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Monday, April 13, 2009

   University School is a private boys school in a suburb outside of Cleveland.  There are about 400 boys who attend there, grades 9 through 12.  I work in (and I attended a long while ago) a public high school so found the environment, not surprisingly, quite different.  

   It was so different to have all male students versus co-ed, and I could see advantages and disadvantages with that setup.  The boys seemed to be focused on school and sports and “guy” stuff without the “distraction” of or trying to impress or compete with the girls.  But I was also aware of how they were not exposed to being around girls their age and handling that interaction on a more casual basis.  They lose out in seeing girls perform, excel, etc. academically. Their exposure to girls seems to be predominantly social.  I found myself wondering how that influences their thoughts and feelings about women.

    The other major difference was the building facility itself.  It’s a gorgeous building in a beautiful wooded setting.  Although many classrooms are small, so are the class sizes – another perk of being in a private school.  But the library, science labs, cafeteria, teacher’s lounge, and sports complex were exceptional.  Obviously a lot of money is put into the school and it shows.

    One of the main reasons I wanted to go to this school was to get a sense of how a school with a generally higher caliber academic student and impressive physical facility would be like. I currently work in a public high school of about 1,000 students.  My goal is to be able to do another practicum in a larger public school.  All types of schools have their own ways of doing things, their priorities, options, etc. and I’m curious to see what is similar and what is different – what I can learn that I think is good practice etc.

     I found Lisa, the Library Media Specialist, to be welcoming and eager to share thoughts and ideas.  We talked about policies and procedures and daily operations, and both found some ideas and resources that would be helpful.  At US the students use the library for study hall, just like West Geauga (WG), and we both had some of the challenges of managing the study hall in common.  

  The two main projects she wanted me to do were to do a couple of displays and then do the book order.  The budget amount she had available for the book order was a large amount of money – double what WG’s book budget is for the whole year.  Here was a prominent example of the advantages of a wealthier school.  Lisa supplied me with a description of all the courses offered at US – a wide range, with many college type classes for the juniors and seniors.  Some were really interesting.  She wanted me to go through a stack of School Library Journal and Booklist journals for reviews and ideas for ordering.

   That really was the whole first day.

Wednesday, April 15, 2009

    I spent the majority of the past two days working on the book order.  It is challenging to do when you have not read the book – you have to rely on the description of the book, their recommendations and a rating system that just stars the strongly recommended.  But in looking at the list and at the curriculum the starred items were not always the best match – sometimes they were and other times other books seemed to be a better fit.  I’m amazed at the number of books that are published every year!  What a huge selection of books to choose from – it’s can be overwhelming!

    Of course, it’s important to have books at the student’s reading level.  Because US is a strong academic school the vast majority of the students are at a higher than average reading level and seem to be used to and expect more challenging academic work.  As a result many of the books I selected were at an adult level, and I believe most of them, especially the juniors and seniors, could handle that level of work.

   Another factor that struck me when I was looking at fiction books to order was that I needed to find books that were not only more challenging (Lisa shared that the vast majority of the boys do not care for the Young Adult books), but that had males as their main characters.  So any book that had a female main character was automatically rejected.  I have two teenage sons and realize it’s highly unlikely that boys would select a “girl” book. Even if they were interested in it, they would get grief from the other boys.

     I liked this process of researching for books that matched the curriculum.  Sometimes it was a little frustrating as there just didn’t seem to be any books that would work with a particular subject, such as foreign language or math.  The social studies/history/government subjects had the widest and best selection of books.  I was very glad to have been given that assignment.

    I also enjoy setting up displays as I can select topics that I think would entice students – to get them curious and want to read and learn more.  Now, they are teenagers and so that doesn’t always happen, but there is a minority that are drawn to the displays.  I chose Earth Day as recycling and global warming etc. are so pertinent to today and it can get them to think about the choices they make.   When armed with information we can see things differently.  The other subject I chose was baseball, a sport most boys are interested in to some degree or another.  I chose different types of baseball books, from biographies to steroid use to the ballparks to fiction, trying to grab someone’s attention.  

Thursday, April 16, 2009

     Well today is my last day as tomorrow I will go to the lower campus.  Again it has been a great experience – a wonderful opportunity to see how another school library operates – which I find invaluable as I really just know how WG operates and I know there are many ways to do things.  Lisa has been great and I found it helpful to share thoughts and ideas with her.

Friday, April 17, 2009

     Today I went to University School’s lower campus that houses the middle and elementary school.  There are 1-1/2 certified librarians in the elementary school and one in the middle school.  It seems that it’s so rare now to have a licensed librarian at the elementary school – even though I think there is great value to it – so I was pleased to see this.  Plus it made me think too about the advantages these kids have as a result that will put them in an advanced league over the course of time.  Not that there aren’t highly competent students in the public schools – I know of 2 students at WG who had perfect scores on the SAT and ACT – and the AP classes encourage the critical thinking skills and offer more challenging work – it’s just that that seems to be the norm at US and probably because it’s started at a young age and built upon from there that there will be more exceptional students and leaders from this school

     Anyways, I had the opportunity to observe both of the librarians teach classes, teaching how to use the card catalog and find books. They both had different – and similar styles – partly influenced by their different backgrounds –one as a public librarian (the half-time person) and the other as a teacher.

The kids seem so curious, easily excited and interested in things, as well as wanting to please, that it was a complete pleasure helping them with their practicing using the catalog.  

     I really enjoy the high school age kids overall due mainly to the level of conversation one can have with them.  But I will admit that I really enjoy the elementary school and find many aspects appealing.  The other piece that appeals to me with the younger kids is the fantastic electronic resources that are available to them as well as the amazing books. I adore children’s books.

     Well this has been a wonderful week – a week of meeting some outstanding librarians, seeing exceptional settings with incredible resources.  Makes me think about how things could be in an ideal world where education would be a priority, where encouraging students to be curious, explore and develop strong analytical and critical thinking skills is the modus operandi ….in an ideal world.         

    Not that it’s without its drawbacks - I’m sure these would become more apparent over time, but it certainly has a great number of strengths.  One drawback though might be at the high school level where the teachers don’t use the LMS and library to it’s full potential.  This could be true at the elementary level as well but I think to a lesser degree.  

Thank you,

Molly Brunner

