of essential topics of discussion to 
include for the three conferences. 
Since no set number of artifacts 
were required for documentation, 
examples of various artifacts that 
could be included to address each of 
the ten standards were shared.

Response to SLEI implementation 
was very positive at the beginning of 
the 2017–2018 school year, partially 
due to the strong favorable response 
from the previous year’s pilot group. 
An additional factor contribut-
ing to the positive reception the 
new system received was the widely 
held view—among librarians and 
evaluators—that the previous 
evaluation tool did not accurately 
assess performance of school 
librarians, indicating the new tool 
was needed.

Librarians’ Ref lections on SLEI

To gauge the impact of the SLEI, 
the school librarians’ experi-
ences after implementation of 
the system were investigated. An 
anonymous survey instrument was 
developed based on the content of 
the ten standards; the questionnaire 
included demographic informa-
tion in addition to both open- and 
close-ended response questions 

Figure 1. 
Georgia’s School 

Librarian 
Evaluation 
Instrument 
standards.

Figure 2. Holly 
Frilot providing 

professional 
development.

10

STANDARDS

School Librarian Evaluation Instrument

 
Instructional Partnership

2

4

6

8

10

1

3

5

7

9

The school library media specialist collaboratively plans 
instruction and develops the library media program using 

state and district curricula and standards, instructional 
calendars, effective strategies, resources, and data to support 
teachers and address the differentiated needs of all students.

 
Role of Reading

The school library media specialist develops a culture 
of reading and promotes reading as a foundational skill 

for learning, personal growth, and enjoyment. 

 
Information & 

Technology Literacy
The school library media specialist plans and provides 
instruction that addresses multiple literacies, including 

information literacy, media literacy, and technology literacy.  
 

 
Instructional Leadership
The school library media specialist fosters the success 
of all students by serving on decision-making teams in 

the school, designing and delivering professional 
learning, and contributing to a shared vision of teaching 

and learning that leads to school improvement. 

 
Effective Practices 

for Research
The school library media specialist teaches and 

models developmentally appropriate best practices for 
learning and research. 

 
Program Planning  

and Administration
The school library media specialist develops and 

implements a strategic plan and vision for continuous 
improvement of the library media program and to support 

the learning goals of the school community. 

 
Positive Learning 

Environment
The school library media specialist provides a well-managed, 
safe, and welcoming environment that supports personalized 
learning, includes flexible and equitable access to physical 

and digital resources, ensures a well-rounded education, and 
encourages respect for all. 

 
Collection Development

The school library media specialist supports the 
curriculum through selection and management of 
resources that meet the needs and interests of 

patrons. 

 
Professionalism

The school library media specialist fosters the success 
of students by demonstrating professional standards 

and ethics, engaging in continuous professional 
learning, and contributing to the profession. 

The school library media specialist fosters the success 
of all students by communicating and collaborating 
effectively with stakeholders in ways that enhance 

student learning and engagement.

 
Communication

Created by Holly Frilot on behalf of the Georgia Library Media Association. Permission to use, reproduce, and distribute is granted for educational purposes only. Last update: January, 2018 
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to gain feedback from all levels on 
the SLEI process. Input for the 
survey design was gained from the 
librarians themselves through focus 
group discussions and district-level 
feedback. The decision was made to 
administer two surveys using Google 
Forms. One survey was sent out to 
all school librarians in March 2018 
with the hope that most participants 
would have completed their formative 
assessment. A second survey was 
sent out in late May 2018 during 
post-planning after all summative 
assessments should have been 
finalized. Responses to both surveys 
were optional.

The March survey had a 44 percent 
response rate and reflected very 
positive experiences with the SLEI 
standards and processes. A few 
school librarians commented that 
the evaluator was lax in following 
the timeline closely, but the large 
majority reported a very positive 
experience with their observations 
and conferences. Some example 
comments:

“The SLEI instrument is working 
fine for me. My admin and I talk 
about it frequently and have an 
open relationship regarding 
the evaluation process. If she 
requests something specific, I 

WILL do my best to provide 
documentation. I ask her if there 
is anything she wants to see and 
will make this happen. It all 
starts with a good relationship 
with your evaluator and clear 
expectations.”

“My evaluator observed me 
teaching in December and 
completed the Formative 
Assessment Form (which she 
rated me very highly on). That is 
all that has happened so far.”

“Principal did not adhere to 
time-line.”

Data from the first survey questions 
in March are in table 1.

The May survey had a 53 percent 
response rate. These responses about 
respondents’ interactions with their 
evaluators were extremely positive. 
Over 90 percent of the responding 
librarians indicated favorable reflec-
tions on the summative conference 
and the SLEI system (see table 
2). These favorable reflections, 
especially during the first year of 
implementation, indicated to us that 
the evaluation process was indeed a 
success. Sample comments:

“I had the most reflective, inter-
esting assessment conference 
that I had ever had.”

“I had a good hour-long 
conference with [my adminis-
trator] for my Summative and 
we mostly looked ahead at what 
we want to accomplish in the 
upcoming school year. I walked 
out of her office feeling positive 
and uplifted.”

“Again, allows [school librarians] 
to show admin all of the ways we 
impact students and staff.”

Of those who responded negatively, 
some commented that evaluators did 
not adhere to the timeline or failed 
to follow the process for observation 
and conferencing. Several statements 
were made that evaluators still do 
not fully understand the roles of 
the school librarian and what the 
school librarian does, so even with 
a strong evaluation system and good 
documentation, administrators can 
miss a lot of what the school librarian 
does behind the scenes. Sample 
comments:

“We are being evaluated on things 
our evaluator knows nothing 
about. Collection development 
is one example that I had to fully 

SURVE Y QUES TION
R E SP ONSE S ( A S PERCEN TA GE S)

Y E S SOME W H AT NO N /A

Was your SLEI training effective? 60 40 0

Was your EVALUATOR’s training effective? 49 36 1 14

Was the Pre-evaluation Self-Assessment positive? 77 21 2

Was the Mid-year Formative Assessment positive? 83 12 3 2

Was the Observation positive? 80 20 0

Was the Professional Development Plan appropriate? 21 10 4 65

Table 1. March survey data.
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explain this year, and I still don’t 
think she understood how much 
time this can take.”

“I don’t believe that administra-
tion fully understands our job 
and how to evaluate it.”

“Have not had one.”

“Didn’t have one…yet.”

Another issue often raised was that 
of duties and responsibilities of the 
school librarians. The instrument 
cannot address the extra duties that 
some respondents were required 
to conduct. The amount of time 
available to meet the ten standards at 
an exemplary level was limited when 
some of the day was spent completing 
duties outside of school library 
responsibilities. Sample comments:

“I would like a way to discuss 
other roles we must fill. I also 
think there is a big difference 
with what can be accomplished 
when you have a para and when 
you do not. Not really a fair 
comparison.”

“There are a lot of things that fall 
under ‘other duties as assigned’ 
so in a way it is all a part of 
the job description. It’s all 
enjoyable and for the benefit of 

our students. I am invested, but 
to do all of this often requires 
being here for an average of 
9- to 10-hour days…Being here, 
makes me a part of a team and 
someone has to do it. The alter-
native is to leave my colleagues 
hanging.”

Data from the second survey 
responses in May are in table 2.

Putting It All Together

According to Grigsby, Helfrich, and 
Deissler’s 2015 article, one of the 
main goals for the establishment 
of the Georgia Consortium was to 
make explicit connections between 
librarian preparation require-
ments and practice in the field. As 
mentioned earlier, the ALA/AASL 
Standards for Initial Preparation of School 
Librarians document (AASL 2010) 
was used to maintain accurate 
content for librarian preparation 
requirements for SLEI standards, 
and the 2007 and 2018 AASL and 
2011 ISTE standards were consulted 
to ensure the Georgia standards were 
based on realistic content regarding 
practice in the field. Since these 
guidelines were used to develop the 
ten standards and the rollout of the 
full system received very positive 
feedback, the Georgia Consortium 

SURVE Y QUES TION
R E SP ONSE S ( A S PERCEN TA GE S)

Y E S NO

Was your Summative Conference a positive 
experience? 91 9

Is SLEI a positive method of evaluation? 91 9

Table 2. May survey data.
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asserts that a viable system that 
correlates what is taught in prepara-
tion programs with what is actually 
needed in practice was developed. 
The authors of the 2015 article 
concluded with the focus on school 
librarians themselves, who have 
been at a “point of frustration” due 
to a need for guidance in the area of 
school librarian evaluation (Grigsby, 
Helfrich and Deissler 2015, 22). 
The SLEI system, built upon the ten 
SLEI standards, directly addresses 
this frustration from the field and 
provides a consistent, current, 
viable method for evaluating school 
librarians.

One goal for the development of 
the SLEI system was to advocate and 
demonstrate the powerful contribu-
tions the school librarian can make 

when in a position to fulfill the 
roles set forth in the instrument. 
While the SLEI system implemen-
tation in the Cobb County School 
District shows evidence of success, it 
appears that there continues to be 
a disconnect between what con-
stitutes professional duties of the 
school librarian and assignment 
of other duties that fall outside 
areas of training. Many school 
librarians reported that they still 
spend a substantial portion of their 
work day dealing with non-library-
related duties. It is understood 
that educators must sometimes 
conduct certain tasks considered 
to be outside the regular realm of 
teaching, leading, etc., but consistent 
assignment of tasks that detract 
from the ability to perform special-
ized duties impacts opportunities 
to provide professional services for 
patrons. Furthermore, as the com-
prehensive roles and duties of the 
profession continue to consistently 
expand, evaluation instruments and 
methods must accommodate the shift 
in definition and responsibilities.

Moving Forward

The SLEI system has been trans-
formative for school librarian 
evaluation in the Cobb County 
School District. It has brought about 
a more-thorough understanding of 
what the specific roles of the school 
librarian are, and has provided a 
platform for strong advocacy for 
the profession in that district. As 
more district leaders in the state 
inquire about the SLEI system, a 
need to train additional personnel 
in implementing the system has 
arisen. As a result, thirteen of the 
sixteen Regional Educational Service 
Agencies (RESA) in Georgia have 
received SLEI train-the-trainer 
instruction. Therefore, a network 

is now in place for distribution and 
use of the evaluation throughout 
the state. Further feedback from 
districts of all sizes is needed as the 
system is implemented. Likewise, 
constant review for revisions to keep 
the system relevant and reliable for 
districts of all sizes and locations 
must be conducted.

The School Librarian Evaluation 
Instrument system represents the 
evolution of strong collaboration 
among school library leaders in the 
state, and was born out of a serious 
need for a redefinition of the roles 
and responsibilities of the school 
librarian. The Cobb County School 
District’s successful implementa-
tion of the SLEI system provided 
that updated definition and brought 
about a more-realistic understanding 
of the countless contributions that 
can be made by a qualified, equipped, 
supported school librarian.

SLEI documents, including the SLEI 
itself, complete with rubrics, can 
be accessed at the Georgia Library 
Media Association website at <www.
glma-inc.org/slei>.

One goal for the development 

of the SLEI system was to 

advocate and demonstrate 

the powerful contributions 

the school librarian can 

make when in a position 

to fulfill the roles set forth 

in the instrument. 
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The books you choose to share with children, and the 

authors or illustrators you invite to your schools, can open 

new avenues of wonder. 

CBC COLUMN

As a kid, I spent lots of time 
outdoors learning about nature 

by experiencing it. When I picked 
tomato worms off tomato plants 
and fed them to the chickens on 
our farm, I learned about the cycle 
of life and organic farming. When 
I collected frog spawn and watched 
tadpoles hatch and become frogs, I 
learned about metamorphosis. I’m 
still someone who prefers to learn 
about the world by experiencing it. 
However, there are many aspects of 
the world I cannot experience first-
hand, which is why I mostly choose to 
read books that shed light on a topic, 
culture, life experience, or situation 
I cannot know about on my own.

The books you choose to share with 
children, and the authors or illus-
trators you invite to your schools, 
can open new avenues of wonder. 
While most educators recognize 
the value authors and illustrators 

can bring to an English language 
arts classroom, I have a particular 
fondness for authors and illustra-
tors who connect their work to other 
content areas.

When it comes to my writing life, I 
am drawn to creating books that 
send me down a rabbit hole in search 
of new content that intrigues me. 
Instead of “writing what I know” (a 
common mantra in writing circles), 
I prefer to write about topics that 
fascinate me and make me wonder. 
I love to go deep into a subject and 
share what I learned with kids.

This is the pattern I followed with 
my book Flying Deep. I will never be 
an Alvin pilot, but through intense 
research, I learned enough to write 
a book about this deep-sea research 
vessel. When I visit schools, I 
describe how to become an Alvin pilot 
and talk about various aspects of 
the job. I also bring exciting props 

to engage students. For example, to 
demonstrate the intense pressure 
Alvin withstands, I show a Styrofoam 
cup that has been shrunk to half 
its size after traveling to the sea 
floor (see figure 1). I share a piece 
of titanium, the metal used to 
build the sphere that protects Alvin’s 

Michelle Cusolito
michelle@michellecusolito.com

Author Visits Can Spark a Sense of 
Wonder and Enhance Content Areas

Instead of “writing what I know” 

(a common mantra in writing 

circles), I prefer to write about 

topics that fascinate me and 

make me wonder. I love to go 

deep into a subject and share 

what I learned with kids.
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passengers from the pressure, and 
a piece of syntactic foam that gives 
Alvin buoyancy, so they can return 
to the surface. And I don’t shy away 
from showing and discussing a 
H.E.R.E. (Human Element Range 
Extender). There is no toilet in Alvin, 
so passengers use specially designed 
bottles. Kids love learning insider 
details that bring science to life.

My program includes both English 
language arts and STEAM content. 
Even when I’m focusing on writing 
skills such as research and revision, I 
weave in STEAM details along with 
facts and stories that didn’t get into 
the manuscript. This sharing further 
enriches students’ knowledge of the 
science while demonstrating choices 
I made as a writer. For example, my 
early drafts contained no mention 
of the music played in Alvin during 
dives, but two different pilots I inter-
viewed brought it up. My researcher 
antennae went up; there’s something 

unexpected and important here. So 
now, readers of Flying Deep learn that 
music is played in Alvin and are asked 
to think about what kind of music 
they’d choose to play.

Authors and illustrators are experts 
on subjects they write about, so when 
they talk to students, their programs 
can do double duty: they bring their 
expertise as a writer or illustrator, 
and their expertise on the subject 
of the book. They share content 
that students might not be able to 
experience on their own. Then, 
teachers and school librarians can 
connect material from the presen-
tations to multiple aspects of the 
curriculum.

Here are examples of other authors 
whose school visit programs 
address multiple content areas.

Traci Sorell is an enrolled citizen 
of the Cherokee Nation. Her debut 

Figure 1. Cups that shrunk from ocean’s pressure.

picture book, We Are Grateful: Otsalihe-
liga (Charlesbridge 2018), highlights 
a modern Cherokee Nation that is 
grateful for blessings and challenges 
that each season brings. “During 
school visits, I share how families and 
communities balance our realities as 
dual citizens of both the Cherokee 
Nation and the United States.”  
<www.tracisorell.com>
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Author Andrea Wang says, “I 
purposefully set The Nian Monster 
(Whitman 2016) in modern-day 
Shanghai to show that China isn’t 
a backwards country where people 
live in dirt-road villages and dress 
in what Westerners call ‘pajamas.’ 
Chinese kids also live in apartment 
buildings with all the amenities.” 
During school visits, Wang asks 
students to consider how the lives of 
kids in the United States are similar 
to and different from children in 
Shanghai. After Magic Ramen: The Story 
of Momofuku Ando (Little Bee 2019) 
is published in March, Wang plans 
to emphasize the scientific method 
since Ando used it to invent instant 
ramen. <http://andreaywang.com>

Hannah Holt is a children’s author 
with an engineering degree. Her 
book The Diamond and the Boy (Harp-
erCollins 2018) tells the story of 
natural diamond creation side-by-
side with a biography of H. Tracy 
Hall, inventor of a revolutionary 
diamond-making machine. “In 
presentations, I use familiar objects 
as transitions to new scientific 
ideas. For example, I invite children 
to teach me about building with 
Legos. From there, I launch into 

a discussion about graphite and 
diamond, and how items made with 
the same pieces can have different 
strengths.” <https://hannahholt.
com>

Jamilah Thompkins-Bigelow, author 
of Mommy’s Khimar (Simon and 
Schuster 2018), touches on a variety 
of social studies topics when she talks 
to kids. “Depending on the audience 
and venue, I have had children think 
about community as well as familial, 
cultural, racial, or religious identity.” 
<https://jamilahthewriter.com>
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