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As a former disrespected teen patron and future librarian, I am hyper aware of the need for all librarians to advocate for teen library services. While we must continue to advocate for general library services in this receding economy, it seems evident that it is especially crucial to advocate for teen services due in particular to teens’ apparent need for research assistance as well as development of media literacy skills. For this assignment, I interviewed KF: BPL’s Senior Teen Librarian. K is also the coordinator for all of BPL’s branches, which includes Central, West, Claremont, North, and South branches. 

According to FactFinder (2000), teens and tweens comprise nearly 12 percent of B, California’s population. Children comprise 8.5 percent, while adults comprise the remaining 79.5 percent. (FactFinder, 2000) These figures are important considerations when evaluating the allocation of BPL’s library services to its population. 

BPL Teen Services’ FY10 materials budget was $23,000; while their programming budget was roughly $9,000. (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) In contrast, BPL spent $158,000 on children’s materials and $313,000 on adult materials in FY 2010. Programming costs were unavailable at the time of this writing. (interview with K F, March 12, 2011) 

Technically, there are three FTE teen/reference positions which BPL has divided between its five branches in the following way: Central branch: 1.5; South: .5; West: .5; North: .5. It is also important to note that BPL’s teen librarians double as reference librarians and spend half of their time working the desk and answering general reference queries. (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) There are a total of 7.7 FTE children’s librarians: Central branch accounts for 3.7 and the remaining branches each have one designated children’s librarian. To serve their adult population, BPL has 9.8 FTE “general” librarians, 5.8 of whom work at Central, while the remaining branches each have one. (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) 

According to the aforementioned statistics, teens comprise three percent more of B’s population than children. While I agree that children’s library services are vital, and often visit BPL’s Central branch with my four-year-old son, I think the children’s floor as compared to the modest teen area, coupled with the meager allocated funds for BPL’s teen services sends a clear message to teens that their patronage is not as valued as that of either children or adults. The budgeted funds and staffing levels for BPL’s respective departments represent the cold, hard truth. In terms of space, funding, and staffing, these numbers indicate that teen services are not the focus of this library.  

However, that is not to say that BPL‘s teen librarians do not assiduously work to offer great programming and services to teens. Despite lack of funding and space, the teen department offers several programs of interest. These include weekly board and Wii games, as well as a number of clubs focused on chess, drawing, and urban fiction which rotate monthly. Teen Playreaders is a weekly program with a recreational focus wherein teens read and perform plays. Past programs include chocolate tasting and beatboxing. Future programs include henna and DJ workshops as well as a resume-writing workshop in collaboration with the City of B. (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) 

When surveyed about which services they’d like to see implemented at BPL, teens most often request comfortable seating and food. They would also like a couch and live music in the teen space. There is also a great need for basic homework help and basic Microsoft Word tutorials. (interview with K F, March 12, 2011)

Teen services are mostly promoted through word of mouth and via posted/distributed flyers in the library. According to K, BPL’s teen services department has a “pathetic web presence.” (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) While they do have a blog, it appears that they do not utilize this space for promotion of upcoming teen events. Moreover, while BPL has a Facebook page, it does not appear that the teen department uses it to promote their events. According to K, ‘some [of the programs] are well-attended and some aren’t” (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) 

At BPL, teens play minor roles in developing/ implementing teen programming. Teen librarians meet annually with student workers and brainstorm programming for the year. The library occasionally partners with community agencies to provide quality teen programming and services. In the last month, BPL organized two resume-writing workshops with YouthWorks, a City of B agency. Though, according to K these collaborations do not happen as often as they would like. However, they do visit middle-school classrooms often, as well as offer booktalks. There is also a regular book club that is co-organized with the school librarian at W Middle School.  

The greatest challenge to providing programming and services for teens is “figuring out what they want and what they will attend. We find that older teens in B are generally overscheduled.” (interview with KF, March 12, 2011) K also believes that the best part about working with teens in a library setting is that “they only come because they want to. And they come with the staggering range of physical, intellectual and emotional development that characterizes the teenage years. One gets a glimpse of the attendant joy and despair.” (interview with KF, March 12, 2011)

 With B’s large teen population and prevalence of teen-related programs, BPL appears to have the advantage of a strong teen user base. Due in part to the proximity of several middle schools as well as B High down the block from BPL’s Central branch, it is surprising to note that teen patronage is low at BPL. When compared to O Public Library, for example, it becomes apparent that there are a number of contributing factors. 

O Public Library’s (OPL) main branch located in downtown O, California is the home of a recently renovated teen space commonly referred to as the TeenZone. Some notable features include a computer lab with iMac computers, a multimedia area for gaming, programs, and instruction, an extended display area for teen art and an extensive collection of books, manga, graphic novels, video games, and other media such as CDs, DVDs, and audiobooks. (O Public Library TeenZone, 2011) Programs at the TeenZone include after school gaming five days a week. Past events include a jewelry-making workshop, and upcoming events include recurring YouthSpeaks poetry slams to commemorate National Poetry Month. (O Public Library Teen Events, 2011) 

While I did not have the recent opportunity to visit the branch in person, I was able to procure an email interview with an OPL intern and fellow classmate who had many interesting points to make about usage of the TeenZone. According to Frank Djeng (personal communication, March 22, 2011), it appears that while teen patronage at OPL’s TeenZone is booming, many teens do not seem to frequent the library for homework assistance or to borrow/read books. Moreover, when he surveyed them about their use of OPL’s teen space, they seemed to lack basic Web 2.0 skills and research knowledge. 

This research proves curious for a number of reasons; most notably that while OPL teen patrons have access to myriad teen services/programs, they seem to lack basic Web and research skills. In contrast, BPL patrons appear to utilize their teen space for homework assistance and for navigating the Internet but lack the resources that OPL’s teen space seems to have in abundance. 

When compared with data provided by YALSA’s Harris Poll (2007), BPL’s teen patronage seems to fall just below national averages for teen library usage.  BPL tends to be more frequented by early teens and tweens; therefore, BPL’s teen  services department focuses more energy on this age group as opposed to high school students. Teen usage of BPL’s blog seems to be on target with national averages at 34 percent; while, it is clear that teens do not visit BPL’s teen space to hang out with their friends. This is also partially due to the new teen center located just two blocks over from B High. Teens visit BPL to use computers, attend events, and study. 

Located just off of a grand hall with cathedral ceilings, and adjacent to two quiet study areas, BPL’s teen space appears to be somewhat teen-unfriendly. Seating is rigid, and uncomfortable; not at all the kind one flops themselves into after eight hours at school. The extant programming is creative and reflective of teen culture; but there needs to be more of it and hence more funding for such endeavors. One way that BPL could market programs to teens is to collaborate with both the local YMCA and the Teen Center to bring library services to teens where they are. Proactive measures are necessary to get teens into the space.

Due to the skyrocketing use of mobile phones, BPL might consider creating an app or mobile site just for teens. Mobile library technologies have the capacity to open communication lines with teens by giving them the feeling of total control. What I propose is that BPL create a self-sustaining teen text/chat program wherein teens can post book/DVD reviews to the BPL teen blog, live chat with reference librarians, request books and other resources, and chat with one another about books and movies. 

In creating specialized mobile library access for teens, BPL will be fulfilling the educational, recreational, and informational needs of teens as well as their developmental needs/assets. These include their need for physical activity: we meet them where they are on the move; creative expression of new feelings and interests; exposure to arts which helps validate their feelings and experiences; positive social interaction with peers and adults; and meaningful participation by way of opportunities to express social and intellectual skills. 

References

ALA/YALSA with Harris Interactive.  Accessed April 1, 2011 http://www.ala.org/ala/yalsa/HarrisYouthPoll.pdf 


BPL. bpl teens. Accessed April 15, 2011 http://www.Bpubliclibrary.org/content/
O Public Library. Teen Events. Accessed April 15, 2011 http://www.eventkeeper.com/clients/O/ek_O.cfm?curKey2=Teens&setRef=new
O Public Library. Teen Zone. Accessed April 15, 2011 http://www.Olibrary.org/Seasonal/Sections/teen_zone.html
U.S Bureau of the Census. (2008) Fact Finder. Retrieved April 15, 2011, U.S. Census. http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=DEC_00_SF2_DP1&prodType=table
