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Abstract

Teens have legal rights to read books of their choosing and be free from scrutiny from peers, teachers, and librarians. During this volatile time, many teens disappear from the library due to fear of judgment, and may choose to avoid seeking library services for fear of examination or punishment.  As librarians, our primary responsibility is to provide information resources to patrons. It is not our place to judge patron’s choices; in fact, we are trusted with confidential decisions each time we offer guidance, or check out patron’s materials. To promote library services, encourage love of reading, and entice teens to utilize the library, it is necessary for teens to feel that they are respected and validated as young adults of purpose.

To foster a love for learning as well as to educate teens about myriad library services that are available to them, library professionals must strive to protect intellectual freedom and privacy rights for all teens. As teenagers are inherently mistrustful of adults, it is necessary to gain their trust by treating them as freethinking, responsible individuals with valid resource requests and meritorious Internet searches. 

Naturally, after eight hours behind a school desk, even those most conscientious and studious teens will seek outlets for their pent-up physical energy. Those teens that choose to hang out in libraries after school may be louder and more active than the average adult patron. Therefore, it is necessary for all parties involved to provide a safe space for teens to thrive while preserving the rights of other patrons. Teens require their own services area where they may socialize, access the Internet and word-processing software, study, read, and gain access to library stacks. Trusting teens to take responsibility for their space, while respecting the rights of their fellow patrons as well as librarians will encourage a sense of ownership in their library. 

Introduction

As librarians, and (as one would hope) as philologists, we are aware of the power of the written word. The right book at the right time can dramatically impact a person’s life. This is particularly true of young adults who must try to define themselves while dwelling in a liminal space where they are no longer children, but not quite adults. The awkward gawk of the teen cafeteria where they must face their own awkwardness mirrored in their classmate’s faces. This is a crucial time when young adults seek validation from the world for their beliefs, their actions, their thoughts, and their feelings. They want to believe they are normal, and they want to be understood. It is our responsibility as librarians to provide these students with access to literature, poetry, artworks, and other information resources that may help to ease their transition to adulthood. 

Decreased Teen Library Use
“Children ‘vanish’ from the public library between the ages of 14 and 20” (Brown, 2004, p. 265 as cited in Snowball, 2007 p. 25). Among the reasons given are ‘‘Staff should be nicer to us – we are not all homies or punks’’ (Fisher, 2003, p.11). As Snowball writes “These teenagers wanted to be treated with respect and not judged the moment they entered the library.” (Snowball, 2007, p.26) This author concurs. As a troubled teenager seeking refuge at a public library I had formerly treasured as a child, I left when I felt criticized for my appearance, and did not return to a branch until after graduating from college some twelve years later.  

Peer Influence
However, there are other reasons why teens opt for trendier locales like the mall or the street rather than the public library. One might argue that the most influential reason is that of their peer’s relationship to both the library and literature. One research study examined the role of recreational or pleasure reading in the lives of 12-15 year old residents in the Halifax region of Nova Scotia, Canada.  In terms of everyday life seeking information, what was discovered is that “few of the participants believed that libraries could help them solve their problems, and they turned to family, friends, or teachers for information instead.” (Poston-Anderson & Edwards, 1993, as cited in Howard, 2010, p. 35). Another study of “avid and occasional social communal readers” discovered that “for these teens, reading exists in a ‘virtuous circle’ in which friends encourage reading for pleasure and shared reading experiences solidify friendships.” (Howard, 2010, p. 36).

Among the reasons named for such peer influence are “not wanting to feel left out.” (p. 37). Other teens surveyed acknowledged “that they would be nonreaders if it weren’t for their friends’ influence.” (p.37). 

Marketing Services to Teens
As library managers, it would be beneficial to consider peer influence when assessing existing teen services. As teens, the need to feel like one belongs has not yet been sublimated and at times can appear to be the most important thing in a teen’s life. To market improvements in teen services to non-library users, one must create a buzz with groups of friends. One library to achieve this is Brooklyn Public Library. In 2004, in conjunction with both Queens Library and the New York Public Library, Brooklyn Public Library received funding from the Wallace Foundation to “focus on improving library service to youth through collaborative citywide, or Tri-li, projects as they came to be known.” (Degyansky, 2006, p. 176).  As Degyansky explains:

“The cornerstone of this project became development of an online summer reading club…More than 60,000 book reviews were posted. A teen blog organically sprouted from the site, created by a group of teens in Far Rockaway. This was an unexpected boon since the neighborhood is one in which crime is high, and reading scores are low.” (p. 177). 

This teen blog became a viral sensation and appealed to many teens that had had little previous interaction with their public library. 

Marketing, according to Evans and Ward (2007), helps develop and encourage a partnership between the library and its community (p. 83) Segmentation appears to be another potentially successful strategy in the aforementioned situation. Using this approach, library managers can effectively market the improved teen services area to Facebook users, which comprises a vast majority of teens as well as the 21-45 age group. This is likely to be most effective with teens that become curious about groups their friends are joining. On Facebook, peer pressure is a heavyweight, and has a keen ability to influence users (not just teens) to “like” and become fans of groups, organizations, and people that their friends “belong” to.   

Encouraging Teen Library Use
Depending on the developmental stage of adolescence: early, middle, or late; it is important to target specific age groups accordingly as they all bear their own unique set of goals and challenges. According to the Ohio Library Council, each developmental stage requires specific age-appropriate attention. In their manual: Oh Ya!: A Manual for Library Staff Who Work with Young Adults, some suggested activities/programs for early adolescents (12-14 years) are board game nights, babysitting instruction, and craft programs. For middle adolescents (14-17 years), there is more focus on writing/academic endeavors with poetry nights, writing contests, homework centers, as well as the obligatory driver’s license classes.  For late adolescents (17-19 years), the attention shifts to SAT classes, life preparation classes, and career guidance. (Ohio Library Council, 2002, p. 2). 

One facet that remains independent of teenage classification, however, is that it is always desirable for teen areas to be separate from children’s areas. Teens need to feel their space is their own, and not be obliged to share with young children. “Preferably the young adult area should be adjacent to the adult or reference section…” (Ohio Library Council, 2002, p. 35). They also list other key attributes such as “creating signage clearly identifying the area for teens, including a bulletin board for library or community information, arranging books by genre, and providing access to technology such as the Internet, library catalog, and magazine and newspaper indexes.” (p. 35). Decorating with “posters that appeal to teens and their interests as well as “providing them with comfortable seating such as beanbags, butterfly chairs, and/or a couch…will be a welcome relief.” (p. 4). A high school student surveyed by Fisher (2003) said ‘‘the perfect public library would have a better atmosphere, colours and posters’’ (p. 10). Another suggestion is to host an event wherein teens will be invited by the library to decorate their space. To fully involve teens and foster a sense of ownership and responsibility, it is advisable to seek their input regarding design and layout of the teen services area. The first step in designing that perfect library should be to ask young people what they want in ‘‘their’’ space (Bolan, 2006, p. 45 as cited in Snowball, 2008, p. 31).  

Queens Library’s Youth Enrichment Unit 

Faced with drastic budget cuts, it was incumbent upon CEO of Queens Public Library Thomas W. Galante to evaluate existing services and cut what wasn’t working.  He notes, "We view our programs as basic services, not as temporary grant programs. So when budget cuts come, we don't just cut our programs." (Berry, 2009). It is through Galante’s sheer dedication and tenacity that Queens Library was voted 2009 Gale/LJ Library of the Year.  Despite cutbacks, Galante implemented the Queens’ Youth Enrichment Unit which involved the hiring of new manager Lambert Shell, a “former college basketball player.” (Berry, 2009, p. 30). As Shell writes, 

“Look, teenagers want a place to socialize, and we welcome them. Then we do programs to introduce them to the library. We get kids from all classes, from communities with high rates of foster care placements and others with families who own homes. They all need this kind of focused service…the programs work because the kids themselves are involved in them and because the administration supports the programs at the highest levels.”  (p.30).

In acknowledging Queens Library’s demand for a secure means of managing an influx of teen patrons after-school, Galante was able to troubleshoot two pressing management concerns with one solution. By creating the Youth Enrichment Unit, and implementing a program like the Teen Empowerment Initiative, he has provided a safe, fun, and educational space for teens while preserving the safety and security of all patrons. This is another example of how much improvement can be made with little to no outside funding.  

Sensitivity Training
As we age, it can become challenging to remember our former mindsets and emotional landscapes. It can be difficult for many adults to relate to teens. As teens are faced with perpetually more responsibility and information, it becomes even more necessary to acknowledge, and respond sensitively to their struggle. With their aforementioned grant from the Wallace Foundation, Brooklyn Public Library implemented sensitivity staff training wherein “the goal of training is to help all staff provide quality service to children and teens, foster sensitivity among staff, and increase the comfort level of both staff and youth during interactions at the Library.” (Cassell and Walther, 2006. p. 17).  

“Staff were trained in the following areas: understanding the stages of youth development; identifying behavior traits that are typical of young people at certain ages/stages of their development; considering the implications of youth behaviors in the library environment; investigating what young people really want from the library; thinking about what children and teens expect from library staff and vice versa; thinking about what staff can expect of children and teens while they are in the library; and exploring ways to help children and teens grow within boundaries while they are at the library.” (p. 18).

Brooklyn Public Library has also implemented mentoring programs that highlight cross-generational partnering. For example, there is one aspect in which teens are chosen to mentor early-elementary aged children, as well as another aspect where adults are chosen to mentor teens. Another tactic proven to be successful is to invite teen volunteers into your library. As Bernier writes,  

“A successful YA volunteer program deploys the most recent innovations in youth development principles, in which youth become participants in an integrative service model rather than simply recipients. Furthermore, if well integrated, a successful YA volunteer program is capable of incorporating youth throughout many or all organizational divisions of an institution as young people observe, job shadow, and mirror professional and paraprofessional staff in their daily duties.” (Bernier, 2009, p. 136).

Staff Attitudes

Whether riding the bus or visiting the library when schools let out, it is easy to emit a groan when one sees large groups of teenagers headed your way. Teens are loud, and can be physically confrontational, whether due to the sheer volume of them, or just their inexperience in navigating their developing bodies. However, as librarians, it is our responsibility to provide them with information resources, as well as guidance and support. We must examine staff attitudes toward teen patrons. According to Ohio Library Council (2002), it is imperative for library reference staff to be approachable, and smiling is encouraged. (p. 39). “As Vawter writes, “Students misread adult expressions and see meanness or anger when none was intended.” (2010, p. 48). It is also recommended for library staff to be aware of one’s body language, even while faced with a challenging or difficult patron. YA librarian Tricia Suellentrop tells of how one much-lauded author event at her library devolved into a disappointment for many teens:

“There were more than 150 teens attending this YA author visit, buying books, CDs and T-shirts. It was a librarian's dream: they were connecting with the author, asking questions about his writing, his character development, and ambiguous endings. They were having a blast with their friends, parents, and teachers, and connecting with other teens. But then one staff member spoiled it all. I saw a security guard shoot a look at a group of loud teens, telling them to keep it down. He then shut the door in their faces as they stood in the doorway trying to get into the event.” (Suellentrop, 2008, p. 23).  

While it is imperative to constructively correct bad behavior, it can be devastating to a young adult to be treated so critically and reprehensibly. 

Protecting Teens’ Intellectual Freedoms
The role of young adult (YA) librarians is essential to the development of lifelong learners. It is our responsibility as educators to encourage students to develop a love for reading, and to help them edify themselves through literature. It is also “the responsibility of the library media specialist to create an atmosphere in which students may seek and use information without fear someone will question their reason or right to information.” (Adams, 2008, p. 89). It is optimal for public and school libraries to join forces to counteract violations of teen rights. “The students need us to guide them on their information journey and the academia needs us to preserve their intellectual property, battle for their intellectual freedom and integrity.” (Jacobs, 2008, p. 229).  

Teens are confronted daily with new social, moral, ethical, physical, emotional, intellectual, and psychological issues. One might argue that the teen years are the most challenging time of one’s life. In addition, they must weigh every decision with the awareness that it is shaping their future. They carry a lot of responsibility and receive a lack of respect, trust, and consideration from adults and often, from their peers. We are trusting these young people with the future of our country, yet there is concern that they are not mature enough to read Then Again, Maybe I Won’t by Judy Blume, or Todd Parr’s The Family Book. (PABBIS accessed May 5, 2010).

Censorship 

In 2008, in Sherwood, CA, there was a heated censorship battle that ensued when the principal of Sherwood Middle School made a last-minute decision to indefinitely postpone a school play that confronted the harsh reality of bullying, two weeks after a fellow classmate who had been bullied was shot and killed in the classroom (The Sherwood Gazette, 2008). The cast of middle-school students, “in a display of … extreme maturity, voted to reject Pittioni’s request to censor the script, even though it meant that their months of hard work might be in vain.” (The Sherwood Gazette, 2008). Currently, they have received a lot of support and united with organizations, parents, and community members to locate another venue for the original play. These teens were mature enough to maintain their integrity and join forces in solidarity during a turbulent time. 

The issue of censorship and book banning in middle schools is a threat to the trust inherent in a student-librarian relationship not to mention a direct violation of code II of the ALA’s code of ethics: “We uphold the principles of intellectual freedom and resist all efforts to censor library resources.” (ALA, 2008).  The removal of literature and other information resources purported to contain “objectionable” content from school or public libraries is not going to wipe the grime off our streets, take guns out of kid’s hands, or prevent teenagers from engaging in sex or sexual acts. Often, these students bear daily witness to violent or sexually suggestive acts while walking down the street or oftentimes, the school hallway. 

In a survey, eighty-six percent of LGBT students noted that they experienced verbal harassment and forty-four percent experienced physical harassment at school on the basis of their sexual orientation (“2007 National”). As Curwood writes, “For gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning students, the world is often an unsafe space.” (Curwood, Horning and Schliesman, 2009). It would appear that this is an optimal time for young adults to both educate themselves about the LGBT community as well as help them to form positive self-identities, whether they are lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgender or straight. Access to these important library materials could save a life. At the Chicago Banned Books Week Read-Out challenge in 2008, author Stephen Chbosky shared a letter he had received from a 15-year-old reader of his YA novel The Perks of being a Wallflower:  
          “ …I have always gone through life as if I were sleeping, but my goal is to find that     moment when I feel like I am finally living. So, really, what I’m trying to say is thank you for giving me a reason and a goal to keep going. If I hadn’t read your book in one 

night, I would be dead right now…” (Chbosky, 2009).
Nonetheless, there are various organizations that target resources in school libraries including Focus on the Family and Parents against Bad Books in Schools (PABBIS). As PABBIS’s website boasts: “Bad is not for us to determine. Bad is what you determine is bad.” (accessed May 10, 2010) It is curious, then that their primary aim continues to be for these “bad books” to be removed from schools. By compiling a list of “bad books”, an influential organization like PABBIS is labeling these books as inappropriate for the K-12 age group. According to their website, there are no specific criteria given for labeling a book as “bad.” Their efforts are an egregious infringement on teen’s rights and their freedom to read. Clearly, each developmental stage requires age-appropriate attention by both parent and educator. However, each teen’s situation is unique and to deny teens an opportunity to develop their compassion for those portrayed in novels that are less fortunate, or to mirror and validate their own life experiences is stunting their emotional and intellectual growth.   
However, it is not solely organizations like PABBIS who are responsible for censoring teen access. Self-censorship is also prevalent in libraries. As Whelan writes, “Everyone knows some librarians bypass good books—those with literary merit or that fill a need in their collections. The reasons range from a book’s sexual content and gay themes to its language and violence—and it happens in more public and K–12 libraries than you think.” (Whelan, 2009). Self-censorship “includes public libraries that move kids’ books to the adult section, as well as media specialists who bowdlerize books or rate them like they do movies, or who put titles in a restricted area.” (Whelan, 2009). Oftentimes, librarians that censor have previous experience with book challenges, and censor as a way to avoid conflict. 

Employing Critical Thinking  - The Future

As librarians, it is our responsibility to aid teens in forming necessary critical thinking skills. This may mean that we need to provide more instruction and tools to students for intellectually processing books that contain “sensitive” subject matter.  Shirley writes: “since education is supposed to prepare students to think critically so that they can function as adults, the role of the school library is paramount in the goal of information literacy.” (Shirley, 2000). In the article “When Reading Good Books Can Get Schools in Trouble,” Barbara Miner asks, “If certain books are avoided because they are controversial, how does that undercut what should be one of the central purposes of education—to help students learn to critically evaluate and make informed decisions about controversial issues so they can become full participants in this country’s civic and political life?” (Miner, 2008).
One way that can assist in sharpening student’s critical thinking skills is to organize a “banned books” reading group.  This can be useful for both students and the staff to help ameliorate some of the mystery and stigma surrounding “questionable” materials. Another slightly different tactic was employed by Jo Sennit, a Charter Librarian at the Learning Resource Center at Groby Community College in Leicsetershire. Sennit continues to innovate many exciting services for teens, including hosting a “bonfire” during Banned Books Week where controversial books were signified by Post-it notes that the students attributed the legend “BANNED” to. They created posters, shared student opinions, and educated students about intellectual freedom and their rights. (Sennit, 2009, p. 2).

“While profanity can frequently be heard in the hallways, bathrooms and cafeterias of many middle schools, it is also the most-cited reason for challenges and objections to children’s literature.” (Curry, 2001). Literature is a reflection of society, and can be utilized as a means to understand myriad environments, without actually experiencing them in real life. These vicarious experiences are invaluable to a young adult grasping for a place in the world. 
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