
Uncertain—as I sat in a 
conference-room chair on a 

Friday evening, tired from a long 
week of work and two hours of 
driving. Questioning—why had I 
signed up for a weekend conference 
on the Standards for the 21st-Century 
Learner? Curious—after reading 
the buzz about the standards in 
school library magazines and 
blogs. Optimistic—hoping to 
implement inquiry in my fixed-
schedule environment. Uncertain—
yes, and guardedly optimistic 
about how to move forward.

My uncertainty grew as the 
presenters introduced themselves. 
Marcia Mardis is an assistant 
professor in the College of 
Information at Florida State; 

Kristin Fontichiaro is an 
elementary school media specialist 
in an affluent suburban district. 
I, on the other hand, work in a 
not-so-affluent district. I teach 
470 students in 37 separate class 
sessions per week. Could Kristin 
and Marcia help me transform 
a revolving-door library into a 
constructivist environment in which 
my students took an active, social 
role in constructing knowledge 
from their experiences? Certainly, 
I’d made some attempts myself, but 
I needed guidance and inspiration. 

My uncertainty began to subside as 
Kristin introduced the common 
beliefs underlying the standards. 

“Reading is a window to the world.” 
“Technology skills are crucial for 
future employment needs (AASL 
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2007).” Exactly what I believe, I 
thought. All school librarians, 
no matter what their individual 
situations, share a passion for 
these basic principles. OK, I’m 
with you so far, I thought.

The next day, we were each given 
a photocopy of one of the four 
standards. We cut them apart into 
strands: skills, dispositions in 
action, responsibilities, and self-
assessment. Then we individually 
decided where to place each strand 
on a continuum, starting with “I 
do this” and ending with “not a 
priority.” I added my own category 
to the exercise: “I want to do this 
but I don’t know how to make it 
work.” For example, how do I teach 
my students to assess gathered 
information for gaps or weaknesses? 

As I left the weekend conference, my 
head swirled with ideas. Where to 
start? My first step was to order the 
Standards for the 21st-Century Learner in 
Action, a book that breaks the strands 
into developmental stages. Poring 
over it, I realized that I’m already 
meeting some of the standards with 
my students. I remembered Marcia’s 
advice: “Lead from your strengths. 
Honor what you already do well, and 
build on it.” I can take the projects 
I’m already doing, I thought, and 
tweak them to require the higher-
level thinking that promotes inquiry.

My earliest “project makeover” was 
a first-grade unit on Hawaii. To 
go along with our Hawaiian-
themed “March is Reading Month” 
promotion, my first-grade classes 
were learning about the geography 

and wildlife of Hawaii. Before I 
went to the conference students 
had viewed an informational video 
on Hawaii. I had planned to show 
a PowerPoint presentation on 
Hawaiian animals, after which 
students would each draw a picture 
and write about this favorite 
animal. Now I realized that students 
needed an opportunity to explore 
their own ideas. Some kids were 
fascinated by volcanoes; others 
were very interested in sea turtles 
and dolphins. I pulled out all the 
Hawaii books from the nonfiction 
section, along with several books 
about animals and volcanoes. I 
decided to give students time to 
look through the books. Then we 
would create a class mural of Hawaii 
to show what they had learned. 
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During the first Hawaii class 
period, some students were tentative 
about exploring. I modeled an 
inquiry think-aloud: “I’m curious 
about volcanoes. Wow, look at this 
picture of lava flowing down the 
volcano. I notice that it’s orange 
at first, and then turns black when 
it cools.” I cut out a volcano from 
construction paper and glued it 
on the mural. I wrote a sentence 
stating what I had learned. 

After watching me, students became 
eager to look through the books, 
curious to discover on their own. 
One student found a picture of 
sea turtles, and learned that they 
can lay two hundred eggs at one 
time. She quickly got busy cutting 
out eggs to put on the mural. I saw 
a student with autism spectrum 
disorder cutting out ovals from 
green paper, and asked him what he 
was making. He told me, “There’s 
only one island on our mural. 
Hawaii is made up of multiple 
islands, you know.” The student 
next to him responded, “I didn’t 
know that. I thought it was just 
one island.” For the student with 
autism, it was the closest thing to 
a conversation I had ever observed. 
Mentally I ticked off standards 
with increasing excitement: 

 1.1.9 Collaborate with 
others to broaden and 
deepen understanding. 

 4.1.8 Use creative and artistic 
formats to express personal 
learning (AASL 2007).

The thirty-minute class session 
sped by. Like the children, I 
found myself looking forward 
to next week’s session.

The following week, I was prepared 
to do my weekly reminder 
of academic and behavioral 
expectations. I didn’t need to. The 
students were ready to pick up 
right where they had left off. As 
students searched through the 
tubs of books and put supplies on 
the tables, I was thrilled to realize 
that by shifting my instructional 
approach, I no longer had to 
orchestrate the class—the first 
graders were directing their own 
learning. For example, a severely 
language-impaired student was 
intrigued by a picture of lava tubes. 
He asked me several questions, and 
then turned back to his classmates 
to share his new knowledge. Here 
was the inquiry-based environment 
I had been envisioning. Our mural 
wasn’t turning into a polished work 
of art, but I was unconcerned; I 
could see that the process was just 
as important, perhaps even more 
important, than the final product.

My next revision did not need a full 
assignment “makeover,” just some 
enhancements. Fifth grade had 
started their “Famous American” 
project. Students choose a famous 
person to research, and then write 
and record a script in Microsoft 
Photo Story that reflects upon 
important events with a montage 
of images from that person’s 
life. This project, developed 
in collaboration with the fifth-
grade teachers, meets several state 
standards in social studies, English 
language arts, and educational 
technology. I realized that two 
elements from the AASL standards 
were missing from the project: the 
opportunity for social interaction 
and time to reflect upon learning. 
I decided to look for natural 
opportunities to incorporate them.

The first opportunity came after 
students had worked on their 
research for three class periods. 
We had reached that moment that 
frustrates every librarian—when 
students declare, “I’m done!” I 
looked at their research, and I 
didn’t think they were done. So 
I gave my typical lesson on how 
to seek out additional sources 
and add extra details to their 
graphic organizers. They were 
not motivated. It hit me that peer 
interaction could help students 
see a legitimate need for further 
research. I designed an activity 
where partners would take turns 
sharing the information that 
they discovered. Speaking in 
character, they relate facts in 
chronological order, injecting 
what they imagined to be the 
person’s feelings and reactions 
to those events. I included a 
three-point rubric for students 
to assess themselves on speaking 
as the famous person.

As I walked from group to group, I 
noticed that students were engaged. 
(After all, fifth-graders do love to 
talk!) I heard one student say, “I 
didn’t write down the dates when 
all these things happened, so I 
don’t know what to say first. I’ll 
have to go back and figure this 
out.” I smiled as I remembered 
how I had told students the week 
before to make sure they could 
put all their events in order. Now 
they see a real reason, I thought to 
myself. Another student stopped 
to ask me for help: “I wrote down 
this fact about how Babe Didrikson 
Zaharias 'dominated opponents'.” 
When I say those words out loud, it 
sounds like I’m plagiarizing. Can 
you help me figure out how to say 
this?” An authentic test of saying 
it in your own words, I thought. 
Peer interaction, self-assessment, 
ethical use of information—they 
were converging within one 
powerful learning activity.

“Uncertainty is the  

beginning of learning.” 
—Guided Inquiry:
 Learning in the  
 21st Century
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meant for all grade levels and all 
types of library environments. With 
a series of small and thoughtful 
changes to what we’re already 
doing, school librarians like me can 
move from optimistic uncertainty 
to a sense of accomplishment. I 
can meet the needs of learners 
in the twenty-first century.

Reluctantly, after twenty minutes 
of sharing, I interrupted so we 
could gather for whole-group 
reflection. I asked for feedback on 
the sharing activity. Many felt it 
was difficult to think like another 
person. Some realized they didn’t 
have enough information. I asked 
how that might impact the next 
phase of the project—writing the 
video script. All agreed that sharing 
ideas out loud can clarify your 
thinking: “I know exactly what 
I’m going to write,” one student 
exclaimed with confidence. In the 
past, I had skipped a reflection on 
the learning process. Now I see how 
valuable even a short discussion can 
be for both students and teacher.

My own professional curiosity 
has been renewed; I want to 
learn more about constructivism 
and inquiry. I’ve begun to read 
Guided Inquiry: Learning in the 21st 
Century, a book that had languished 
on my shelves since it arrived 
a year ago. It explains Carol 
Kuhlthau’s Information Search 
Process, a model that includes the 
feelings, thoughts, and actions 
of students involved in inquiry 
tasks. During inquiry learning, all 
students experience uncertainty, 
optimism, and frustration. Once 
they develop a sense of direction, 
they gain confidence, and by 
the end of the inquiry task, 
students possess self-awareness 
and a sense of accomplishment 
(Kuhlthau, Maniotes, and 
Caspari 2007, 18–20).

When I sat down to write the 
following week’s lesson plans, the 
Standards for the 21st-Century Learner 
document was foremost in my 
mind. I planned an inquiry lesson 
for a kindergarten author study 
on Lois Ehlert and thought of 
ways to tweak the third-grade state 
project. Suddenly I realized—I am 
both teacher and student! I’ve been 
moving through Kuhlthau’s stages 

of learning during the past month, 
beginning with my uncertainty at 
the Leadership Conference, and 
ending with my confidence in 
working with the standards. Thank 
you, Kristin Fontichiaro and 
Marcia Mardis, for launching me 
on my own journey of inquiry. Now 
I know that the AASL standards are 
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