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Foreword

Welcome to the real world—the world where libraries aren’t foremost in most people’s minds, and where even avid readers don’t necessarily use our services. As institutions we often do a poor job of advertising our basic services, let alone those with which we’re trying to attract new users. This often occurs because we’re all too “inside” it to notice that we have fallen off the radar—or that we never even made the radar in the first place. Sometimes, though, this happens because we take a stand, making a conscious effort not to join the “fray.” You know the type: those who would rather lock themselves up with the reference books and close the library doors, principles intact, than roll with the times and embrace the changes that have besieged our profession.

However it has played out, the fact is that the real world has passed some libraries by. It’s time to stop arguing about these aforementioned principles and call for triage. At the top of your triage list? Relevance.

Embracing what is popular in your community is about embracing relevance. You already own books and offer programs that are relevant to your users, they just don’t know it—yet! Never stop advertising your free-ness. “Oh, but people already know that!” Do they? Do they know a library card is free? Do they know that you rent DVDs for free—or at least cheaper than Netflix? Do they know that they can send their teen to the library for a free program that may also feed them? Do they know that they can place holds from home and pick things up at their own convenience?

Ask your front line staff: “What are the top 10 questions you get on a daily basis?” Eliminate where’s the bathroom, and you have nine really good questions showing how you’re not getting the word out about basic services. Delve a little deeper, and you have the basis for a good marketing plan; use the tactics in this book to help you take it a step further.

Some of you holding this book are sighing with relief: “Finally, a book that supports what I have been saying for years!” Others may be skeptics—do you really need to watch TMZ to be a good librarian? Absolutely not! As Sophie Brookover and Elizabeth Burns show, you need only to be willing to reframe. Reframe the way you advertise the things you are already doing. Reframe the way you plan future events and how you market them to the community. Reframe the way you talk about your services, depending on who you are talking to. Reframe the way you think about the library. Pretend you hate to read (yes, it will be hard), and you have no idea why anyone would ever go to the library. This book will teach you how to make your library relevant to your best user, your worst user, and the person who never wants to use you!

Consider yourself a library user Nanny McPhee: “When you need me, but do not want me, then I must stay. When you want me, but no longer need me, then I have to go.” Unlike Nanny, if we do our jobs right, our users will always need us—once they know how relevant we are to their lives. This book will make that happen.

—Erin V. Helmrich

Erin is currently a Teen Services Librarian at the Ann Arbor District Library in Michigan and has been writing the thrice-yearly Teen Pop-Culture Quizzes for VOYA since 1999. She is currently a member of the YALSA Board of Directors and a YALSA Serving the Underserved Trainer. Active in the Michigan Library Association, she was the 2008 recipient of the Frances H. Pletz Award for excellence in teen services, and is a frequent writer and speaker on pop-culture, teen services, and advocacy. Write her at erinhelmrich@gmail.com.





Introduction

Welcome to Pop Goes the Library, the book!

“Pop Goes the Library,” the blog, is the brainchild of Sophie Brookover. She launched it as a solo project in April 2004; Elizabeth Burns joined the blog almost exactly a year later—and, at the time of this writing, Team Pop now includes eight pop-savvy bloggers from public, school, and academic libraries.

You may be thinking, “Oh, another blog-turned-book.” Well, not exactly. When Sophie started writing the blog, its manifesto was “We’re public librarians. We believe libraries can learn from and use Pop Culture to improve their collections, services, and public image. We love TV, music, the movies, comic books, anime, magazines, all things Net … you get the picture.” Since then, as the number of contributors has increased and we’ve all followed different career paths, this manifesto has changed, broadened, and deepened. So, too, has our appreciation for how pop culture can contribute to any library, library system, or library setting.

Also, the blog is, well, a blog. Its content reflects what is going on in the world at a given moment in time; it is filled with short snippets of ideas and programs and commentary. The book, however, provides us the luxury of exploring in detail what pop culture is and what it is not, what it means to create a pop culture collection, and how to use pop culture to generate staff support and public support for your library.

Great ideas result from brainstorming, and some of our best ideas (if we may be permitted a moment of bragging) are the result of our back-and-forth discussions, usually via Google Talk. Writing this book taught us never to work in isolation, and this is probably the biggest lesson we’d like to impart to our readers, too. (Oops, we gave it away! Please read the whole thing, anyway!) Involve your staff, from the pages to your director, and, above all, involve your community, from school visits to focus groups and surveys to frontline conversations. We cannot emphasize this point enough: This book is about identifying and harnessing the power of your community’s pop culture. It’s about your library, your community, and how to build better and stronger relationships between the two by using pop culture.

We turned to the real experts for advice and information: you. Throughout the book, you’ll find “Voices from the Field” sections, where we highlight what librarians and library staff have to say about pop culture, collections, and programming. We also share some of our own experiences.

Between completing this manuscript and seeing it to publication, Sophie changed jobs, from working as a teen librarian at the Camden County Library in Voorhees, NJ, to a position as a school librarian at Eastern Regional Senior High School (also in Voorhees). When you see references to Sophie’s library, its collections, and programs, they reflect her experiences at the public library.

Some things we’d like to say, straight up:

Pop culture comes in all sizes. Yes, there are big, showy programs and collections, but you can also easily add a dash of pop culture to a traditional “get to know your library” scavenger hunt by giving it a reality TV show name such as Library Amazing Race or Library Survivor.

Pop culture varies by community. Your library’s pop culture might involve engaging students in support of the school curriculum and academic goals—with author visits, workshops, etc.; or it might involve buying more needlework books—because that is what your customers want. Pop culture can also be anime, manga, and gaming in the library, or any of the many other ways libraries engage with their communities’ interests.

Finally, a lot of libraries are doing things with pop culture, but just not calling it pop culture. Yes, we do consider your mega-Harry Potter program that coincided with the release of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows to be pop culture.


We hope you find what follows to be useful, thought-provoking, and fun. We always welcome your ideas and comments at the blog (www.popgoesthelibrary.com) or via email (sophie.brookover@gmail.com and lizzy.burns@gmail.com).

Read on and—we hope—enjoy.






About the Web Page

www.popgoesthelibrary.com/popbook

This book references dozens of online resources and sites about pop culture, programming, and Web 2.0 technologies (see Appendix D for a list of URLs by chapter). Websites come and go, and pop culture changes rapidly and in surprising ways: This year’s Sweet Little Miss is next year’s Unwed Mama, last year’s Bad Boy of Hollywood is this year’s Oscar-nominated Do-Gooder, and tap dancing could be the Next Retro-Cool Thing. Technology is another area where we’d love to have a Magic 8 Ball to predict what the next big thing will be (and if you discover a reliable one, please let us know!). In order to make Pop Goes the Library more useful and enduring to readers, the resources listed will be maintained and updated on one handy blog.

Please visit www.popgoesthelibrary.com/popbook, where you’ll find a clickable link to each site mentioned in this book so long as the site is current. We will also be updating the blog regularly with new sites that are pertinent, useful, and popalicious, as we become aware of them.

Feel free to email any changes, comments, and suggestions to us at popgoesthebook@gmail.com. Thanks for reading, and we’ll see you online!

Disclaimer

Neither the publisher nor the author makes any claim as to the results that may be obtained through the use of this website or of any of the Internet resources it references or links to. Neither publisher nor author will be held liable for any results, or lack thereof, obtained by the use of this page or any of its links; for any third-party changes; or for any hardware, software, or other problems that may occur as the result of using it. This website is subject to change or discontinuation without notice at the discretion of the publisher and author.
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1

DEFINING AND USING
POP CULTURE TO CONNECT

You’re reading this book because you’ve decided that pop culture belongs in the library. Or, you’re curious about how pop culture could fit in with your library’s mission. Or, maybe you’re looking to shake up your existing materials, collections, programs, and outreach. You’re itching to try something beyond the same old, same old. Why not pop culture? And what exactly does “pop culture in the library” mean? Having Entertainment Weekly in the magazine section? Showing a movie in the library?

In this chapter, we’ll talk about what pop culture is, and explain why we believe that embracing pop culture is so crucial to vital library services, programs, and collections. In short, we’ll evangelize for the value and usefulness of pop culture. We hope you’ll be engaged, whether you agree with us wholeheartedly, are incensed by our intention to shake up library collections and services, or fall somewhere in between.

So, what is pop culture? The simplest definition we’ve found posits that pop culture is no more than “commercial culture based on popular taste.”1 Put another way, pop culture comprises “those trends in art and entertainment that society [finds] most appealing.”2 A Dictionary of Sociology offers a more nuanced definition, setting popular culture into a framework of culture in general, and comparing it with high, or elite, culture:


Culture denotes all the knowledge, technologies, values, beliefs, customs, and behaviors common to people. While simple societies may have only a single integrated culture that is shared by everyone, complex societies can accommodate many layers and levels of cultures and subcultures.

One important distinction is between popular culture and what is usually called high culture. The latter includes things like classical music, serious novels, poetry, dance, high art, and other cultural products which are usually appreciated by only a relatively small number of educated people. Popular culture, sometimes also called mass culture, is far more widespread and accessible to everyone. The main business of popular culture is entertainment and, in Europe and the United States (for example), it is dominated by sports, television, films, and recorded popular music. The distinction between minority and majority cultures may often involve a value judgment in favor of high culture.3



Finally, we found much to reflect on in this definition of popular culture, drawn from a retrospective study, With Amusement for All: A History of American Popular Culture Since 1830:


Popular culture must enjoy at least fairly broad support from ordinary people and be accessible to them. But what separates it from noncommercial neighborhood and family games, for instance, is that its creators and/or disseminators seek to profit from it; they are in the business of merchandising entertainment.4



It’s important to consider the commercial aspect of popular culture, because the consumption aspect makes such a difference.

Now, how can we synthesize all of these explanations of pop culture into a definition that you can put into practical use on a daily basis at your library?

We define popular culture very broadly: To us, pop culture is whatever people in your community are talking, thinking, and reading about. The breadth of this definition can be intimidating—after all, it includes everything!—but we think it will give you the flexibility to identify and meet the pop culture interests and needs of your particular community. This definition also addresses the commercialism issue, which we think is key: It is increasingly difficult to discern a bold line marking the boundaries of high and popular cultures. To be sure, it is easy to find examples at the extremes—opera (which was itself once pop culture) on one side; the continuing saga of Britney Spears (which we think is really sad—almost operatically sad) on the other. But what about a topic like faith? At first, this seems like a no-brainer. Religious faith, in all its forms, is clearly high culture. What, then, do we do about a book like Rick Warren’s runaway bestseller The Purpose-Driven Life: What on Earth Am I Here For? What about Dangerous Surrender: What Happens When You Say Yes to God, by Mr. Warren’s wife, Kay? What about magazines that explore faith, from the amusing and thoughtful (but borderline blasphemous) Heeb to the serious Roman Catholic journal of opinion Commonweal? Each of these publications addresses high culture topics, but by appealing to the interests of a broad public through a commercial mechanism, they enter the realm of popular culture.

We also insist on this potentially challenging definition because we want to encourage you to see popular culture everywhere around you. By viewing the world through this lens, you open yourself and your library to an overwhelming abundance of possibilities.

Of course, some popular culture trends are fleeting or faddish. Every year seems to bring new hot topics to the fore, so it is essential to update your collections and programming regularly, guided by complementary sets of information such as circulation statistics, patron survey data, and articles in national and local newspapers, as well as popular periodicals and review periodicals. (See Appendix A for an annotated list of pop culture resources we’ve found useful, reliable, and entertaining.)

When we present workshops on using pop culture in libraries, we like to emphasize that although pop culture is often associated with youth culture, it is not limited to the interests of any particular slice of the demographic pie. Although it’s natural to conflate pop culture with celebrity news, music, and movies, because pop culture magazines from InStyle to Entertainment Weekly to In Touch report on these areas regularly, this definition is too narrow. It ignores the great wealth of pop culture topics that lie outside of those areas regularly canvassed by Entertainment Tonight.

Please don’t feel overwhelmed! And don’t feel that you have to become someone you’re not—a pop culture junkie—in order to deliver quality pop culture services to your customers.
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BRITNEY WHO? ANI-WHAT? WHEN YOU DON’T KNOW (AND DON’T CARE) ABOUT POP CULTURE

Judy Macaluso, teen librarian extraordinaire and Teen Services Coordinator for Ocean County Library, Toms River, New Jersey, shared some wisdom about pop culture with us. In a nutshell: It’s not about you. It’s about your customers and your library.


What are some of the pop culture collections and programs you’ve worked on as a teen librarian?

Anime, manga, Lord of the Rings and anything fantasy, comics/graphic novels, MySpace (www.myspace.com).

Did you begin as an enthusiast for each of these pop culture areas?

Not for all of them. In fact, I consider myself pop-culture ignorant. I don’t watch TV or listen to Billboard music. If it was not for needing to know this for my job, I might not even have manga or Facebook (www.facebook.com) on my radar. It is totally irrelevant if I have an interest in or value something—what matters is what today’s teens care about now. That is the hook that teen librarians are continually looking for. This is why using teens as advisors, with a Teen Advisory Board, is so vital. Teens help us do our job. For example, Ocean County Library now has an outstanding manga and anime collection, and believe me, I didn’t read it or watch it, but nine or 10 years ago I paid attention, found teens passionately absorbed by it, utilized their expertise to learn, and knew our library needed to add these collections and resources.

What is your trick for finding, embracing, and promoting a pop culture interest that is not yours?

I pay attention—very close attention—to teens. What they are talking about, seeking on the Internet, listening to, and watching (TV and movies). I engage them in conversations and activities to learn what the latest buzz is. I also subscribe to YPulse (www.ypulse.com), Trends & Tudes (www.harrisinteractive.com/news/newsletters_k12.asp), and other trend-forecasting websites. And I have to say that I believe not being a fan of or being into the latest pop culture thingy is an advantage. I just surrender to the knowledge and expertise of the teens themselves and let them teach me (and the library) what it’s all about. In this way teens are much more in the driver’s seat with library projects. Good old youth participation rules!




To encourage you to think more broadly about popular culture and its place in your library’s collections and services, here’s a generation-by-generation breakdown of just a few common pop culture enthusiasms and concerns of the major demographic groups (arranged by age) alive today:

Tiny Tots and Grade Schoolers

• PBS Kids

• American Girl

• Disney Princesses

• Magazines

• Crafts and cooking

• The Wiggles

• Dora the Explorer

• High School Musical and its many spin-offs

Tweens and Teens

• Social networking technology

• Anime and manga

• College and career choices

• Faith and spirituality

• The environment

• Sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll

Generation X and Generation Y

• Career development

• Family and work balance

• Aging parents

• Home ownership

• Retirement planning


• Gadgets

• Politics

Baby Boomers

• Retirement

• Aging parents

• Refilled nest syndrome

• Educating young children

• Health care costs

• Leisure pursuits

The Greatest Generation

• Vintage films and TV shows on DVD

• Using technology to keep in touch

• Active senior citizens

• End-of-life planning

Because people are passionate about the aspects of pop culture that interest them most, these topics can be a powerful lure into the library, not only for your supportive veteran users, but also for those elusive and tantalizing nonlibrary-users. Although many people have positive feelings about libraries in general—the 2005 OCLC report on perceptions of libraries noted that the English-speaking world views its libraries as trustworthy, and values the collections and computers found in libraries5—many of those same people don’t see the library as indispensable to their daily lives. Enhancing your library’s popular culture collections and pop-related programs is one way to change that perception and make your library indispensable to its community.
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MAKING SURE THAT WORLDS COLLIDE BY DEBRA KAY LOGAN

When it comes to infusing your library’s services with pop culture, nothing is more important than authenticity. We’ve said it before, and we’ll say it again: You don’t have to be an expert to give pop culture a place in your library. But you don’t have to take our word for it—veteran school media specialist Debra Kay Logan of Mount Gilead (OH) High School gives us a glimpse of how she melds information literacy with well-placed pop culture savvy.

Their World

Concerts, video games, MP3 files, zany morning radio shows, MySpace, the latest TV craze, podcasts, the hot new advertising slogans, anime, iPhones, You Tube, alternative music, blogs, and diverse fashion trends are all forms of information. Students do not wait to be bombarded by this kind of information; they go out and find it. Students are immersed in and soaking up popular culture.

My World … A World Not So Far Apart

As the school media specialist, I am the Information Guru, and my job is to teach students to deal with information. I am all about teaching them how to negotiate questions like: What do I need? Where do I find it? How do I negotiate and navigate resources? How does this work? Is it accurate? Is this what I need? How do I use it ethically? What do I do with it once I find it? Are there shortcuts?

I may be the Information Guru and have the tools and knowledge that students need, but let’s face it, I am a member of the teaching staff. Kids look at me and think … old. Really old. One of the first things I teach them is to look beneath the surface … my surface and that of the information they crave or need. That means I need to be current. While I work to engage students, my real goal is for my students to see what I offer as more than just up-to-date; it is cutting edge and relevant. I want to be the person they come to when they get a new technology or information source and are not sure how to use it.

The Collision

Who says that the “information” in information literacy has to be dry? By making an effort to monitor and integrate current media stories, trends, forms, and formats, I work at making a “mash-up” between the teen world and the world of information literacy. Integrating popular culture helps to make what I teach accessible. By making applicable connections to information, media, technology, and reading literacies, I work toward the goal of helping students to become successful users of all kinds of information in ancient, new, and yet unimagined formats.

Walk into our library and evidence of this collision between popular culture and library goals for students is immediately apparent. Displays are never repeated; they are nearly always based on a hot media topic. CSI inspires a display case about evaluating information. Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? leads to a bulletin board promoting print sources. A pirate-themed display is timed to the release of the most recent Pirates of the Caribbean movie and is used to reveal a relevant treasure. Current information about average annual salaries is given step by step for different levels of education, from no high school degree through postgraduate education.

Whenever appropriate and if the fit is natural, popular culture is also part of face-to-face teaching and learning. Listening to the morning news and the crazy, number one, big city radio show on the way to work provides a treasure chest of current news stories, commercials, celebrity gossip, and other resources that can frequently be infused into class discussions about using information. Did you hear WNCI this morning? Did you see a particular product placed in the number one movie last weekend? Nostalgic movies and music can be effective, too. In Grease, Sandy and Danny both sing about the same summer nights. They are both primary sources. Why are Sandy and Danny telling completely different stories? What is bias?

Some lessons are designed to engage students by giving them opportunities to bring what they know and find interesting to the learning process. Students brainstorm about subjects like music, while learning about keywords and skills like broadening, narrowing, and restating topics. This is always a quick update for me on what performers, groups, and types of music are hot or not. Pop culture can be used to build excitement into a project as well. Instead of having students make a poster, have them use Microsoft Publisher to make a faux MySpace page for a mythological being.

Truth in Advertising

Integrating popular culture has to be honest, authentic, and appropriate. Using popular culture just for the sake of using it would be like namedropping: phony and ineffective. Students are astute and will lose trust if the use of “their” culture is abused or ingenious. For example, I keep current on pop music because I enjoy pop music and love going to concerts, but no, I have never listened to performers like Marilyn Manson or Insane Clown Posse. I would destroy my credibility if I said otherwise. However, when there is a natural fit and if popular culture examples selected are relevant and appropriate, pop culture helps to build excitement, interest, credibility, and learning.



You may have noticed that we haven’t mentioned “coolness” yet. We value indispensability over coolness for two major reasons. First, coolness implies detachment, and libraries are anything but detached from their communities. We are deeply invested in the concerns of our communities, and closely woven into the fabric of our communities. We care earnestly about our patrons and exist to help them find the materials and information that they need. These are wonderful values—but they’re just not cool. That doesn’t detract from their importance, though, because often things that aren’t cool are valuable in other ways. Secondly, coolness implies a value judgment that our notion of pop culture does not make. Coolness is both elusive and subjective. Pop culture is obvious (once you know where to look), largely objective (Does it sell well or get high ratings? Then it’s popular!), and well covered by media outlets large and small. Additionally, you’ll have your work cut out for you just keeping track of pop culture; keeping tabs on what’s cool or not cool is an even more difficult (and thankless) task, because it’s so subjective and changes even more quickly than pop culture trends.

The following table gives you an idea of cool vs. not cool things, trends, and people. To be honest, we’re having a little fun here, but we’re being a little bit serious, too. We’re not saying the Not Cool things are bad—we’re quite fond of shimmying to KC & the Sunshine Band and have been known to wear khakis ourselves—but by our lights, at least, they’re just … not cool.



	COOL
	NOT COOL



	Johnny Cash
	Kenny Chesney



	David Bowie
	KC & the Sunshine Band



	Jay-Z
	Russell Simmons



	Post-incarceration Martha Stewart
	Pre-incarceration Martha Stewart



	Jeans
	Khakis



	Black T-shirts
	Button-down shirts



	Martinis
	Cosmopolitans



	iPods
	Zunes



In short, we need to leave the determination of coolness up to our customers. We provide them with the right mix of materials, and let them sort out what is cool or not cool by their own mysterious and individual processes. Even circulation statistics may not give you what you’re looking for in a hunt for what’s cool, because all they tell you is what your users think is worth checking out of the library, not how much or how little they liked it. Happily, providing materials your users will think worthy of taking home for further investigation is exactly what embracing pop culture in your library is all about.

To illustrate the differences between an established trend and a more ephemeral one, let’s look at the subject of cooking. As of this writing, cooking is an extremely hot topic, thanks in part to the success of cable TV celebrity cooks like Rachael Ray, Dave Lieberman, Jamie Oliver, and Nigella Lawson, whose shows are popular on networks such as HGTV and the Food Network. In addition to hosting cooking programs, these chefs are also building small media empires. Rachael Ray hosts several television programs, including a talk show, writes cookbooks, and in 2006 launched an eponymous lifestyle magazine. This trend has been going strong for at least the past five years and doesn’t appear to have peaked yet, so now is an ideal time to jump on the cookery bandwagon and leverage this trend to your library’s advantage. Thanks to the hotness of cooking and celebrity chefs, there are a number of enticing opportunities:

• Contact a local cooking school and invite some of its students and instructors to offer a live demonstration of how to prepare seasonally appropriate foods (make sure you let attendees sample the goods, too).

• Take a hard look at your cookbook collection. Is it up-to-date? Are some of your classics worn out? Purchase replacement copies where necessary, and select new titles to reflect changes in local tastes and cooking interests.

• Display your cookbook collection prominently, highlighting staff picks. Take a page from the big-box retailers’ playbooks and include staff commentary on the books—this could be just one or two enthusiastic sentences handwritten on an index card and paper-clipped to the cover.

Of course, not all trends are as durable as cooking. Right now we’re in the middle of a perfect storm for the enthusiastic home cook: interest in celebrity chefs, combined with a resurgence of value placed on domesticity in a post-9/11 world, mixed with the increasing popularity and availability of organic products, and multiplied by hundreds of cooking shows on a variety of network and cable channels—a foodalicious bonanza. Other trends, however—Crocs brand shoes, hit TV shows that flame out after two or three seasons, teen versions of popular women’s magazines—are more mutable, largely because they’re not interconnected with other trends and so aren’t in a position to leverage those trends’ popularity. This mutability doesn’t make these trends less important, exactly, but it does mean that libraries and library staff need to become comfortable with the ephemeral nature of certain trends. Once-hot magazines will go out of print, former ratings-catchers will be cancelled (along with their tie-in novelizations), and beloved fiction series will come to an end.

To continue working with our broad definition of popular culture, we’d like to introduce a corollary: You don’t have to like pop culture to embrace its importance to your library. You read that right: You can be uninterested in pop culture, or even harbor a bit of antipathy toward at least some aspects of it, and still put it to use in your library’s collections, services, and programming. So take a deep breath—if you don’t watch American Idol, have no interest in anime, or think most Top 40 music is unlistenable—it’s okay. Obviously, we encourage you to enjoy a varied media diet and to experiment with your listening, viewing, and reading habits—after all, having access to all of your library’s holdings is one of the small luxuries of working there, right? But we recognize that not every pop culture trend is going to float everyone’s boat. That’s reality, and it’s perfectly fine. What’s not fine is dismissing pop culture as something that’s of interest only to teens (or any other demographic group) to rationalize its perceived unimportance.

Reports in national magazines and major newspapers look at pop culture from a broad perspective, so they naturally tend to concentrate on big, almost inescapable facets of popular culture, such as celebrities or youth culture. But pop culture in libraries is about popular culture as it is embraced by your community, both by current patrons and potential patrons. And while sometimes this community pop culture will overlap with national pop culture, at other times it will be uniquely your own. That’s why it’s essential to look not only at what is popular across the country, or what is popular in the next town over, or what is popular with teens according to MTV, but to look at what is popular in your area, your neighborhood, and your schools. This is the heart of what we’ll address in Chapter 2, Creating a Pop Niche for Yourself and Your Library.

Voices from the Field

At the end of each chapter we will feature “Voices from the Field,” selected responses to questions in the online survey we conducted in July 2007. The survey was posted on SurveyMonkey.com, and, in the three weeks it was available online, it received more than 700 responses. (We were amazed, thrilled—and a tiny bit overwhelmed!) Each “Voices from the Field” section provides a representative sample of the best responses to our questions. What do we mean by “best?” The best responses are the most thought-provoking, or insightful, or infuriating, or witty ones we received.

In this chapter, we share selected responses to our survey question, “How do you define pop culture? What do you include or exclude in your definition? How does your definition (and inclusions and exclusions) of pop culture change when you apply it to your work in libraries?”


“Pop culture is ephemeral, simple or simplistic, predictable, repetitive, formulaic, and generally different in those ways and others from the arts that survive the test of time, break barriers, are original, creative and thought-provoking.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I think about this a lot. When I say ‘pop culture’ or call something ‘pop,’ I mean quite simply that it is something that is in the public’s consciousness, something that has, at the very least, a great deal of name recognition. I hate when people use ‘pop culture’ in a pejorative or dismissive way and the general attitude that if something appeals to the masses it must, by necessity, be less than worthy in some way. Pop culture is always intersecting with what is considered more highbrow, literary, and classic with the most interesting results. East of Eden, for example, was rotting its huge self away in the literary canon until Oprah decided to make it a book club pick, and it suddenly hit bestseller lists and became, as far as I’m concerned, part of pop culture. You look at a show like Spring Awakening, undeniably pop-y, certainly in its music, but it is based on an obscure 19th century German play. It has the kind of subtlety associated with literary drama, but it also completely rocks. At this point, I think it’s hard to use the term ‘pop culture’ as a synonym for ‘bad’ without sounding ignorant (and, yes, I mean you, Harold Bloom).” —Adrienne Furness, Children’s and Family Services Librarian, Webster (NY) Public Library

“Pop culture feels like those things that you picture your 5, 10, 15, or 20 year-old self in 10 to 45 years from now saying, ‘I remember that!’ It’s the ephemeral, trendy, oh-so-important stuff without which you’d feel out of step with your peers. With regard to libraries, I tend to think ‘inter-library loan’ rather than ‘what a good addition to my collection!’” —Anonymous School Librarian

“Pop culture, to me, is what is happening at the grass-roots level with regard to entertainment and social interactions, including fashion and ways of communicating. Even though I am no longer a young adult, I feel that as a teen librarian I can do my job best when in tune with what teens feel is important.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I think pop culture is any entertainment or style that the majority of people have a passing familiarity with. This is not necessarily what is trendy, but it is also not obscure. A critical mass of people needs to have an awareness of something for it to be pop culture. For example, in libraries, Harry Potter is pop culture while Twilight is a niche.” —Gretchen Ipock, Young Adult Librarian, Sellers Library, Upper Darby, PA

“I define pop culture as whatever our patrons are talking about and interested in.” —Michele Lipson, Computer Services Librarian, Bryant Library, Roslyn, NY

“Whatever captures the imagination of my student population in the micro and macro senses of their lives; whatever they think is popular in their world, is then available in my library.” —Stephanie Rosalia, School Media Specialist, Eileen E. Zaglin School PS225K, Brooklyn, NY

“I define pop culture as whatever is going on in the mainstream consciousness (Top 40, popular magazines, Entertainment Tonight, Inside Edition, nightly news, etc.) as well as what is popular amongst sub-cultures (hipster aesthetic, gay/lesbian/bi/trans, knitters, romance readers, etc.).” —Daniel Barden, Technical Services Administrator, Alachua County Library District, Gainesville, FL

“I think pop culture is a slippery beast. It’s constantly changing (as far as specific content goes) but it’s made up of movies, music, television, books, current events, etc. that are happening right now. Anything going on is pop culture. But today’s pop culture is not necessarily tomorrow’s pop culture.” —John Klima, Access Services Librarian, Palmer College of Chiropractic, Davenport, IA

“Pop culture is about the new, new thing, about being connected to the pulse of the now. It defines mores and shapes lifestyles, activities, and goals. Pop culture has a youth connotation, but can be more broad based and can be influenced and molded by all ages. Advertising and sales promotion seem to dominate modern pop culture. Maybe the decentralization of the media through the Internet will change that, but the ‘sellers’ will just find a way to buy the sites and make them advertising vehicles—the kids will be one step ahead—someplace else.” —Anonymous School Librarian

“To me, pop culture is anything—and everything—people talk about to entertain themselves or to provide information on things that are important to them. This includes computers, media, music, TV, radio, reading (all forms, including reading online or listening to spoken audio), sports, politics, religion, arts, and theatre.” —Jay Wise, Youth Services Coordinator, Chillicothe and Ross County Public Library, Chillicothe, OH

“I think a couple things that make up pop culture include ready availability, marketing, pervasiveness, and visibility. Because pop culture is what people are generally interested in, people come to the libraries to find these things (knowing, perhaps, that pop culture items are faddish and maybe aren’t worth the trouble to own or maybe to try them out before owning). Pop culture changes in the library a little because we’re dealing with discussions of pop-cultural artifacts or discussions or representations of how pop-culture manifests itself. Maybe we don’t have a Wii in our library, but maybe we buy a book on Wii culture.” —Anonymous Academic Librarian

“I think pop culture covers a wide variety of topics. It’s not just who’s famous right now, or what’s in the news; it’s not just the fads and fashions. It’s so many little things that we don’t even think about, like advertising, games, Internet sites, slogans, and slang. In my particular job I try to apply what’s popular and eye-catching, and what’s up-and-coming, in such a way that it attracts people visually to our programming, and turns their standard ideas of what a library is and ought to be on their heads.” —Anonymous Public Library Associate

“Something that is in fashion now, wasn’t six months ago, and probably will not be in 12 months.” —Anonymous School Librarian

“I think of it as all the stuff I have to know in order to not be a crazy lady trying, unsuccessfully, to relate to teenagers.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Pop culture is the collection of materials and knowledge about materials that make up the collective imagination of the general public, creating a shared realm of knowledge from which social relationships can form.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Pop culture is the stuff that people talk about, read about, listen to, and watch—the public conversation we’re all having. I could have a conversation with my friends on the West Coast and then go to the East Coast and pick up the same conversation with a group of strangers and not miss a beat. It’s so pervasive in our society (even the news can’t get away from it—see CNN’s ticker) that it’s hard to say what is excluded or how I use it in my work in libraries—it’s everywhere. I suppose I use it most when booktalking, to relate books and their plots to something relevant in the lives of the audience.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“It is anything that has an effect on our culture as a whole. It can help define who we are as a people as well as be an example of the things we find entertaining.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Pop culture is all of the celebrity crazes, slang, and entertainment information that works itself into our lives every day. Television, movies, books, celebrities, magazines, and anything that sticks in people’s consciousness are part of pop culture. The library is truly all about pop culture: Most of what people want information about or are interested in are in essence passing fads of pop culture.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Even what we consider classics today was pop culture once—just look at Dickens.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I would exclude the term ‘pop.’ It implies that it is not something to be taken seriously. I remember being a teen in the 60s, and I still take the popular culture of that time seriously. All librarians need to remember that the current ‘pop’ culture is no less serious to these young adults than was theirs. I get furious when I hear another librarian my age making fun of teens’ styles—after bell-bottoms, micro-minis and those stupid-looking hats? Get real!” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I don’t know that I explicitly include pop culture in my work in libraries but the fact that I am pop culture literate (in fact, more so than most of my teens) helps me build relationships with them much more than the other librarians I work with.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Pop culture would be those areas and things that change with the whims of the masses. Popular materials requested by patrons without regard to literary value.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Pop culture is everything that goes on in the world today, from current events in politics to entertainment. I think it’s important to cover all aspects in the library because everything in the modern world is somehow related.” —Anonymous School Librarian

“In my library, it means timely displays connected to what’s happening in the world, it means having the books/movies/music that people are talking about, and it means having librarians knowledgeable enough about all this stuff that they know how to spell the name of an anime series or a rap artist when someone asks for it!” —Anonymous Public Librarian
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CREATING A POP NICHE FOR
YOURSELF AND YOUR LIBRARY

In Chapter 1, we discussed defining and using pop culture to connect with your community—and touched on the difference between “pop culture” and “cool.” In this chapter, we’ll delve more deeply into what it takes to create a pop culture niche for yourself and for your library.

We cannot emphasize enough that your pop culture collection, materials, and programs must reflect your community’s wants and needs, not your own. Every now and then a question comes up on a library email list such as, “I have some extra money to spend on teen magazines/games/manga. What should I buy?” Librarians on the list chime in with excellent suggestions. However, the just-right answer to this kind of question cannot be found on a list—the question has not been posed to the just-right audience. That questioning librarian is really trying to find out what her teens want, not what other, perfectly lovely teens in Ohio, or Oregon, or on Ogontz Avenue want. (Unless, of course, you happen to live in Ohio, or Oregon, or on Ogontz Avenue, and serve the same teens!)


Please don’t misunderstand us—these lists of suggested titles generated by colleagues are a great resource, but only as a starting point. Your customers are your best resources. So, let’s say you want to add to your magazine collection. You’ve visited the local bookstore to raid their zillion-magazine newsstand for ideas; you’ve used a list query or a VOYA article to help narrow down your choices. What to do now? Why not invest in one or two issues of these cool, new-to-you-and-to-your-patrons magazines. Now, find out from your patrons whether they are worth buying!

Start with an established and reliable group, such as your Teen Advisory Board (TAB). A TAB (also known as TAG at libraries that prefer the term group to board) is an effective way to incorporate youth participation into the way your library does business. By giving the teens of your community a stake in the services, programs, and collections created for them, you generate goodwill, gain credibility, and create a standing focus group on issues of concern to adolescents. Soliciting and considering the input of TAB members is a good way to ensure the success of teen programs, and a natural bridge to increasing teen involvement in the library overall. TABs are increasingly popular, and YALSA (Young Adult Library Services Association) offers support to TAB-hosting librarians through a section on its website (www.ala.org/ala/yalsa/tags/tagsresources/tagsresources.cfm) and through its YA-YAAC listserv (lists.ala.org/wws/info/ya-yaac).

Look beyond the TAB kids, too. Because they are proud, veteran library users, we tend sometimes to think only of TAB members when making decisions about teen materials, programs, and services. But these teens are not the only ones using your library, not the only ones in your community, and, we hope, not the only ones you want using the library. So, yes, do confer with them—and then go further. Place the sample magazines in your teen area with a short feedback form (completed forms can serve as contest entries for a prize, such as a year’s subscription to a magazine of the winner’s choice). Take the magazines along on your next round of school visits. Pass them around, or allow students to come up and browse through them. Note which ones captured teen interest, which were passed along with a glance, and which never made it past the third person before the bell rang. As for those in the library, which one disappeared? Which looks ratty? Which looks brand new? This is an example of soliciting customer input in creative ways, as well as an example of how there is no easy answer, no magical “must buy” list, when it comes to pop culture niches.

So, how else can you find out what’s important to your community, pop culture-wise? Let’s look at some research methodologies, such as surveys, polls, focus groups, and soliciting customer requests.

Surveys: Real Time and Online

Let’s talk about surveys, beginning with survey methodology. When designing a survey, Yann Toledano advises, bear in mind that “the first essential step to conducting an effective survey is to clearly define your objectives. What do you want to learn?”1 The answer will probably be different for each survey. Once you’ve clearly defined the information you’re after, the questions are easier to pose.

As for the questions, it’s not so much the question itself as how you phrase it. As any parent knows, asking “How was school today?” yields one of three responses: “Fine,” “Okay,” or the ever-popular dead silence. Similarly, if you frame a question too broadly, for example, “What’s your favorite area of pop culture?” you may get a response so broad that it’s useless (“music”), so narrow that it’s equally useless (“Captain America”), or silence.

So, be particular! This is where your skills as a librarian come in: narrowing and defining the terms of your questions. Just as a parent learns to ask specifically about the length and degree of difficulty of Mrs. Slade’s geometry test, you need to think of particular questions to glean useful answers. Or, sometimes—just as a parent learns more by overhearing conversations while carpooling because kids forget their parents hear what they say in the car—you have to really listen to what people are saying in the library (more on this in the section on focus groups).

The questions that will give you useful answers relate “to your primary objective … [R]esist the urge to ask questions that don’t contribute to your goal.”2 If you find yourself wondering about your role, thinking, “If I just buy what the customer wants, how do library professionals fit in at all?” keep in mind that this is part of your role. Doing the legwork and prep work, taking the time, doing the research—all of these tasks will help you phrase the questions well.

Pop culture gives you a chance to have fun, so don’t be afraid to make your questions fun! Which survey question would you rather answer: “What do you like best: movies, TV, or music?” or, “What’s your favorite awards show: the Oscars, the Emmys, or the Grammys?” This question is fairly broad, but if you want to spend a limited materials budget responsibly and are wondering how much to spend on DVDs and how much on CDs, it will yield valuable information. You can also expand on this idea at awards time with sample ballots. To patrons, it’s just a fun way to see who would win the “Library Oscars”; to you, it’s a way to find specific titles people are interested in reading, listening to, or watching.

Moving beyond media formats, your survey questions might ask what customers like to do outdoors (giving you ideas for additions to your collections: gardening, landscaping, sports, or beach reads); what their favorite old TV series are (with all the TV shows available on DVD, you need some data to help you narrow the selection); and who their top indie rock favorites are (helping you broaden your music collection beyond the Top 40).

Who should you ask? People coming into the library are your obvious source, but not your only source. Don’t exclude them—it’s always poor planning to discount your current fan base, and it’s great to make the people who are happy with you even happier. But one fantastic aspect of a pop culture collection is its ability to attract new customers, those who would otherwise think, “Nah, they won’t have what I like in the library.” Now’s the time to say, “Yes we do, and we’d love for you to borrow it!” This is, of course, the classic library quandary: How do you get them to come to you, if they’re not already coming to you?

Services for teens and kids are an easy answer, not just because pop culture is important to teens and kids, but also because they’re a captive audience. Some of them have to come to the library—maybe their parents bring them, or the library is the after-school/before-the-parents-get-home-from-work hangout. Or, if you’re a public librarian visiting a school, the kids have to be in class during your visit. If you’re the school media specialist, they come to you at least once a week for library class. Whether you’re a public librarian scheduling school visits, or a media specialist who sees these kids once a week, we all know where to find them: at school.

In-person surveys with kids can be written, or you can ask kids questions and collect feedback orally. As with any survey, provide some type of reward to encourage participation, whether it is candy for everyone who returns the survey form during a class visit, or the chance to win a library drawing. (It’s ideal if you can offer a prize related to the survey, such as movie tickets, a bookstore gift certificate, or an iTunes store card.)

But why should the youth services and teen librarians have all the fun? Brainstorm places your reference and adult services librarians can visit: senior residences; churches, mosques, temples, and synagogues; volunteer groups; PFLAG; Rotary Club … the list of local groups and community centers is endless. Visiting these groups to introduce the audience to the library’s current services can grow boring if you’re doing all the talking. But involving the group with questions and answers is fun for people of any age—you engage the audience, let the people know you care about their input, and make your visit (and your library) more memorable. Plus, you’re gathering valuable information! You may assume that seniors want “memory lane” TV shows from the 1950s and 1960s, only to discover that what they really want are shows like Dexter and Big Love, because their limited budgets can’t stretch to cover a pricey premium cable subscription.

Don’t forget to go online, too! Just as you wouldn’t advertise using only one medium (only newspapers, or the radio, or fliers), you have to look at multiple venues for surveys. Your website may be the only way some people interact with the library—and that includes patrons who only come in to use the computers.

Like in-person Q&A sessions and paper-based surveys, online surveys can both expand and limit your response base. On the one hand, you will hear from people who might not bother to respond to a written survey, as well as from Internet denizens well versed in online surveys and polling. On the other, your respondents are likely to fall into a somewhat narrow (although ever-widening) demographic of tech-savvy patrons. In short, we encourage you not to rely exclusively on either real-time or online surveys, but to use both to give you a more well-rounded and accurate picture of your user community. (Find recommended websites for creating online surveys in Appendix A.)

Polls on your library’s website are another quick and dirty way of gathering data online. A poll is no more than a very brief online survey, in a format familiar to most Internet users. Because they are so brief—usually just one question—polls are easy to produce and change in response to local and global current events; they provide a snapshot of data, which can be useful as well.

Focus Groups

Focus groups, or group interviews with six to 10 people on a given topic, can yield very useful insights into how community members view current or proposed services and collections. When putting together a focus group, consider the following: Whom do you want to participate? How do you find them? How do you encourage people to give up their valuable time?

The advantage of a focus group over a survey is that focus groups allow for dialogue. Once you create that give-and-take, even though you start out with your own set of objectives and questions, you can end up with something entirely different. You create an opportunity to benefit from serendipitous discoveries. Your job is to get that conversation going, to guide it, to allow it to take on a life of its own without letting it get away from you. What’s key here is not only to pose questions that will elicit useful answers, but also to ask questions that inspire quality conversations.

When forming your focus groups, you want to gather a mix of folks, both people who are already using the library and those who aren’t. Decide whether you want to meet with current patrons in one group and potential customers in another, or combine them all into a single focus group.

To form focus groups with a pop culture perspective, think about your potential users. If you’re thinking about adding graphic novels, don’t start at the Rotary Club. Go to where your potential users are: the local comic book store. Talk to the owner about holding your focus group there. Do you think there might be an interest in anime and manga? If the local school has an anime club, not only do you know there is interest, but you also have a built-in focus group to work with.

As with surveys, think about going online! In-person focus groups are limited by the assumption that people have transportation to get to the library and a schedule that can be arranged around the library’s needs. And while sometimes it’s practical for a librarian to go out to the group—to the local comic store, for example—that doesn’t always work either. Explore the possibility of conducting a focus group via instant messaging (IM). While you lose the ability to observe body language and tone of voice, you’ll gain by increasing the number of potential participants. As those who have participated in online classes and virtual meetings know, using IM can actually encourage conversation; some people who are reticent in a real-life group become quite vocal when participating in an Internet chat session. IM users also have their own ways to express emotion and tone, using emoticons, fonts, colors, and caps to indicate everything from sarcasm to shouting.

If you use IM for your focus group, though, you still require participants to save the same time slot, just for you. Why not try a focus group on a blog, which respects focus group members and their time? To be sure, you’ll lose the instantaneous conversational quality to the responses, but as bloggers know, discussions do take place within the comments to individual blog posts. Take a look at any blog post with 10 or more comments; people are talking with each other, reading and responding asynchronously. So use your blog to ask questions, invite responses, and encourage a virtual conversation. This format lets people participate at the place and time that is best for them, and provides them time to think and craft considered responses. As with your other niche-seeking methodologies, mix it up! Not everyone will be comfortable online, so build in time for both online and traditional focus groups.

Statistics

Statistics have always been a librarian’s friend. How many people live in your community? How many have library cards? What percentage of kids, teens, parents, and seniors are card holders? How many books are checked out? How many are renewed? Which materials are checked out? How often?

You can’t stand by your library’s door at all hours, looking at who walks in and observing what they check out. Aside from the privacy issues involved, what we actually see and notice people doing and checking out is only a partial view. No librarian can seriously say, “the teens in my library don’t read fantasy,” based solely on what the kids in their TAB talk about reading. You also have to check the statistics on fantasy titles to find out what is being checked out and how frequently. Beyond what checks out, what items are constantly stolen? What items are so tattered that it looks like every kid who checks them out passes them along to several friends? This requires us to look at the statistics behind the statistics and to have hands-on knowledge of our collections.

We can cut very precise slices of our statistics: by subject, by genre, by author, by Dewey Decimal or Library of Congress number. We encourage you to collaborate with your colleagues in the IT (information technology) department and create a way to easily track statistics for materials you want to keep an eye on. Statistics are objective, so there’s no fear that users will just say what they think you want to hear in a focus group or decide to provoke you deliberately because they had a bad day, or that teens with a silly sense of humor will decide not to take your survey seriously. Now, how you read statistics may be influenced by your subjective opinion; you need to account for external factors that may affect the numbers. For example, low turnout for a given program may seem bad, until you remember that it was the day of the big blizzard or a day when local schools scheduled standardized testing.

If a library stakeholder has questions or directly challenges the value of a collection, statistics can help support your decision to start or add to that collection, as well as to nurture it by scheduling collection-related programming. Alternatively, statistics can show where you may have misjudged; they can help you discover that shojo manga is popular, but other graphic novels are less so. Statistics can help reveal which gaming systems are the most popular. Low statistics may indicate that you’ve misjudged; but before you give up, ask some key questions: How did you promote the collection? How well are the items catalogued? Where are the materials located in the library? Have you created booklists or cross-media “Recommended If You Like” lists to advertise these items? Are the materials featured on your website? Does your staff support the collection by eagerly promoting the materials? Does your staff even know the collection exists? In short, have you given the collection a fair shot?

Nothing happens in isolation. By creating a pop culture niche (or more than one—aim high!) for your library, you collaborate with the community to meet their pop culture needs. Ultimately, you benefit the community, the groups you’re working with, and, of course, your library itself. Target the groups you’ve worked with and market those materials! When done well, you’re not just introducing materials to folks; instead, you’re saying, “Hey, remember that talk we had? Here are the results of your input—we hope you like what you see! Please let us know what more we can provide in this area.”

Consult Chapter 3, Building a Collection That Really Pops, on matters relating to pop culture collection development. For more information on advocating for and marketing your popular collections, refer to Chapter 4, Advocacy, Marketing, Public Relations, and Outreach.

Voices from the Field

In reading the answers to our survey question “How do you track your patrons’ pop culture interests? Do you use this information in the collection development process, and in planning of programs and events at your library?” we were struck by the fact that librarians and library staff listen. They listen to what patrons say and observe what patrons do, but they don’t always recognize the value of this information or give themselves proper credit for the information they have learned. In other words, chances are you have the data you need to start your pop culture niche; you just haven’t identified it, or you haven’t brainstormed with the rest of the staff to realize how big (or small) the need is. Taking in and processing information is something librarians do all the time, and perhaps it is such a natural part of our job that we don’t always recognize we’re doing it.

Why is it important to label these activities, to connect that “just listening” to “collection development?” Because the label gives what you do more power and more respect, because sometimes we do have to state the obvious, and because often our administration needs the buzzwords. They need to hear, “I was gathering information for collection development” or “I’ve used customer feedback in planning these programs,” and they need to know that when you are “just talking” to patrons and customers, you are doing valuable work. Just as we market the library to patrons, remember to market yourself to administration. As you read some of these highlighted responses, we’re sure you’ll either be nodding and saying, “Hey, I do that already,” or thinking, “Hmm, I can do that without doubling my workload.”


“Just by talking to them, mostly. It’s not formal. We did ask in an online teen survey if they’d be interested in an anime club or attending the vampire prom, but that’s as formal as it has gotten. We do use it in collection development. We take suggestions for books and media online and really do try to purchase them. It also does definitely inform our programming. If the teens are all talking about Harry Potter, we’ll plan an HP party, etc.” —Laura J., Public Services & Children’s Librarian, Davis Library, Plano (TX) Public Library System

“We track all reference questions, and I use this info whenever practical for programming.” —Anonymous Public Library Assistant

“I try to develop a trusting rapport with students. School librarians are in a unique position to solicit information that is helpful to understanding their students. We have many opportunities to observe students and hear what is important to them. Staying in touch with what things interest the students in their out-of-school time is a good way to be informed.” —Anonymous High School Librarian


“Local papers, conversations with patrons, local radio programming, conversations with staff, especially those involved in community groups outside of the library. Yes, this is a consideration when planning programs and collections.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“Basically I just let the kids and the teens tell me what’s hot at the moment. My experience has been that they are very forthcoming once they know a librarian is receptive to their interests and will hear them out about the latest fad. Plus they know I’m into a lot of the same things that they are (gaming, Veronica Mars, tattoos) so they know my interest in their discoveries is authentic.” —Elizabeth Erwin, Youth Services Librarian, Hunterdon County Library, Flemington, NJ

“We track patrons’ interests by word of mouth and by keeping an eye on what they request. We’re a small library and everyone works closely together.” —Anonymous Librarian Trainee

“The Teen Advisory Board is my eyes and ears as far as what is popular in the community. I also look at what is popular with TV, movies, and music to get a sense of what local teens might be interested in.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“At the moment, because the library is so very small, I simply talk to the young adults. I make certain that they know me by name and don’t mind asking me anything. This is the only way that I, at 58, can keep current on popular culture. It’s not like I go gaming or hang out at the mall. I write notes and yes, I use this in everything.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I talk to the kids, I spend a lot of reference desk time online at sites like Boing Boing (www.boingboing.net) and Go Fug Yourself (gofugyourself.typepad.com). I screw around online in general a lot.” —Anonymous School Media Specialist (Authors’ Note: That is so not screwing around! It’s gathering information you can use, whether it’s for programming, collection development, or just being able to understand the lives of your students.)

“I read ypulse, pay attention to what they’re wearing, checking out, etc, and—you know—ASK THEM.” —Anonymous Public Librarian


“We have a small library, so it’s mostly through conversations in the stacks or over the counter. We absolutely use it for collection development and programming … that’s one of the reasons our needlework collection is growing by leaps and bounds, and we tracked down a crochet teacher for a series of classes this fall.” —Anonymous Public Library Director

“Eavesdropping and nosy questions.” —Anonymous High School Library Media Specialist

“LISTEN!!!” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I use my Teen Advisory Board—they are not quite as hip or tech savvy as the teens I see on MTV, etc. For adults, I read People, EW, Radar, try to watch a variety of shows, also read some entertainment blogs. Even the local newspaper covers a fair amount of pop culture.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“We don’t have a specific formula, but instead rely on library staff and patrons to let us know what’s pop and what isn’t. You can usually identify someone in the organization who is an expert on music, and someone who does graphic novels, and someone who watches TV incessantly, etc.” —Anonymous Public Library Administrator

“We rely on communicating with patrons to find out what they need. This works to varying degrees of success.” —James Peek, Librarian, Middlesex (NJ) Public Library

“I talk to my students every day about what they are doing and what they are interested in. I use this information in my collection development and programming decisions. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be serving my community of learners. I would be making decisions in isolation. The best way to engage students is to target their needs and interests.” —Mary Alice Hudson, Media Specialist, Cape Fear Elementary School, Rocky Point, NC

“We constantly ask the parents, kids, and teens what they want. We want to keep what works of the old, but also incorporate the new. We have a teen advisory group (TAG) that suggests some really great things and we have put [their suggestions] in our programs. We try to involve not only the collection but the programs and events as well. Sort of a multicurricular thing. We keep statistics on all our programs and events.” —Liz Sann, Youth Services Department, Programs Assistant, Roxbury Public Library, Succasunna, NJ


“I read magazines, watch TV, and read blogs that discuss aspects of pop culture. I also take note of what teens are asking for when I’m on the reference desk. I definitely use this information when planning programs and dealing with collection development.” —Melissa Rabey, Teen Librarian, Frederick County (MD) Public Libraries

“Collection stats are key in determining interests. Also, we have an ‘I Want’ Bulletin Board for students and teachers to post their choices for purchase. We pay close attention.” —Anonymous School Media Specialist

“I don’t do a very good job with this part. I read Entertainment Weekly, People, and try to read new issues of Time, Newsweek, and Rolling Stone as they come in. Some patrons will ask for specific material, but not many teens will do so. I do use this information for collection development, but not for programming (except when I ask teens what movie they’d like to see next).” —Anonymous Public Librarian (Authors’ Note: This is representative of many comments we received: “I don’t do anything except check circulation, listen to patrons, etc.” Anon, you are doing a heck of a lot! And, yes, it seems that adults are often better at asking for materials that libraries don’t have than teens are. Teen advisory boards [and eavesdropping, as noted earlier] are good ways to find out what teens want.)

“We take note of what patrons request. Patrons can personally request any materials they think we should add to the collection. We have patrons register, and we keep attendance for all the programs that we do. I stay up to date by attending conferences, reading kidlit blogs, keeping up with current events, and interacting and listening to our patrons and what their needs are.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“We have no official process for tracking pop culture interests. Really, it just consists of listening to what they are talking about, watching how they are using the library, keeping track of how your collection is used, even peeking at what they are doing on the Internet (I know, I know, privacy violation). Of course I use this information in my collection development process. When I have 10 kids coming in and asking for Hannah Montana books, well then, I’ve just gathered some important data that needs to be kept in mind.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I think it’s easy enough to learn those interests just by being around your patrons and serving them at the public desk. You start to pick up on what everyone keeps asking for, or seeing the long waiting lists. Plus, if you pay attention to the media (through TV, radio, magazines, websites) it’s easy enough to figure out what the latest interests are and I think it’s pretty safe to assume a decent percentage of your patrons would be interested in those things as well. At least, in a public library. Enough to warrant purchasing the popular materials or creating a program.” —Anonymous Public Library Paraprofessional

“I try to keep on top of what toys are being sold in stores, what’s being shown on the major kids’ networks, and what’s best-selling on Amazon. I also have a kid-friendly ‘Idea Box’ in the Children’s Room (you can’t call it a ‘Suggestion Box’ if you want the majority of kids to understand what it’s for). I get a lot of good suggestions from kids. We also track questions every day and try to talk to each other about things we’re seeing more requests for. I do orders every month to try to keep new materials coming in and so that we can be at least somewhat responsive to new demands as they arise. Especially with pop culture stuff, I tend to purchase things in as many formats as possible. So, for an older example, we have Spongebob Squarepants books and comics and DVDs and music CDs and games. Everything supports each other, at least ideally.” —Adrienne Furness, Children’s and Family Services Librarian, Webster (NY) Public Library

“I just listen. I also ask kids what they like, what they’re reading. I have often had them fill out surveys on what they do with their leisure time, what kind of reading they enjoy, etc.” —Anonymous School Media Specialist

“Our teen librarian has her nose into everything pop culture, and the rest of our programming staff keeps tabs on it as well. The Web librarian and I keep track via blogs and news to see what’s current online and in the advertising world. It all gets applied in different ways.” —Anonymous Public Library Associate

“I have a survey form on the back of all my teen area flyers, and I ask my patrons to fill those out. It simply asks them what their favorite movie, books, and bands are, and what kind of programming they would like to see at the library. I hold teen advisory group meetings to gather more information, and when I can, I ask my patrons directly what they would like to see more of in the library.” —Anonymous Public Librarian


“No—that’s an interesting idea.” —Anonymous Public Librarian (Authors’ Note: We hope that some of the tips shared by others are helpful!)

“At the end of the school year, I surveyed the teens about their interests. I felt very lucky to have more than a dozen teens respond about which TV shows they like, etc., and this will factor into the upcoming year’s programming. Additionally, with a teen advisory board, I am able to get teen input for many of my decisions.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I listen to college age students, a variety of radio stations from publicly supported alternative rock to commercial talk radio, read USA Today inserts from my local paper, review a few blogs, and listen in on water cooler conversations. Occasionally I’m able to use this information to inform collection development decisions. In my current academic setting I find more leads from NPR relating to my faculty users. My planning of programs is very limited and has not lent itself to being informed by pop culture.” —Anonymous College/University Librarian

“There is student input into the selection process through an advisory board, composed of volunteers with an interest in the library. Faculty also request certain kinds of library materials, print and audio-visual.” —Anonymous School Media Specialist

“I tend to just ask them. They are very good at expressing what they want and they tell me what they want to read. I use this information for future programs. I want to do more in the future.” —Rachel Simmons, Librarian, Atlantic County (NJ) Library System

“I do a recommendation chain twice a year, usually for DVDs and music. It asks students to recommend something they like and they think we should have, and then share that with a friend who then makes an additional recommendation. We usually get lots of good ideas this way.” —Anonymous School Media Specialist

“Surveys, direct conversations, Web polls, keeping track of the types of things they ask for that the library doesn’t have (you might spot a trend of lots of people asking for different television shows and realize you’re deficient in that area).” —John Klima, Access Librarian, Palmer College, Davenport, IA


“I’ve nurtured relationships with the kids and teens that encourage them to tell me what they’re interested in. They’ve come to understand that if they request it I will definitely buy it. So, if there’s something they really like, they’ll usually tell me. Also, I give out free paperback coupons at various programs and when the kids redeem them, I get a chance to see what it is they like enough to want to own for themselves. I also have teen volunteers who help me out with ordering by telling me what they think their peers want to read. They know by now that I love horror and realistic fiction, but that I’m kind of weak with fantasy and historical fiction—so they make sure to keep me especially informed of new titles they love in those areas.” —Anonymous Public Librarian (Authors’ Note: We love that you’ve made this a two-way street! That it is not just the librarian telling kids what the “good new books” are, it’s also the kids telling the librarian!)

“We don’t invest much into determining our patrons’ specific interests, other than accepting suggestions and examining interlibrary loan requests.” —Anonymous Public Librarian

“I make note of the things children check out and inquire about. Also, I try to keep track of the popular movies, television shows and music, as well as what children most enjoy talking about. That information is my secondary priority when planning and purchasing, with the school curriculum being first.” —Anonymous School Media Specialist (Authors’ Note: Good for you that the children’s interests are on your priority list! We sympathize that some schools, due to budget concerns and other issues, wouldn’t be able to include it on their list at all!)

“Still experimenting after six years on the job. So far so good. New Age music does not work.” —Anonymous Public Librarian (Authors’ Note: “New Age music does not work” may become our new catch phrase!)

“Patrons can request things via the website, which helps us know what people want. We also talk to the patrons when they come in, we have a Teen Advisory Board, and we read too many magazines.” —Anonymous Public Librarian (Authors’ Note: There is no such thing as too many magazines.)

“Talking with students about their interests in manga and all things Japanese, for example, has a direct impact on buying.” —Anonymous School Media Center Library Assistant


“I track our patrons’ pop culture interests by talking to them, watching what is checked out, what is requested, what does not get returned, and what we cannot keep on our shelves. I use all of this information in all aspects of my job.” —Alei Burns, Youth Librarian, Grauwyler Park Branch Library, Dallas, TX

“Most of the time, I just talk to the kids and take their suggestions seriously. Now they know that I am open to their ideas.” —Michelle Glatt, Librarian, Chiddix Junior High School, Normal, IL



Endnotes

1.     Yann Toledano, “Use Online Surveys to Get the Feedback You Need,” TechSoup, www.techsoup.org/learningcenter/internet/page5048.cfm

2.     Toledano, “Use Online Surveys.”
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