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Foreword


At first people refuse to believe that a strange new thing can be done, then they begin to hope it can be done, then they see it can be done—then it is done and all the world wonders why it was not done centuries ago.

—Frances Hodgson Burnett1



Almost a century after Frances Hodgson Burnett wrote The Secret Garden, Tasha Squires helps us see that it can be done. Our lively conversations over coffee (scheduled around her daughter Saffron’s naptime) elicited a mutual passion for librarian collaboration. We shared school and public library stories of partnership fits, starts, and successes. When library partnerships are born and nurtured between school and public librarians, programs flourish that serve young people in extraordinary ways. Generations mingle, artifacts are displayed, hot books are booktalked, summertime is reading time, and exhausted librarians are fulfilled.

When I worked as a curriculum librarian in a public suburban high school in the 1990s, our school library media program staff received the National School Library Media Program of the Year (1996) recognition from the American Association of School Librarians, a division of the American Library Association. One identified strength of our program was our collaborative and multifaceted relationship with the Des Plaines (IL) Public Library. The youth services public librarians came to the high school to demonstrate online databases, and we partnered on numerous grant proposals to serve adolescents, including a Literature for All of Us project that selected teens to participate in poetry writing workshops.

The most dramatic example of our school/public library partnership, though, took more than four years to develop and eventually let us provide public library services for students residing in a low-income area of the school district. One small segment of our student body lacked access to public libraries because the town in which those students resided chose not to fund library referenda. To make a long story short, the project outcome gave these students public library access through a village ordinance that reimbursed 75 percent of the annual library fee per family. The public library’s director offered to pre-pay this 75 percent to the municipality so that families would not be responsible for providing the funds (few of these recently immigrated families had discretionary money in their household budgets). The school principal authorized the use of vending machine money from the student activities funds to provide the remaining 25 percent of the library fee. Most of the families impacted by this project were originally from countries that did not have public library systems, so the adults were unfamiliar with the library services available for their family members. These families were invited to the high school to hear about this community opportunity from the principal, and of the 74 families eligible, 51 families applied for public library cards for all their family members. Their high school students were no longer deprived of the resources to which all the other students had access. These partnerships may initially seem daunting, but once created they seem so obvious, serve so many, and are so worthwhile.

More recently my role as a school library graduate educator allows me to share this view of the importance of library partnerships with future school librarians. Panels of school and youth services library practitioners are more than willing to share their experiences with newcomers to our field, proclaiming that successful partnerships develop into collaborative relationships and grow into collegial friendships that not only enrich library services for youth but fulfill us as professionals.

Across the country, public youth services librarians and school librarians with Tasha Squires’s enthusiasm and inclusive nature are reaching out to each other to serve young patrons. They are moving beyond a history of isolation to tell their own stories of partnership; it might start with a small idea that grows annually with new partners. There eventually comes a time when those who hear these stories cannot imagine “why it was not done centuries ago.” Join author and librarian Tasha Squires and the countless others you will read about in Library Partnerships as you prepare to take your first steps to walk the road between libraries.

Gail Bush, PhD

Professor, Reading and Language Department

Director, Center for Teaching Through Children’s Books

Director, School Library Program

National-Louis University, Chicago, Illinois

Endnote

1. Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden (London: Heinemann, 1911).





Introduction

Collaboration. The very word sends some people’s hearts soaring—while others feel as if they’re having a heart attack. Partnerships can be a source of frustration unless both parties are fully committed to the process, which accounts for the groans heard around conference tables when the words teamwork, collaboration, or partnership are mentioned. Yet both school and public libraries expect some level of collaboration. School library media specialists are taught from the cradle that collaboration is the Holy Grail when it comes to working with fellow teachers. Public librarians are reminded of the word as they are roped into volunteering for committee after committee—for the good of their library. While we all know what collaboration is, and we know that we are all supposed to be doing it, we don’t always find the time for the one type of collaboration that is most important for promoting literacy in the youth we serve: collaboration between school and public libraries. This is a disservice to the youth we worry about night and day, trying to find ways to increase their desire to read, learn, and grow, both within and outside our library walls.

This is such an obvious avenue for partnership that it is sometimes overlooked. After all, why wouldn’t schools and public libraries, which serve the same clientele, work together to create a community of learners? Yet in library school, this topic rarely comes up during public library classes. Most students on the public library track take coursework on serving youth or adults, including children’s literature, reference, and readers’ advisory classes. School library media classes, when they do address collaboration, tend to focus solely on collaboration between school librarians and teachers. While there is no disputing the importance of the information covered in each of these courses of study, where do we ever learn how to partner with each other?

Once out of school, we settle into our respective roles as school library media specialists or public librarians and work to establish ourselves in our chosen fields. Many school library media specialists begin their careers as teachers and later come to see the library as a wonderful place to connect on a different and important level with students. Collaboration with other teachers therefore makes perfect sense to them, and such partnerships within schools are made easier by sheer proximity. School librarians often fail to realize the ways in which the public library could assist them in their work with teachers and students. They see little reason to go outside their walls to build partnerships and instead focus their time and energy on cultivating internal relationships.

While public librarians are perhaps more aware of how they might collaborate with a school library (if for no other reason than to use it as a venue for attracting students to their summer reading programs), they can find it daunting to approach a school without possessing knowledge of its policies and procedures. The effort it takes just to get a district, say, to approve posting flyers in the schools can discourage even the most determined person. Besides, the librarians who might look to the schools as partners in programs, collections, and services are often those who are already the busiest, planning storytimes, arranging preschool visits, and working the night shift. Their demanding schedules are less than conducive to building and maintaining an elaborate relationship with even one school, let alone multiple schools serving a wide range of students in age and ability. Is it any wonder that another collaboration is rarely first on the priority list?

While this book shows how school library media specialists and public librarians can create a mutually beneficial collaborative relationship, at times it does appear that the public library can provide more services and resources to the school library than the other way around. Public libraries traditionally have more funding, materials, and resources than the average school library media center. Yet the school library has something the public library does not: direct access to the student population. So even though public librarians may be able to offer more presentations and materials to a school library media center, the school library can deliver the population the public library is seeking to serve. Keep this mutual benefit in mind while reading the later chapters of this book, where more emphasis is given to what the public library can provide for the schools.

Extensive research shows that students who have access to strong libraries do better in all subjects; these findings cannot be ignored. Keith Curry Lance’s groundbreaking Impact of School Library Media Centers onAcademic Achievement: 1993 Colorado Study provided a huge boost of support for school libraries. This study proved that thriving, well-developed school library media centers were the essential ingredient for raising students’ academic levels, and these findings were replicated numerous times in other states around the country. Where school library media centers were important in the community, students did well academically.1

Still, some school library media centers struggle to become the hub of their school and need the support of their local public library. Shirley A. Fitzgibbons has written in depth about how these two types of libraries must work together, stating that “cooperation may be the only solution to providing adequately for the library needs of children and young adults.”2 She recommends ways school and public libraries can work together on the road to collaboration. Key to success is a community support system with common goals and visions and adequate staffing.3 This is, of course, an ideal goal. We can hope that someday all institutions and administrators will discover that it is better to work together than apart. In the meantime, what can we as individuals do now to further learning and begin partnerships?

This book will answer this question, as well as others, such as:

• What is the most effective way to approach the other library?

• Who should be approached first?

• How can collaborative projects develop into productive longterm relationships?

• What resources can be appropriately shared?

• How can librarians maximize their available time to create a partnership that benefits both libraries?

• How should librarians present the possibility of collaboration to their administrations to maximize the chances of a positive reception?

• How can connections be established with the other library so that they will survive personnel changes?

In answering these questions, I’ll suggest practical solutions to the problems, frustrations, and—at times—even disappointments that these types of partnerships can bring. At the same time, I’ll try to keep the focus on the sense of excitement and fulfillment you can experience when working together to enrich the lives of young people in your community.

Countless librarians across the country have realized that a productive relationship with the library “across the way” would benefit the population they serve. These librarians have ventured into the world of collaboration knowing that a positive relationship will be fruitful for all involved. Some of their stories can be found within the pages of this book. To gain a broader understanding of working collaborations and partnerships, I contacted members of the LM_NET, YALSA-BK, YA-YAAC, and ISLMANET-L discussion lists and asked them to share their stories. Their insights and comments are featured throughout.

When I first began my career as a librarian, I had an interest in working in the schools, but no experience. I also had a scholarship obligation that required me to work for two years in a public library after completing my MLIS. I was lucky enough to land a position in a large public library system where working with area schools was encouraged. During my tenure as a public librarian, my love of the schools and their assortment of teachers and students grew, and I developed a true understanding of what it means to be a school library media specialist. As the years passed, I felt the lure of the schools pulling me more and more, until I realized that my heart truly lay in serving students and teachers on a daily basis. I returned to school and am now completing my certification as a school librarian.

Working in the public library, I saw time and again how connections with the school libraries were invaluable to both sides. Yet when I returned to graduate school to become a school library media specialist, I heard little mention of this important connection. Collaboration was stressed only in terms of creating partnerships with teachers and students. Thinking back to my earlier MLIS program, I could not recall much discussion there of partnering with other libraries. Clearly, there is a disconnect. I have seen firsthand how librarians are indeed working together, and their questions about how best to interact and connect crop up repeatedly on both public library and school library discussion lists. Understanding the culture and concerns of each library gave me the impetus to delve deeper into how to create lasting and meaningful collaborations.


Endnotes

1. Library Research Service, “School Library Impact Studies, 2007,” www.lrs.org/impact.php (accessed July 4, 2007).

2. Shirley A. Fitzgibbons, “School and Public Library Relationships: Déjà Vu or New Beginnings,” Journal of Youth Services in Libraries 14:3 (2001): 3.

3. Fitzgibbons, 6.





Chapter 1

Relationships Take Work


True collaboration is not spontaneous. It involves building a relationship—like a marriage, friendship or business partnership.

—Kathleen Baxter and Susan M. Haggberg1



Beginning a relationship with another library and opening yourself and your institution to all its wonders and pitfalls may initially seem daunting. While research supports the importance of collaboration between libraries, it falls to people to create, maintain, and develop these relationships over time. Creating a bond with another library—with another person—takes time, and in some cases, a good deal of patience. As in any relationship, someone must make the first move and wait to see whether the overture will be returned or rebuffed. Successful first moves can be broken down into specific actions, and crafting a link with another library is no different. While building a partnership with a fellow librarian should be less difficult than creating a profile on Match.com, it still helps to be prepared. Knowing ahead of time what you want, and what you are willing to give, will assist you in launching a productive collaboration.


But That’s Private!

While this book focuses mainly on the connections that can be developed between the public library and the public school library, you can enlist the same techniques and recommendations in public library/private school partnerships. Many private school libraries are woefully underfunded and rely on assistance and support from the public libraries in their area. In addition, private schools can be an extremely supportive demographic group for public library programs and activities.

It’s natural to be apprehensive when moving out of your comfort zone to try something new and different. Public librarians might be especially hesitant to enter into partnership with librarians in a private school out of concerns about bringing in materials or promoting programs that do not mesh well with the goals of the school. Librarians in private schools might feel tentative about working with a public library, fearing that they will meet with resistance from public librarians who may not want to serve a private entity. Keep in mind, though: Libraries are libraries, whoever funds them, and you will find commonalities in any partnership.

Simply be forthright when working together; don’t hesitate to state any concerns you might have regarding materials or programs.



Establishing a Connection

You decide it would be a good idea to form a relationship with another library. The question then becomes, how should you begin this process? Many factors enter into the answer to this basic query. One very fundamental concern is whether your administration will encourage or discourage a partnership. After all, without their backing, your enterprise can go up in smoke very quickly. You may wish to test the waters by having an informal discussion with your administration before taking the time to create a more thorough presentation on the expected benefits of your endeavor. (Find some strategies to sell collaborative ventures to your administration in Chapter 9.)

Taking some basic beginning steps will increase your chances of success in dealing with the other library. As librarians know, the ability to ask the right questions lies at the heart of any reference interview; the same holds true when dealing with partnerships. Ask the following questions to ensure you start off on the right foot:

• Whom should I approach to initiate a collaborative partnership?

• When would be a good time to approach my colleague in the other library?

• What is the most effective manner of contacting the potential partner?

• What kind of assistance can I reasonably expect from the other library?

• Where should we conduct our collaborative work?

Finding the One

When you have settled on a potential partner library, you need to determine the right person to approach at the other institution; nothing will happen until you reach out to create a link with someone. Your situation determines your choice of contact, so I’ll talk about this first from the perspective of the public librarian, then from the viewpoint of a school librarian.


Public librarians need to factor many considerations into their decision-making process. The relationship you establish with school libraries depends in part on the number of schools your library serves. If your public library district encompasses multiple elementary, middle, and high schools, it can be difficult to build a personal partnership with someone in each school. Start by focusing on the schools closest to your library to avoid becoming completely overwhelmed. In a rural setting, it can be more manageable to truly get to know the people in all the schools, simply because there are fewer schools to connect with.

Of course, which schools you choose to connect with also depends on the population you are trying to target. For instance, if you are a young adult librarian, you will probably focus on middle and high schools, and children’s librarians will look to the elementary levels; the way in which your library and school districts divide students serves as the final determination. As a young adult librarian, I worked with sixth- to twelfth-grade students, but I spent nearly all my collaborative energy on the four middle schools in our district. While I maintained a presence in the high schools through regular letters to English and social studies teachers, I established a more personal partnership with teachers and school library media specialists in the middle schools. (And, within those middle schools, I further targeted English and social studies teachers with my booktalks rather than opening these up to all teachers.) Utilizing your time efficiently is important in creating a healthy relationship, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

It seems logical first to approach the school library media specialist in the school(s) you have chosen. Unfortunately, though, not all schools have a school librarian. You might encounter situations in which one school library media specialist serves an entire district, overseeing an aide in each school, or in which a school library media specialist divides her time between two (or more) buildings. Such situations limit the time school library media specialists have available to interact with a liaison from the public library. Worse still, there may be no one staffing the school library on a regular basis—or there is no school library. In some rural communities and lower socioeconomic areas, a school library is considered a luxury or is not deemed important enough to maintain.

The enrollment statistics of each school also come into play. In larger institutions, time constraints may limit the collaborative efforts the school library media specialists can undertake. On the other hand, one advantage of working with a large school is that each department usually has a chair (or head), who can be very helpful in distributing information to teachers in that area. An awareness of each school’s environment will aid you in the long run, and the size of the school will also help you determine just what kind of collaboration you would like to offer.

What if your library has previously been in contact with the schools in your district, but things didn’t work out? Sometimes links are established only to deteriorate over time, when people leave their positions or there is no longer a specific need. In this situation, it is important to know what happened and why the collaboration failed to succeed. Approach your new collaborative effort from another angle, to help alleviate concerns that an unpleasant history will repeat itself. Be leery if people tell you a certain school is “hopeless” or “unresponsive.” People’s perceptions can be inaccurate or colored by their own relationships, so try again if you believe in the possibility of a partnership.

In some larger public library districts, there is a school liaison or coordinator who works cooperatively with the schools—an optimal situation.2 If your public library district has such a position, utilize this person to the fullest. (If you are this person, use the following chapters to help you in your cooperative efforts.) If you work at a branch, find out whether someone in another building is currently building partnerships with schools before beginning your efforts. Do your homework!

Consult your own and other departments to help paint a clear picture of the services your library already provides to local schools and to get information on the connections already established. For instance:

• Many libraries offer cards to teachers and school library media specialists working at schools within their service area, even if they are not residents. Check with your circulation department to see if they already have a contact at the school(s) and a list of all the teachers.

• Some libraries have a bookmobile service. Does your bookmobile stop at any schools in the district? Ask bookmobile staffers who they communicate with to set up schedules for stops.

• A library’s children’s department often has established contacts with local schools. If you are a young adult librarian working under an adult or reference department, be sure to ask so that you complement their services rather than duplicating them.

Avoid stepping on others’ toes, and honor existing contacts and partnerships. If your library turns out already to be actively engaged in some type of collaboration with the schools, see how you can assist with or expand on services already in place.

In general, if a school has a library media specialist, she is your first point of contact. Only once that relationship has been established should you begin communicating with teachers and other staff members. If no school library media specialist is available, turn to the teachers themselves or to their department heads (if these positions exist).

On the flip side, if you are a school library media specialist, you may have no idea whom to approach first at the public library—and with good reason. Unless you have had public library experience before moving to the schools, it’s not readily apparent how library departments are arranged and who is in charge of what. Ponder the following points before deciding whom to contact at the public library.

Even the smallest town usually has a public library to serve the community. This is a wonderful testament to the fact that libraries are a vital part of society. However, particularly in rural areas, these libraries may be woefully understaffed and underfunded. If the public library in your area is extremely small and open only a handful of hours, or if there is no public library nearby, a meaningful partnership simply may not be possible. In situations such as this, school librarians should consider reaching out to their community college library instead. In sparsely populated regions, the community college library often acts as the de facto public library for the towns from which it draws students.

After identifying a public library to contact, look at the size of the population it serves. A quick look at its web page may give you an indication; larger libraries usually have a page specifying the populations they are actively addressing. (If not, check out State Public Library Statistics at www.lrs.org/public/other.php). Most libraries will have at least an adult/reference department and a youth services department that directly serve the public; some larger districts will break these down further into areas such as computer services, readers’ advisory, young adults, and outreach. Once you know the various areas the public library allocates resources to, you can better target the right department to contact.

In a small town, it is fairly clear what area the local public library serves. In larger cities and suburbs, though, it can be confusing trying to determine which library covers what territory. A district library may cover two or more towns yet not serve all the students who attend schools inside those boundaries. Some schools may include students from three or more towns—and library district lines do not necessarily follow town and city boundaries, which can complicate the issue further. Larger cities may have a library system that includes a large main library and many neighborhood branch libraries, which offer programs, materials, and outreach. Before launching any partnerships, you need to know which public library or libraries are responsible for the needs of the students in your school(s). It makes little sense to pick a public library that can offer services to only a small portion of your student population.

As mentioned earlier, some public libraries designate one person to work with schools. If the library serves many schools, this liaison might be overwhelmed and eager to find partners who are willing to work proactively with him. Ask the liaison if there are other departments or librarians in the institution who might want to collaborate on better serving students and teachers.

Check with teachers in your building to see if they have had experiences with the public library; often teachers will reach out on their own. As former youth services librarian Jennifer Bromann writes of her own experience: “The idea for a booktalk began when the chair of the high school’s English department approached our library, seeking help for ‘Readers Are Leaders,’ a program that encourages students to read nonassigned books, one day a week, during homeroom.”3 Teachers often live in the community in which they work, so some may already be regular public library patrons who have developed a friendly relationship with staff members. Solicit their advice on who may be receptive to your offer of collaboration. This gives you invaluable firsthand knowledge and also creates another layer of connection with those teachers.

In many larger districts, school library media specialists share information with their colleagues at monthly meetings. This is a perfect time to ask colleagues about their experiences with the public library. Some fellow librarians may already have reached out—ask who they contacted and whether their attempt was successful. Let’s say you work in a middle school and find that the librarian from an elementary school in your district is holding a successful Battle of the Books in collaboration with the children’s department at the public library. You may have quite a different project in mind, but the fact that the library already has an established link with a school is a good sign and offers a relationship you can build on.

Find out if the public library offers any special advantages for school staff, such as teacher/librarian cards that enable school employees living outside the public library boundaries to receive the same (or extra) benefits as regular patrons. Some public libraries will also set aside materials on a given subject for particular classes or place books on reserve for in-library use only. Being aware of current services at the public library will help narrow your search for a willing partner and will keep you from duplicating existing efforts.

If you work in an elementary school, begin your partnership quest at the public library’s youth services department. If you work in a middle or high school, check with the youth services department and ask if it has a young adult librarian or other staff member who works with teenagers. You might also spend much of your time working with the adult reference staff, as they are more likely to have a collection of materials that meets the needs of your students and teachers. Get all the information you can about the structure of the library and where it spends time and money.

While this book focuses mainly on interactions between librarians, collaboration can occur between any number of individuals. For example, a public librarian might work extensively with a principal, or a teacher might want to do a project with the public librarian. One young adult librarian from Illinois has done projects both with the school library media specialist and with teachers in her local school. And a school librarian might work with five different people from the public library—simply because each has a specific area of expertise. This might be especially true when working in partnership on grants or larger communitywide collaborations. Public librarians should also keep in mind that not everyone staffing a school library media center will have completed a certification program. A school library may be staffed by a teacher who was asked to start working as the school librarian, by an aide, or by a PTA mom who turned a volunteer situation into a full-time position. Just because people do not have a certificate does not mean they are not fulfilling their assigned role; working together will help both of you grow and learn.

It’s All About the Timing

When I worked as a young adult librarian, there were some days I dreaded going to the mailroom. It never failed: On the days I was busiest, racing around to finish the 15 things in my planner, my director would ambush me there. She had fantastic ideas for collaborative projects with everyone from the historical society to the gardening club. While I respected our director and valued her opinions, her timing always seemed to be off, and her collaborative spirit wired into the mailroom. This, inevitably, is where she would suggest her newest plan, as I tried to show interest while backing out the door to return to my list.


As we all know, if the timing isn’t right, it isn’t going to happen. Period. An awareness of your partner library’s calendar is important to establishing a working relationship. Working with someone in another building whom you seldom see will create enough stress; pay attention to timing to minimize additional stress and problems.

Basic timing issues stem from the differing schedules of different types of libraries. School librarians need to remember that many public libraries are open seven days a week and stay open until 9:00 PM or later at least one night a week, depending on their staffing levels and the population they serve. Some close on Sundays during the summer, while others will remain open. Many staff members work at least some night hours (in most public libraries), along with regular or rotating weekend shifts. Knowing the work schedule of the person you are collaborating with helps alleviate frustration if she fails to return calls and emails quickly. You can meet with a public librarian after school or even on the weekend. Once you have identified a contact at the public library, find out her typical schedule and work with it as best you can.

Public librarians should understand that school libraries are open when their schools are, and some are also open for limited hours before and after school to accommodate students who walk to school or who lack access to a public library close to home. Many schools, especially high schools, are realizing the benefits of allowing students access to their library even when school isn’t in session. Students can use library materials for recreational reading, work on homework assignments, and get help with research. The larger the school, the more likely it is to have extended hours during which you may be able to reach the school library media specialist or a library aide. On the other hand, in rural areas, where most students are bussed, not many school libraries remain open after hours. Make a quick phone call to the school office to determine the school library’s hours and when it is staffed. Also check to see when the school library media specialist is present, in case he splits duties between schools.


Timing also becomes an issue with regard to large events, such as the summer reading programs in many public libraries. Summer reading creates a frenzy of activity and energy, often beginning as early as January, when initial plans are being made and contracts drawn up. Summer reading collaborations will be covered thoroughly in Chapter 3, but these programs also come into play in terms of timing for other projects. The end of the school year is generally a bad time to approach youth services librarians in public libraries about a project you are considering for the fall. They are typically in over their heads at this time of year, so the idea of planning anything new is beyond their capabilities. A particularly brave soul may sit down and give you an hour of her time—but chances are this person is an adult reference librarian! Summer can be a good time to talk to people in the reference department, to ask questions about the materials available for students, to ask about database classes, and to get a general feel for what the public library has to offer. Just don’t be disappointed if your attempts at a partnership are brushed off during summer reading. Most likely this is not a case of your colleagues’ not wanting to engage with you; it’s a question of their not being able to at that time.

Similarly, a public librarian should not decide to contact a school library media specialist at the beginning of May and expect a speedy reply. Most school librarians are responsible for conducting inventories, not only of their books, supplies, and computers, but also of all of the school’s textbooks—and, in some cases, all of the school’s supplies, from desks to software. This process often involves closing down their library to inventory its contents, creating reports for their administration, and tracking down overdue or lost books, leaving little or no time to discuss possible partnerships. During May, the public librarian can offer to help by promoting her summer reading program at the school, but it is best to have this arrangement in place ahead of time.

While the beginning of the school year can be stressful for both school and public librarians—arguably more so for the school library media specialist—this is also a time when people tend to be fresh and optimistic. Public librarians have a successful summer reading program behind them, and school library media specialists have had time to recover from the previous school year. This is a good time to seize the day and initiate contact with your counterpart. A collaboration at the beginning of the school year can set a positive tone for the entire year, and everyone has a clean slate with which to start.

Making Contact

In our age of technological overload, simply deciding on the most appropriate way to initiate contact can be overwhelming. Of course, you already will have sussed out whom to approach and the best time to make contact. Now you need to determine which form of communication works best for both you and your recipient. Make sure to consider your own preferences—don’t email someone if you never check your email, even if she prefers this form of communication. There are plenty of alternative avenues for contact.

The most immediate choice for your primary communication tool is likely to be email. Most librarians have an email account that they use on a regular basis. However, just because a school district or public library provides its employees with email accounts does not mean that they actually check their accounts. First, find out if your contact has an email account specifically for professional use. Then, find out if she actually uses and regularly checks this email—which can be a bit difficult. Wait a few days for a reply to your initial contact; don’t assume she’s uninterested in what you have to say. Send a follow-up email message, and if you still receive no reply, move on to another method.

The telephone is another powerful tool and can lead to some wonderfully spontaneous collaborative moments. When people begin to share stories and situations on the phone, the wheels get turning, and problems can be solved in minutes. However, many people prefer email precisely because of the immediacy of telephone communication. We all have used the expression “phone tag,” and we despair when we need to have an answer quickly. Even worse is when you find you must rely on a third party to relay an important message. As with email, check to see if your contact has personal voicemail. Public librarians contacting school library media specialists should know that they may not have regular access to their voicemail; some schools have a single phone from which all staff must retrieve messages. However, because of the nature of library work, the school library often has its own telephone; the librarian frequently needs to place book orders and request repairs. Public libraries may not have a voicemail system, so school librarians may have to rely on leaving a message and hoping it reaches their contact. Knowing the other person’s schedule and typical work hours is even more important when you are trying to connect by telephone. Remember, too, that because you are just beginning a relationship, it will take some time to establish a connection.

The good old U.S. Postal Service might be the best option for initial contact. With this method, the receiver has time to review material at leisure and can take time to reflect seriously on the possibility of an alliance; no one is waiting by the phone or computer for a return message. Sending out targeted mailings can also help establish a relationship without any expectations. As a young adult librarian, I created a monthly newsletter detailing young adult and adult programs and noteworthy items added to the collection. This publication was distributed in-house to our patrons, but I also included it in packets sent to each middle and high school in our district. I added memos addressed to the English and social studies teachers and the school library media specialists, listing events they might want to share with their students, services I could provide to the school, and materials the public library had ready for them to use. At the end of each letter, I specifically invited teachers and school librarians to contact me with any questions or concerns and included my work number and email address.

I cannot say I spoke personally to all of these teachers during my tenure at the public library. Yet teachers and school librarians would reach out to me when they had a need—simply because I had already established a communication route. My faithful correspondence showed my interest in assisting them with their work. Using this basic form of communication, I was able to reach several hundred people each month throughout the school year.

Consider sending a quick email or snail mail note each month to the person you would like to collaborate with. Let him know about the projects you have planned. Ask for his advice, or just keep him informed. The more information each library has about the other, the better your channels of communication. Make these notes a regular part of your monthly routine, and before you know it, you will establish a working relationship that’s conducive to more elaborate collaborative projects.

You have probably already used one or more of these conventional methods to some extent to communicate with another library. If you just want to see whether anyone is interested in working with you, trying different avenues may help. Use other technological methods to make contact, such as becoming active on lists where school library media specialists and public librarians post and interact, such as LM_NET and YALSA-BK. Try starting a website or wiki for your library or department, and see what happens. Many public libraries maintain MySpace pages where youth and other librarians can interact with them. Create your own podcast or blog with information about books, materials, and concerns. Invite comments—you may be surprised by the number of people out in cyberspace who are listening to what you have to say. Use a website like evite (www.evite.com) to send out invitations to a special tea for all the school library media specialists in your public library district, or invite local public librarians in to see your library media center. The web offers so many possibilities for meeting and interacting with colleagues. (Detailed information on using technology in collaboration and partnerships can be found in Chapter 6.)


Realistic Expectations

Just as on a first date it is wise to avoid discussions of religion, politics, or when you’d like to get married, it is prudent to approach any new possible partnership with minimal expectations. While you may see a great variety of ways to work with another librarian, start by letting her talk about the types of partnerships and assistance she actually needs. A public librarian may be prepared to booktalk seven days a week (forgetting schools are only in session five), while the school library media specialist may have no current need for booktalks but instead needs a better understanding of how to request ILL materials. Try not to assume that what you want to offer is what the other library desires.

If you are a public librarian and are establishing contact with a school library media specialist or other school representative, start out on a positive note by asking about the kinds of services the school library currently offers its students. Be specific, so you get a better grasp of what resources the school has access to and what its needs may be. Learn about the cultural makeup of the school, as well as the socioeconomic background of its students. You may already have an idea, since these are the same youth who come to the public library. However, if your library serves a large community, or is in a remote location where transportation becomes an issue, you might not have this pertinent information. Next, ask what the school library may be lacking that the school library media specialist would like to change. It is important first to get a handle on your potential partner’s perspective and needs, in order to build a relationship based on mutual assistance. Typically, getting this information will not be hard. Most librarians dream of what their library would look like without budgetary, administrative, and space restrictions.

School librarians might find approaching their local public librarians a more difficult proposition, if they are thinking only in terms of what the school library can offer the public library. It is important to find out what services the library currently offers children and teens and what else the public librarian would like to provide. Keep in mind that the public library is run by numbers: tax numbers and budget numbers, but also numbers of materials circulated, numbers of program attendees, numbers of programs offered, and numbers of card holders. If you can assist in increasing any of these numbers, you will earn the eternal gratitude of the public librarian. Remember that you have a captive audience: Students regularly come into the school library for scheduled instruction or library periods, whereas public librarians must wait for children and teens to decide to come to them. By understanding this basic premise, you can figure out ways to assist each other.

In the end, it is important to be aware of the time you can realistically devote to collaboration and try not to exceed that limit in the early stages of your partnership. You can easily be swept away in the euphoria of finding someone else with plans—someone who actually wants to do something about them. Until you have established a good working relationship, be wary of investing too much energy in any one project. Maintain realistic expectations of each other; build slowly and progressively.



What Should We Talk About?

Here are some general questions to help you identify the other library’s needs.

Questions a public librarian can ask a school library media specialist:

• How many students do you see in a typical day?

• What variation do you see in reading abilities among students in your building?

• Do you see many students with learning disabilities?

• What is your library’s most pressing need in terms of materials/books/technology?

• What kind of budget do you have to work with?

• What kind of staffing do you have?

• What hours is your library open?

• Are there services you would like to implement but are unable to because of limited time/money/space/ cooperation?

Questions a school library media specialist can ask a public librarian:

• What hours/days are most popular for children and teens to visit the public library?

• Is there a designated area for children? For teens?

• How many programs are offered for children in a typical month? For teens?

• What kinds of programs do you offer young people?

• How do you promote your programs?

• Can students get their own library card? Are there any restrictions?

• Do you have computers for student use?

• Do you subscribe to any databases targeted for student homework help or assignments?

• Are there any discipline problems with children/teens in the library?



Your Place or Mine?

The time will come when phone calls, emails, and list postings are not enough. Or perhaps you both agree it would be better to meet in person to get things started. You might begin with just a friendly meeting, without any grand collaboration agenda. In fact, this is how some partnerships are set in motion—as was the case with two librarians from Anoka County, Minnesota. “It was just a get-toknow-you lunch. Yet unbeknownst to us, as we sipped soup and ordered sandwiches, we were laying the groundwork for a long, fruitful partnership.”4 Sometimes personal friendships lead to the first steps of collaboration.

If you are the one who initiated the conversation about collaboration, be willing to go to the other person’s institution to meet face-to-face. You may have to give up your own free time. For example, on the way home from school, a school library media specialist might stop in to visit a public librarian, or a public librarian might visit the school librarian before work. These are tradeoffs; you don’t always need to meet at the other library, but be willing to make the extra effort to get the ball rolling.

How often you meet, and under what circumstances, depends on your situation and schedule. It is always fun to get out of the office routine and meet for lunch or coffee at a restaurant, as the Anoka County librarians did. Sometimes it is beneficial to see the space in which the other librarian serves children and teens. If you are invited to join a regular staff meeting at the other library, you will have a chance to meet other librarians and staff who may impact your collaborative efforts. Any chance you have to be present at an internal meeting at the other library will be extremely instructive for everyone.

Always respect the other person’s time, and go into each meeting with a plan for what you want to accomplish. Be open to establishing a personal friendship with the other librarian; this makes working together more satisfying in the long run.

Rejection

We have all felt the sting of putting ourselves “out there” in our personal or professional lives, only to have our efforts rejected. This can be a disheartening experience, and you may feel so despondent as to think there is no reason to try again. (Of course, this reaction will likely pass as time goes on!)

Remember that when you approach people about collaboration, they bring all their own past experiences to the table, both positive and negative. You have no control over what has happened in their past and can only reassure them by pointing out the differences in this situation. Even so, realize that some people will not be enthusiastic about working collaboratively, and you must be prepared for the possible failure of your attempts to reach out.


Is My Email Working?

This is probably the worst-case scenario: You sent out your hopeful email, then sent a postcard, left a friendly letter in a mailbox, and even left a phone message (or two, or three, or four …). Okay, so you’ve lost count of how many times and ways you have tried to connect with your contact at the other library. And nothing. No call, no bounced-back email, no returned letter saying “addressee unknown.” What do you do if you get no response? Move on. Try not to dwell on it. Who knows, perhaps that person never figured out how to work the phone system, or the email, or the … mailbox? In any case, if you have tried repeatedly to get in contact with someone, to no avail, it is probably safe to say she is not interested.

Learn from this experience. Go back and read over your messages: Were you asking what you could help with, or were you telling the other librarian what you thought she needed from you? Then, write it off as a learning experience. You can still try contacting this person on occasion in the future, but don’t belabor the point. Instead, focus on whom you might contact instead. You might discover a willing partner in the reference librarian or the new social studies teacher. (And through your new contact, you just might wind up getting in touch with the person you were seeking to connect with in the first place.)

It’s Not You, It’s Me

An offer of collaboration may be met with wariness, skepticism, or even open hostility. This kind of response can throw you off base and leave you feeling unsure how to proceed. The person you contact may dismiss your idea with: “I’ve tried that, and it didn’t work.” End of story. In our profession, people sometimes stay in their positions for decades. Some may feel they have seen it all, or they may have been in their jobs for so long that they no longer have the energy or desire to try something inventive. Collaboration takes both time and motivation, and you may run into someone who is simply less enthusiastic about entering into a partnership.


While this can be frustrating, remember that you might have to deal with this person for a number of years. As a young adult librarian, I was able to begin working immediately with one school library media specialist, while it took me about four years to build a relationship with another one. Each person is different, and you must treat each with respect and an understanding of their position. Perhaps the children’s librarian at your local public library has no interest in doing a presentation to your teachers about its databases. Or maybe the school library media specialist has no time to create a schedule for your booktalks. If they see that you are truly looking out for their best interests, as well as your own, they will be more willing to work with you in the future. A little goodwill goes a long way.

I’ll Call You

Everything seems to be going along so well. You’ve made contact; the person was excited and ready to tackle all the collaborative projects you mentioned. She even offered some suggestions about when and where to get the ball rolling. So, smug and satisfied, you began plans for your grand joint adventure in serving your community’s youth. But now, a week or two have gone by. Your deadline to chat has passed, and you’ve had no contact with your partner. In fact, you even left a few messages, with no response. This is puzzling because this person was so enthusiastic about your endeavors.

What could possibly have gone wrong? Frankly, it could have been anything. Did the person just feign enthusiasm to get you off the phone? Has he been preoccupied with something happening at his workplace? Did his supervisor change his duties? He may have been truly excited at first, but then the idea of all the work involved began to weigh heavily on his mind. Perhaps it was too much, too soon. In this case, the best thing to do is lay low for a bit. And when you do resurface, do not mention how you were let down. Offer to help the other librarian with a project or just to meet to chat over coffee. Sometimes just removing expectations can be a relief and allow you to proceed toward a collaborative partnership.



Courting Time—Learning the Art of Wooing!

If you encounter someone who seems to have been burned by the collaboration process one too many times, you may consider just offering to assist. Helping another person out now might just help you in the long run.

A school library media specialist can:

• Ask for copies of flyers about upcoming programs to post in the school library.

• Offer space to publicize library activities in the school newspaper/newsletter.

• Discuss how the school can help with discipline problems at the public library.

• Encourage teachers to accept extra credit for student attendance at public library programs.

• Alert the public library of any major school projects on the horizon.

• Put in an appearance at the public library board meeting and talk about how helpful their staff is to the school(s).

A public librarian can:

• Volunteer to help catalog/shelve/process/weed materials if the school library is understaffed.

• Call weekly or monthly to see if students are undertaking any large projects for which materials should be set aside.

• Offer assistance at book fairs, reading nights, and curriculum nights.

• Provide information on relevant databases students can access, either remotely or on-site.

• Speak at a school board meeting on the importance to the community of having strong school libraries.



Starting Over

It can be difficult to find that something you spent so much time researching and developing can fizzle—or never take shape in the first place. This, though, is all part of the process of creating partnerships. Realize from the start that not all collaborative situations will be fruitful or will meet your expectations. In any case, you learn something with each effort. Once the dust has settled, it is time to venture forth once again. Don’t become reluctant to reach out.

Remember, work on your relationships with other people by finding out where they need assistance. Learn the operating culture of their library, find out whom to talk to, and know their schedules. Establishing collaborative relationships that enable you to expand your services to youth will take time and effort on everyone’s part.
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