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Director’s Brief: Institute Proposal for the Association of Children’s Librarians

The Future is Now: How to Keep Pace, Move Forward, and
Love Every Moment
Objective

To inspire, energize, and reboot the hardworking children’s librarians of Northern
California through an institute focused on participatory youth services that engage and
transform.
This brief is a topic proposal and outline for the 2020 annual institute for the Association
of Children’s Librarians of Northern California (ACL). The institute will address the
challenges youth service librarians and staff face in a world that is constantly
changing. We will focus on participatory library service, a model of librarianship that
keeps pace with rapid change by engaging patrons in creative and collaborative processes
that inform and empower every aspect of library service.

Executive Summary
We are living in a time of rapid change and libraries are constantly transitioning as we try
to keep up with new trends and ever-evolving user needs. Librarians can easily feel
overwhelmed or even left behind. By adopting a participatory library services model,
librarians can work together with young patrons and their caregivers to transform the
library into a thriving, community hub.
The proposed institute will clarify elements of participatory services and demonstrate
trends, programming and services that exemplify the benefits of employing a
participatory philosophy. Guest speakers will present new ideas and discuss concerns
surrounding technophobia, barriers such as budget and space, and community
engagement. The institute will reaffirm the core values of youth service and energize us
to move forward with the inertia of our patrons.

Introduction
We are operating in a changing library landscape (Stephens, 2018). Libraries everywhere
face the challenge of keeping pace in a rapidly changing world. We face an increased
demand for efficiency, shifting trends in customer expectation, and a dark political
climate that directly affects our purpose (Casey and Savastinuk, 2007). Add to this
expectations that result from a creative economy. “Unless customers and users are
delighted, they can and will take their business elsewhere” (Denning, 2015). Youth
librarians can easily feel overwhelmed, under-supported, or irrelevant.
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How do we as busy librarians keep pace with the needs and interests of our young
patrons, a generation so fluent in technology that they seem to speak a different
language? How do we offer relevant programming and services for children who
approach knowledge and learning in a completely different way? How do we keep tweens
hooked on the library at the vulnerable stage when many drift away? How do we
convince the school board that school libraries make an impact in student success? We do
this by making the library the heart of the community. And we do that by listening,
engaging, and opening our hearts and minds. If we curate an environment and an attitude
that is open, inviting, and participatory, our youth will show us the way.
Our challenge is to create immersive, play-based, collaborative programs and services
that invite our patrons to share their own experiences and become designers. In this way,
patrons transform from spectators into participants (Stephens, 2015). Librarians are the
learners, responding with better programs, collections, spaces, and services. When we
allow young patrons to participate in meaningful and personal ways, we make a
connection that informs the direction of our library service. Furthermore, engaging the
diverse and natural talents of our community builds a healthy, functioning society
(Robinson, 2010), at large and in the library. This model of listening, engaging and
collaborating is participatory library service.
The hyperlinked library, a model of library service refined and taught by Dr. Michael
Stephens, guides the research for the institute. In Stephen’s words, the hyperlinked
library is “an open, participatory institution that welcomes user input and creativity. It is
built on human connections and conversations. The organizational chart is flatter and
team-based. The collections grow and thrive via user involvement. Librarians are tapped
in to user spaces and places online to interact, have presence, and point the way” (as
quoted by Stephens, 2015, p. 2). The Hyperlinked Library model embraces constant,
purposeful adaptation by placing patrons at the center of decision making. Stephens
states, “the hyperlinked library is transparent when it talks and listens, practices
inclusion, and keeps no secrets. The library activates processes to gather as much input
from the entire community as possible, which heightens in patrons the expectation that
communications with the library will be open and equitable” (2015, p. 2).
The hyperlinked library model is simpatico with the mission of the Association of
Children’s Librarians, which reads “we review books for youth, network, host events,
collaborate and problem solve, participate in professional development, keep abreast of
trends in the field, and work together to build the future of library service to children”
(ACL, n.d.). Past institute topics have focused on equity and inclusion and community
outreach, especially to marginalized patrons. We believe in serving our patrons. This
institute will put the patrons at the helm with the hearts of librarians as key benefactors.
ACL members represent a wide spectrum of youth service librarians, from MLIS students
to managers, from frontline staff to administrators (ACL, n.d.). Some of us are blessed
with big budgets and respectful administrators, while others often feel their hands are
tied. The goal of the institute is to energize and inspire all of us to create participatory
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library experiences on every level, interacting with one patron at a time or creating a
system-wide initiative.
In keeping with ACL’s tradition, the institute features both local and global speakers. We
learn what’s working in our own backyard as well as connect with a broader community.
Guest speakers will present exciting initiatives and programs that are successfully
thriving in libraries all over the country.

Agenda
Welcome & Introduction: What are our values as librarians and how does
participatory library service advocate our truth?
The institute chair talks about embracing vulnerability with an open heart and engaging
the leadership and ideas of our patrons as a way of realizing our librarian values. In the
spirit of participation, attendees will supply the values in a play-based activity that will
get us moving.
Panel Discussion: Where are we now? Where are we going?
Guest presenters join ACL members in a panel discussion that addresses issues in being a
librarian in a rapidly evolving library landscape, and identifies the purpose of adapting a
participatory library model as a canvas for growth.
Presentation: The Mix
The Mix is San Francisco Public Library’s user-designed teen space. We will learn about
the design process, which included on a teen board, meet The Mix’s youth ambassadors,
and tour the space to see the recording studios, gaming space, and carpet garden
(Costanza, 2015).

The Reader Review: The Mix
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Break-out Sessions:
The Idea Box: Kid-Powered Library Programs
Youth librarians from the Contra Costa County libraries share The Idea Box, a Rube
Goldberg like contraption for which young patrons can write ideas on pieces of paper
and place inside. Some of the many ideas included story-time all day every day, giant
Lego builds, super hero visits, and making the library bigger (Gehlke, 2018). The
concept is simple but librarians have made the process so playful that taking part is
almost impossible to resist. Thanks in part to a State Library Pitch an Idea grant, the
library has received funding to make some of those ideas a reality.

Contra Costa County Libraries
Dream Library Design Project
ACL member Sarah Jo Zaharako presents a delightful community program for all ages
and budgets. Young patrons and their families are invited to design their Dream
Libraries using a variety of materials and technology available at the library. The
program, which can take place in any type of space, is based on the concept that all
patrons have a stake in their library. The Dream Library Design provides an
enchanting opportunity to connect with our patrons and opens a discussion about the
future of libraries as community hubs.
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Sarah Jo Zaharako
School Libraries as Learning Commons
Today’s students learn differently - their process is messy, social, and collaborative
(Vangelova, 2014). Furthermore, emerging technology and trends is a core part of
embracing the 21st century learner (Stephens, 2010). The Learning Commons model
offers an innovative approach based on professional collaboration and communitybased projects and technology (Loertscher, 2008).
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SJL.com
Presentation: 23 Mobile Things
23 Mobile Things is an innovative and fun professional development course designed to
inform and excite librarians about the latest trends and technology, especially in the
realm of mobile services. First premiered in Denmark, the English language version of the
course is designed by Jan Holmquist from Guldborgsund-bibliotekerne (Denmark) and
Mylee Joseph and Kathryn Barwick from the State Library of New South Wales (Australia)
and versions of the program are popping up in libraries all over the world (23 Mobile
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Things, n.d.). Find out how you and your staff can learn about the most popular mobile
trends and use them to connect with your community.

Carnegie Library of Pittsburg
Key Note Address: The Heart of Librarianship
Dr. Michael Stephens shares his vision for librarianship that is inclusive, collaborative,
responsive and participatory. Dr. Stephens has traveled the world collecting knowledge
from innovative libraries that work and play alongside patrons in order to create libraries
that put humans first, now and in the future. From this, he has developed a model of
librarianship that builds on fundamentals like curiosity, creativity, empathy, character,
and understanding (Stephens, 2018).
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Conclusion
The purpose of the 2020 ACL institute is to energize and empower the dedicated
children’s librarians of Northern California to move forward with the guidance of our
young patrons. The participatory library model encourages us to build on the
fundamental traits that inspired us to become librarians in order to keep pace in a rapidly
changing landscape in a way that is responsive, collaborative, and irresistibly fun.
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