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What advice would you give others seeking support for YA services?
Always advocate that there IS space, staff, budget, etc. It is merely a matter of•	  how 
that pie is divided. A space can always be found—we moved the biographies! A 
librarian on staff can have part of his/her work time devoted to YA services. The 
materials and program budgets can be divided among all three constituents—
adults, teens and children. 
Work closely with schools. Build good relationships. We have a liaison with the •	
district’s library media program on our library board, and we go to the school 
media specialists’ meetings. We cosponsor many programs. It’s win-win for them 
and us.
Join YALSA. Speak with YALSA trainers. There are numerous •	
materials in print and online, which give excellent strategies for 
developing services to teens, and many librarians who can share their 
stories and speak to trustees, local boards and others who need to hear 
the message.

Educating the Educators
Advice from a School Library Media Specialist

Lucy Hansen sees advocacy as much a part of her job as organizing and directing the 
Biblioteca Las Américas, winner of a 2006 National School Library Media Program of 
the Year Award sponsored by the American Association of School Librarians (AASL) 

and the Follett Corporation.
Hansen is lead librarian for the South Texas Intermediate School District, which serves 

four high schools in the lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas. Whether seeking support for a 
new building, more staff or adding digital cameras, Hansen says her approach to advocacy is 
the same.

“You just can’t be quiet and hope that someone will give it to you. You have to ask for the 
meeting, get the support of the principal or superintendent and let him/her know what you can 
do with additional funding.”

Hansen stepped up her efforts about 12 years ago when she began advocating for a new, 
state-of-the art library media center. The library opened in 1998, but she has not relaxed her 
efforts. Consistent advocacy by staff and students has allowed the media center to expand its 
programs and receive continued support.

Her advice:

Make advocacy a priority. “It’s not complex. It just takes energy. It’s easy to get 1.	
stuck in the daily minutia.” Paying student assistants has been helpful both for 
her library and the students, who are mostly from low-income families.
Seek to be on your school or district’s leadership team. It took Hansen two years 2.	
of “asking and giving reasons” before she was appointed to the district leadership 
team. 
Gather data. In advocating for a new building, Hansen provided background 3.	
papers and checklists comparing the library to state and national standards, 
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everything from square feet and staffing to hours and technology. She also 
showed them what today’s school library media center can be and the benefits to 
faculty and students. “It’s about educating the educators.”
Attend school board meetings. The school board meets at district libraries, 4.	
making it easy to meet and greet members over coffee. Hansen makes 
presentations at least once a year to show how the library is making a difference.
Have a set time when you can advocate. Hansen meets with all four district 5.	
high school principals weekly. She says she prepares carefully and focuses on the 
positive. “I don’t want them to think ‘Oh no’ when they see me coming.”
“Get people into the library and yourself out.” She makes a point of inviting the 6.	
principal to library programs, also to collaborative teaching sessions and student 
presentations that she feels are exceptional. The principals, assistant principals and 
superintendent are invited for birthday cake and to the staff holiday dinner, which 
has an ethnic theme, such as Cuban or Italian. 
Give faculty, students and parents a voice. Create an advisory group. Hansen also 7.	
conducts a yearly survey of teachers and has conducted surveys and focus groups 
with students. She said “dot” voting was popular with students, who participated 
by placing colored dots on poster-sized sheets with the library’s priorities.
Document and report. “We track everything…circulation, class visits, laptops 8.	
checked out, digital camera use.” In addition to meetings and presentations, the 
Biblioteca publishes an annual report highlighting its activities. Library staff also 
works with the district’s marketing director to place stories in parent newsletters 
and local media. 
Seek teacher buy-in. Showing that teachers see the potential and are already on 9.	
board can strengthen your case for funding. Hansen communicates regularly with 
faculty by attending department meetings and through email. The Biblioteca 
hosts a special breakfast for faculty during National Library Week. 
Don’t be afraid to sell your services. If there’s no class signed up for the library, 10.	
librarians will contact teachers, ask them what they are working on and tell them 
how the library could help. “It’s a shameless sales pitch.” 
Have a great website. Hansen said teachers use the Biblioteca’s website as their 11.	
home page. 
Remember, people are more important than technology. “It’s when you help 12.	
people…the little things…that you gain trust and support. 

Speaking Up for School Libraries	

Cindy Woods believes in the power of advocacy. Woods is media specialist at Spring 
Mills Middle School in Martinsburg, W.V., a middle class suburb about 90 miles from 
Washington, D.C. 

It’s no accident that her library is well supported.
“It’s well funded because I’ve made clear what it takes to run the library,” Woods explains. 

The first year I worked with my administrator, I itemized a budget of what funding was needed. 
I think he appreciates my input.”
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She also makes a point of keeping her principal, teachers and parents informed about 
the library’s activities throughout the school year via newsletters, email, visits and the library’s 
website.

“Most times our parents, teachers, school boards don’t have a clue what we do every day 
and how many great things are going on in school libraries. It’s because we’re so busy ‘doing’ 
that our last priority is tooting our own horns.”

Recently Woods (with her principal’s knowledge) has been speaking up for school libraries 
in her county that are not well supported. She and a cohort of colleagues took their case  for 
equitable funding of school libraries to the Berkeley County Board of Education. 

The results: the board members requested—for the first time—that all principals submit 
budget plans showing their allocation to school librarians. The county’s Department of 
Instruction also requested a collection analysis of all school libraries. 

While the final outcome is not known, Woods is optimistic that the group’s advocacy has 
already made a difference.

“Before we grumbled among ourselves, but we never took any action. Now they’ll be able 
to see which schools need help. It will be in hard copy form, so it won’t be just us saying we 
need money.” 

For Woods, advocacy boils down to two things: Making your needs and wants known, and 
staying positive. She adds that it should start with building administrators.

“ They don’t know what books cost or what resources you need to support the curriculum 
in your school. How will they know what to give if you haven’t asked? If you grumble and 
complain, you’re not going to get what you want. You need to point out all the good things in 
your library program.”

When Words Aren’t Enough

The Maplewood (N.J.) Memorial Library made national news when its board voted to 
close the library between the hours of 2:45 and 5. 

The reason: An escalating pattern of disruptive—and sometimes destructive—
behavior by students from a nearby middle school who inundated the library each day after 
school. 

The board made its decision after the library had made extensive efforts to improve its 
programs and services for young adults and after some 10 years of discussion with community 
officials failed to yield a solution.

In reality, the library never did close. The mayor called an emergency meeting, and 
resources were found to establish a recreation center at the middle school, to hire a full-time 
young adult librarian and explore a better space with more computers for teens at the library. 
With these concessions on the table, the board agreed to rescind its decision to close the library. 
Library Director Jane Kennedy offers the following insights.

Why do you think your local officials were unresponsive for so long?
Nobody knew what to do. It was a problem with no easy solution. It was easier to blow it off. 

What kind of reaction did you get from the Township Council after the board’s decision?
The mayor seemed quite taken aback. He shouldn’t have been. We had told him numerous times 
that it was a possibility. I don’t think he thought the board had the gumption to do it. Finally, 
after the bad publicity, he called an emergency meeting of the library board. 
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What kind of response did you get from the community?
We got a lot of support from other librarians and the public. But we also got our share of 
intense criticism. It was an emotional issue. People said the parents are responsible, but you can’t 
legislate good parenting. Twenty years ago, you called a parent and they’d come bring the kid 
home. Now there’s no parent at home. Parents are working two and three jobs. We got the least 
support from the parents of the kids involved. They said we were picking on their children. 

What was the library’s message?
The message was “This is for the kids and the library. The library needs to function as a library 
for the entire community. The kids need a place to go. They need other activities after school.” 
The board felt it was a community issue and the community needed to solve it. 

Did anything surprise you?
The board (and I) anticipated that there would be press about the decision and that it would 
most likely be negative. We discussed that at length, but decided that our need to address 
the situation was more important than what the press may or may not say. What was 
surprising was the intensity. We are very close to New York City and have a number of news 
media professionals living here. Knowing it and experiencing it are two different things. The 
newspapers sensationalized it. The news crews from TV and radio were intrusive when they 
came to the library. They were also relentless in their pursuit of a good story. They did not always 
get the facts straight.

 Do you have any tips for dealing with the media?
The only tip I have is to have one spokesperson and refer all reporters to him or her. Also, we 
tried to stick to the message in the board statement. That is not easy because they will try to get 
you to go off message and into another direction. Eventually you are knocked off the front page 
by something else and things go back to normal.

What advice would you give other libraries about advocacy in general?
Don’t make a threat you don’t intend to carry out. Other than that, keep talking, keep meeting. 
We only had one card. That was changing our hours, and we played it. Some people thought the 
board was “crying wolf ” just to get attention, but we were fully prepared to carry out the closing. 
It would have forced people who were using the library as day care to find other solutions, and 
it would have broken the sheer habit the kids had of just going to the library because there was 
nowhere else to go. 

How would you describe the library’s relationship with the Township Council now?
All things considered, it’s pretty good. I think the mayor realized he should have been talking 
(and listening) to the board more. He’s now coming to board meetings. There were some hard 
feelings but no finger pointing. The council and mayor did realize the library had been trying to 
tell them for years how bad it was. I think there might even be some respect for the board that 
they made this controversial and difficult decision for what they thought was the “greater good.”

The Story Behind the Story

The Maplewood (N.J.) Memorial Library made national news when its board voted to 
close the library between the hours of 2:45 and 5. 
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The reason: An escalating pattern of disruptive—and sometimes destructive—behavior by 
students from a nearby middle school who inundated the library each day after school.

The board made its decision after some 10 years of discussion with community officials 
failed to find a solution, and after the library had exhausted all other options within its means. 

A Teen Advisory Group was started four years ago. A children’s librarian was designated a 
part-time young adult librarian; afterschool monitors were hired, and afterschool programming 
begun. Behavior policies and procedures were carefully crafted. Staff was given special training 
both in adolescent behavior and security measures.

Two years ago, the library hired a consultant to conduct focus groups with teens. The 
results, reported to township officials, were not surprising, says Kennedy.

“The kids wanted a recreation center, a place to hang out with their friends, relax, have fun. 
We were getting kids who didn’t particularly want to be here but there was no place for them 
go. We were the de facto recreation center.”

Library staff worked with school, township, police and recreation officials to explore 
solutions, but were stymied by a lack of resources. The mayor appointed a youth task force, but 
after a year little progress. Meanwhile, the situation at the library continued to worsen, and 
generating complaints both from patrons and staff. 

In reality, the library never did close. An emergency meeting was held and resources were 
found to establish a recreation center at the middle school. The mayor also agreed to provide the 
library with additional support, including funds for 10 computers. With these concessions on 
the table, the board agreed to rescind its decision to close the library.

The library now has security guards instead of monitors and a full-time young adult 
librarian. It has hired a consultant to make recommendations about a separate YA area. The staff 
had a refresher session on how to deal with kids. Some 120 kids have signed up to go to the 
Hub (the new afterschool program at the middle school) and on any given day, about 60 kids 
attend. 

Says Kennedy: “These are the same kids that were wondering aimlessly in the library. We 
had said all along they need a place to go after school. The community solved the problem, but 
it took a rather drastic step to get them to come up with the resources to do so.”

The Teen Perspective

Franklin Eneh, a sophomore at Bunnell High School, in Stratford, Conn., is the first teen 
to serve on the board of the Stratford Library Association. While he does not have voting 
rights, Franklin is encouraged to express his opinion. He cites lowering fines for teens as 

a major accomplishment during his first year.
The son of Nigerian immigrants, Franklin’s library use increased greatly when the family 

moved to Stratford about five years ago. He says the Stratford library has staff who make him 
feel welcome and many materials and programs of interest to him. He is active in the library’s 
Creative Writing Group for teens and as a volunteer.

Franklin takes his role as library advocate seriously. He has testified twice at Town Council 
meetings about the importance of the library, especially for teens. He also encourages other 
teens to take advantage of its collections and programs.

Why do you think it’s important for communities to support library services to teens?
We are the future of our town. Having the library promote programs and events for teens shows 
the entire community that there are places for teens to go and get help. There’s a lot of negative 
publicity about the younger audience. The library tries to provide programs that will help adults 
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and teens learn from and understand each other.

Why do you think library services are important to teens? 
Having a department for teens is just as important as having a children’s department. There’s a 
big distance between being a child and an adult. Where I lived before, the library did not have 
a teen department. It was hard to figure out where I fit in. At the Stratford library, there are 
displays of books on drugs, alcohol, sex, and physical abuse—topics that kids are facing today. 
It’s important to have programs that teens can attend and feel comfortable going to.

Do you encourage other teens to use the library? What do you say?
A lot of my friends ask me about where they can get a book or what programs are happening. 
They know I know what’s going on. A lot of kids are afraid of fines. I tell them they’re willing 
to negotiate fines for volunteer service. I always bring up the programs, especially the Creative 
Writing Group. Having fun should always be part of learning. The collections are always 
advanced with books and movies and CDs. Some of my friends think they have to go to 
Blockbuster. And I tell them it’s right there at the library for free.

Not all libraries have teen services as great as yours, what would you say to them?
A lot of librarians think they know what teens want, and that doesn’t work. You have to show 
interest in getting their opinion. You have go into the community, see what teens are doing, and 
ask them what programs might bring more kids into the library.

What do you think is the most important thing that libraries provide to teens?
Comfort. When I go to the library, I don’t feel like I have to surpass or meet a certain standard. 
I just have to be myself. When it comes to using computers or the catalog, the librarians are 
there to help when we have questions. 

Are there things libraries do that turn off kids?
Before I came to the Stratford library, it was hard for me to ask librarians questions because I 
thought they weren’t interested. Now I understand that it’s hard for them to relate to teens as it 
is for us to relate to them. There’s a big difference culture wise. 

What advice would you give librarians?
They need to work harder at reaching out to teens but stay true to who they are. Some people 
try too hard. That can also lose people. Don’t condescend. Offer to teach them so they don’t have 
to ask as many questions.

Would you encourage other teens to serve on their library boards?
I would encourage kids who are active in the library to get involved. You don’t have to be an 
honor roll student. If you are committed to what you do in the library; you are a person who 
deserves to be a teen representative.

Success!

Remember, advocacy is only a means to the end. Here’s what success looks like and some 
thoughts on what it takes.

“This past summer the Glendale Public Library featured an iPod Mini as the grand prize for 
the Teen Summer Reading Program. The number of books read was 150% higher than 2004 
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(the first year of Teen SRP). The raffle winner for the iPod hadn’t been a library user since his 
early elementary school days. Determined to win the iPod, he read 115 books over 7 weeks. 
Additionally he has been very active in library programming and even got a job here as a 
homework helper. In his interview for the job he commented that although he won an iPod, 
now he uses the library more than he uses the iPod.”
—Bridgid Fennell , Teen & Reference Librarian, Glendale (CA) Public Library

“Is a YA area important? You betcha! Our area has grown from 55 YA books in 2002 to over 
600 items today and the books get read and the kids who are middle and high schoolers aren’t 
troublemakers! That was one complaint I heard right before we opened our area: Be careful for 
what you wish for...you’ll get riff-raff and trouble and the section will be ruined. Boy, I’m glad I 
didn’t back down and listen to that! We actually have more trouble with noise from moms with 
new babies than we do from our YAs.

 When we have programs at our library the kids say “Thank You” at the end of the night 
and they really mean it. I’m not saying we never have issues with YAs, but with the huge growth 
in YA materials, how can you ignore this segment of your community? Don’t forget that these 
are our voters of tomorrow.”
—Kate Van Auken, Director, Rawson Memorial Library, Cass City, MI 

“One of our young adults has been an avid library user since childhood. Because of her 
familiarity, I asked to include her on our Long Range Planning Committee. She came out of 
that process wanting to increase teen involvement in the library. Her idea was an anime/manga 
club, which would partner with the high school. The result is the Samurai Animanga Club.

The Samurai’s meet once per month after school in the high school media center and once 
per month at the Homewood Public Library. The high school meeting focuses on education: we 
talk about an aspect of a culture that produces some of the hottest manga and anime. Then, at 
the public library meeting, we watch anime that deals with the same aspect of the culture: for 
Go we watched Hikaru No Go. At our first meeting we had seven or eight teens. By our last 
full meeting we had more than tripled that number.

The “Samurai Effect” on our circulation and attendance was immediate and 
continues to grow. Teens who never came to the public library are coming to the animanga 

club, as well as other programs, and checking out lots of manga. Our manga collection has 
grown to over 800 volumes—many of which were suggested by teens. In addition, we are 
planning more high school/public library partnerships for the next year. 

None of this would have come about if I had not listened to (and seriously considered) 
ONE teenager’s idea.”
-Heather E. Miller, Teen Librarian, Homewood (AL) Public Library

“We had a Skateboard Expo at our library twice because the first time it was such a big hit. We 
blocked off the library parking lot that day so kids could skateboard and do their jumps. It was 
on the front page of our local newspaper with a great picture of a kid jumping high into the air 
on his skateboard. We came up with the idea because everyday when we would drive home, boys 
were skating on Main St. and sometimes we would almost see them get hit by a car. They didn’t 
have a place to skate so we hosted one!”
—Amy Alcott, Youth Services Librarian, Boerne (TX) Public Library

“When an actual Young Adult Librarian position was created and I was hired for the position, 
I began organizing and offering two to three stand-alone programs for teens every month 
in addition to BPL’s traditional YA offerings. These programs ranging from duct tape wallet 
making to bike maintenance and repair to mendhi tattoos, were, almost without exception, 
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very well attended by young people between the ages of 12 and 20. As of November 1, our 
attendance statistics for teen programs in 2005 is at 613 individuals, far surpassing the number 
for any previous year. This demonstrates that, for as much as teens are regarded as a ‘tough 
audience,’ interesting teen programs can and do attract that age group to the library! 

Prior to 2004, the Teen Advisory Group at our library had been in something of a state 
of decline for a couple of years. One of the problems, it was suspected, was a lack of awareness 
about the group. In fall of 2004, the library began offering a regular outreach service to local 
schools, and the presentation included a description of ways that teens could get involved and 
actually make a difference at the library, all while earning their required volunteer hours for high 
school. Once the word got out, our attendance more than tripled, and I have had a great deal of 
positive feedback from new members. This year, I have a core group of 15 who attend regularly, 
and about 10 more individuals who come to some of the meetings and help with special events. 
They are a wonderful, dynamic and hardworking group who genuinely want to be there, and 
consistently provide me with excellent input regarding programs, collections and other library 
services for their age group!”
—Kirsty Moffatt, Young Adult Librarian, Brantford Public Library, Ontario

“A young man, I’ll call him John, came to the library as a middle school student. Bigger than 
many kids, he was a bully-type at some of our programs and sometimes hard to handle. He also 
navigated to websites that were inappropriate and we had to keep an eye on him. But the staff 
stuck by it and treated him with respect despite how he acted at times. By high school he was 
hired to work as a page and recently as a college student, he has been hired part time to work 
on the computers with our tech guy. I feel that his success is in part due to the intervention and 
caring of our youth services staff. 

Recently I called all the former members of our young adult book discussion to generate 
some new interest and had a good response. One mother told me, ‘The only reason my daughter 
came tonight was because you called her personally.’”
—Ceil Carey, Head, Young Adult and Outreach Department Head, Plainfield (IL) Public Library

“I was a YA librarian for many years and I used to booktalk constantly; about 25 times per year 
at the high school and middle schools in Chappaqua NY, and in Ossining NY. For some reason, 
I mostly booktalked to the 7th graders. About 5 years ago, I got a nice letter from a former 
student in one of those classes. She enjoyed my booktalking so much that she had become a YA 
librarian! What a huge compliment! I kept that letter and treasure it beyond belief.

Booktalking is so much work that it’s hard to justify to administration, but it pays off in 
unbelievable ways. If you’ve ever seen kids arguing over who gets to read your titles first, you’ll 
be so glad that you’ve made the effort.

Now I’m a library director but I think one of the most valuable things that I do is to 
continue to strongly support youth services by hiring talented librarians and letting them do 
their thing! Booktalking is a top priority on my list because IT WORKS.”
—Susan Riley, Library Director, Mount Kisco (N.Y.) Public Library

“I pushed really hard for a video collection at my library, and the circulation is fantastic. I can’t 
even begin to describe the delight on the faces of the teens when they discover the collection, 
which is sandwiched nicely between graphic novels and fiction. The teens now associate the 
library with a cool place. And while they are here, I tell them all about all the great things I have 
read that are similar to the story lines in the video games they play and the anime they watch.”
—Megan Johnson, Teen Services Librarian, Rochester Hills (MI) Public Library 

“The Daphne Public Library is striving to offer teen activities this year during our Summer 
Reading Program. To encourage participation, along with press releases and handouts I decided 
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to use large banners to announce our weekly teen events. The banners were placed outside our 
front entrance. I am happy to announce that we experienced an excellent turnout for our first-
ever teen event with 30 teens present. 

 Lessons learned: I have found that families perform daily a juggling act to meet their 
many responsibilities. Any means that create reminders can bring about positive results. 

 Advice for others: Place yourself in the same situations that many of our families have to 
deal with while they strive to meet the needs of their children. We live in a very busy society 
and any type of reminders of upcoming special events can be helpful.”
—Tonja Young, YA Librarian, Daphne (AL) Public Library
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Key Contacts

In any issue related to teens, your best bet is to call YALSA (1-800-545-2433,ext. 4390) 
or send an email (yalsa@ala.org). If we can’t help, we will refer you to other ALA offices, 
divisions or organizations. We may also know of a library that has experienced a similar 

situation with wisdom to share.

Young Adult Library Services Association 
50 E. Huron St.
Chicago, IL 60611
Tel: 800-545-2433,ext. 4390 
Fax: 312-280-5276 
Email: yalsa@ala.org 
www.ala.org/yalsa

Campaign for America’s Libraries
ALA Public Information Office
Tel: 800-545-2433, ext. 2148/4020 
E-mail: atyourlibrary@ala.org
www. ala.org/@yourlibrary 

Office for Library Advocacy
50 E. Huron St.  
Chicago, IL 60611
Tel: 800-545-2433,ext. 2431 
Fax: 312-280-3255
Email: advocacy@ala.org 

Guide Contributors
Linda Wallace
Barbara Blosverin
Julie Scordato

YALSA Advocacy Task Force 

Chair
Mary Elizabeth Wendt
Brooklyn, NY

Barbara Blosveren
Stratford (CT) Library Association
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Debbie S. Fisher
Central Falls (R.I.) High School
 
Rollie Welch
Cleveland (OH) Public Library

Kelley Sue Worman
Fresno (CA) County Public Library

Jennifer Dewsnap
South Miami (FL) Branch Library

ALA Staff
YALSA
Beth Yoke, Executive Director
Nichole Gilbert, Program Officer
Stephanie Kuenn, Communications Specialist
Letitia Smith, Administrative Assistant 

Campaign for America’s Libraries
Megan Humphrey, Manager
Megan McFarlane, Coordinator 
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