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It was in 1994 that the phrase “social 
emotional learning” (SEL) was coined 
during a meeting of researchers, edu-
cators, and child advocates sponsored 
by the Fetzer Institute.1 However, it 
has been just in the last decade that 
the library world really started to 
take notice. While some library staff 
may think that SEL is just for young 
children, it is clear from the work of 
researchers and teen library staff across 
the United States, that applying the 
principles of SEL to all ages of youth, 
including teens, is important. 

A place to start learning the value 
of SEL in teen services is this YALS 
issue’s article “Reading Between the 
Lines of Social Emotional Learn-
ing,” in which Jessica Newman and 
Deborah Moroney, of the American 
Institutes for Research, describe what 
SEL is, why it’s important, and provide 
examples of how libraries working 

1 “CASEL History.” CASEL. Accessed December 3, 
2018. https://casel.org/history/.

with teens can incorporate SEL into 
their services. 

Kathleen Houlihan of the Austin 
Public Library provides clear guide-
lines on how to connect library 
services for and with teens to SEL 
in her article “Five Ways to Incorpo-
rate SEL at Your Library: Supporting 
Multidimensional Learning.” Readers 
should make sure to examine the chart 
that she includes that shows how to 
directly relate library activities to the 
SEL facets of self-awareness, social 
awareness, self-management, relation-
ship building, and responsible deci-
sion-making.

Jen Danifo and Jared Valdez, from 
the Pennsylvania Humanities Council, 
describe a good example of SEL, their 
Teen Reading Lounge program. And, 
Leah Tatgenhorst, Autumn Solomon, 
and Mary Jo Finch of the Westbank 
(Texas) Library System explain how a 
library program focused on play and 
families, including teens, is also con-
nected to SEL.

In this issue, you can also read about 
two of YALSA’s IMLS-funded projects. 
Rebecca Ott and Danielle Margarida 

Linda W. Braun

(continued on page 9)
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FROM THE PRESIDENT

Social emotional learning (SEL) 
is an important aspect of posi-
tive and successful youth devel-

opment. SEL focuses on social aware-
ness, relationship skills, self-awareness, 
self-management, and responsible 
decision-making. Someone’s ability to 
disagree with someone without losing 
their temper. Or, someone being able 
to accept responsibility for a mistake. 
These are examples of the SEL skills 
youth need to learn that will help 
them be successful in relationships, 
school, and the workplace. These skills 
are sometimes taught in formal ed-
ucational settings, yet there is a great 
opportunity for libraries to fill in gaps 
in what’s happening in schools so as 
to provide services for youth that will 
have lifelong impact. 

SEL is embedded in YALSA’s 
Competencies. As Linda W. Braun 
points out in blog post on “Teen 
Services Competencies for Library 
Staff: Social Emotional Learning” 
(http://bit.ly/yalsablogsel), SEL 
is part of both the Competency 
Dispositions and Content Areas. 
Related to the Competency Dispo-
sitions, SEL is demonstrated when 
library staff: 

• Show warmth, caring, and respect 
for all teens and their families; 

• Respond to challenges and changes 
with flexibility, perseverance, and 
cooperation; 

• Demonstrate professional and 
personal habits in interacting and 
working with others, and model 
and practice a positive attitude; 

• Communicate respectfully, clearly, 
and effectively with all teens and 
adults; and

• Value ongoing professional develop-
ment and continually seek to increase 
their own knowledge and skill to sup-
port teen development and learning. 

These are just a few examples of 
how SEL fits in with the Dispositions.

The Content Areas also strongly 
connect with SEL:
• Content Area 2, Interactions with 

Teens, includes in the Developing 
Level: “Listens to and respects all 
teens’ interests, opinions, and cul-
tures in the development of library 
collections, programs, and services.”

• Content Area 5, Youth Engagement 
and Leadership, includes in the 
Developing Level: “Fosters teens’ 

Crystle Martin

(continued on page 31)

3W I N T E R  2 0 1 9  »  Y O U N G  A D U LT  L I B R A R Y  S E R V I C E S  »  YA L S

mailto:bill@innovativemediasolutions.com
http://www.ala.org/yalsa/mediakit
http://www.ala.org/yalsa
http://www.ala.org/yalsa
http://bit.ly/yalsablogsel


HIGHLIGHT

Editor’s Note: This article 
 o riginally appeared on the 
YALSAblog on May 2, 2018.

One of my biggest flaws is my 
 inability to think inside the box; struc-
tured programs make me feel like I’m 
working without my biggest strength, 
my heart. So I admittedly have led 
with my heart on the Future Ready 
with the Library project. Sometimes 
that means doing things very back-
wards. Sometimes that means that my 
focus is narrowed to begin with and 
widens as the work continues. I value 
the monthly Zoom meetings we have 
as a cohort, simply because there are 
so many ideas, points of views, and re-
sources, but the passion for the project 
is what really stands out for me and 
we all are passionate about what we 
are doing and how we can really make 
an impact for students.

I tend to be a very hands-on learner, 
so for me this project wasn’t some-
thing that I could formulate by read-
ing alone, or by talking with partners, 
or by having community meetings. 
My vision was narrow in spite of 
constant urgings from the Future 
Ready with the Library management 
team. I live in a remote and rural tribal 
community and my tribal service area 
is quite small, leaving, in my mind, 
few choices for partners. So I jumped 
in feet first with an obvious partner, 
the school. I have several connections 
at the school and was comfortable 
pitching the idea and working with 
the principal directly to get a very 
vague idea of what he thought would 

be beneficial. I recognize that this is 
not the norm. He basically gave me 
free rein to do what I wanted in the 
fifth- and sixth-grade classrooms, and 
he asked me to start the next week.

I attempted a survey prior to starting 
and got very little response from my 
tribal community. I’ve recognized that 
surveys are not their mode of commu-
nication, but for projects like this the 
written word is a powerful indicator, so 
I did try. Typically, when I want feed-
back on a topic, I put the information 
out there and then actively listen. The 
answers to the questions I am asking 
come through informal one-on-one 
conversations. They come in the form 
of participation in workshops and 
events. I’m listening as we eat, as we 
play, and as we create to what parents 
are telling me and their children. It 
isn’t always a direct line of communi-
cation. I have to listen to what parents 
aren’t saying as much as what they are 
saying in order to get a true idea of 
what the community values.

When I began this project I knew 
it would grow and develop. Great 
programs have the ability to be 
written and then changed to fit the 
audience. I have had some amazing 
breakthroughs and insights. I’ve also 
had some setbacks. I’ve recorded them 
all. I wrote down what worked for this 
year, but I also recognize that it won’t 
always work, it won’t always be what 
is needed, and, ultimately, my goal is to 
provide what these young people need 
in that moment to help them become 
future ready. 

The Power of 
Index Cards: 
Reflections 

on 
implementing 

social 
emotional 

learning 
activities 

with and for 
middle school 

youth.

HIGHLIGHT

4 YA L S  »  Y O U N G  A D U LT  L I B R A R Y  S E R V I C E S  »  W I N T E R  2 0 1 9



Typically, when I am planning a pro-
gram, I create a rough outline of my 
ideas and then work to create an action 
plan. I tried to do that with this project 
and it was impossible. There was no 
way for me to create a plan because I 
simply didn’t know for sure who I was 
working with and what they needed to 
become ready for the future.

Week 1
As the day approached for me to go to 
the school, I had no plan, no outline, 
no real anything. I had abstract ideas. 
Most times that would make me crazy. 
I like the security of the box, with 
the ability to dance outside of it, but I 
went in calm and open to possibilities. 
The teacher in me also went in with a 
clear set of guidelines about what we 
would be doing and what would be 
acceptable behavior.

I started with an index card activ-
ity and colored pencils. I asked each 
student to tell me three things about 
themselves on the front of the card and 
one thing that they were struggling 
with on the back. While they wrote I 
introduced myself and told them three 
things about me. This is a very small 
town, I have children in these class-
es, and I have coached these kids in 
basketball for several years. They know 
me, but I told them three things that 
they didn’t know about me: my favorite 
color, my favorite sport, and that my 
parents were divorced. I gathered the 
cards and passed out small journals, two 
for each student, one to take home and 
one to write in during our sessions. 
I told them the journals would be 
completely private and I ensured that 
privacy by giving them a locked box 
to keep in their classrooms. I am the 
only one with the combination, and I 
did not take the box with me. There is 
some security in that for students—a 
place to vent without worry.

We then talked about respect versus 
dignity (something we talked about 
during our Future Ready with the 

Library face-to-face cohort meeting 
in February 2018 in Denver) and laid 
down some guidelines for behavior. 
After the initial get to know you 
speech covering this is what we are 
doing and this is what is acceptable, 
we moved on to a short discussion 
about the music video “The Cham-
pion” by Carrie Underwood. I love 
the message and, while it is sports 
related, the video showed people from 
all walks of life living as champions. 
We talked about what that looks like, 
and I gave them time to write down 
their thoughts or draw their thoughts, 
or even just doodle and think their 
thoughts. I reminded them that they 
didn’t have to spell correctly or use 
good sentences or capital letters, or 
periods. They all went wild!

My Insights for Week 1
Let them write their three things 
before I tell them mine. Every card 
that day had their name, their favorite 
color, their favorite sport, and their 
parents’ marital status on the front. 
The back of the card was for struggles, 
and most of the cards simply said “I’m 
fine” or “math.”

Week 2
This week I went in with the focus on 
self-esteem and acceptance. I handed 
out the index cards and the colored 
pencils and asked them to write down 
their three things and their struggles. I 
explained that I would share my three 
things throughout our time together. I 
gave them a few minutes to write and 
then I gathered the cards. I had them 
line up in two lines facing each other 
with a space in the middle. I explained 
that we were going to do an activity 
called “Cross the Line” that would help 
them focus on themselves individually, 
ways they are similar to others in the 
room, ways they are different, things 
that define them, and things that make 
them feel certain ways. I explained 
that the middle space was a place for 

 reflection and that it was important 
that the room was silent while we 
reflected. I stressed the importance of 
treating others with dignity while we 
participated in this activity. I also gave 
them permission to not share even if a 
statement applied to them. They were 
free to not cross the line, but I wanted 
them to really reflect on how they felt. 
For example, the statement “I have 
a dog” might cause sadness inside 
because your dog recently passed away 
and you don’t want to share at this 
time, but you recognize the feeling 
of sadness. I also participated in this 
activity with them, giving them the 
opportunity to see ways we were alike 
and ways we were different.

One of the statements in the activity 
said, “You are adopted,” and I stepped 
into the open space. I know that there 
are several students who could iden-
tify with this statement, but they all 
hesitated until they saw me standing 
in the middle, not looking at them, 
not judging, and they quietly accepted 
the statement as a part of their identity. 
After the activity, they all wanted more 
information about me being adopted 
and so I briefly shared that experience 
with them. This led us to an art activity. 
I had an image of a fingerprint on a 
piece of white paper. On each line, I 
had written about myself. I used many 
colors. I wrote down easy things, and 
I wrote down painful experiences. I 
showed them my finished art, and they 
immediately asked why I had colored 
over some of my statements with a 
marker and highlighted or circled 
others. I explained that the colored 
over things were too painful to share, 
but that I recognize they are part of 
who I am. The highlighted things were 
important to me or made me feel really 
good about myself or were my talents. 
Our experiences shape who we are, 
and when we are able to accept that 
and love ourselves, we have the ability 
to be kinder and more understanding 
to others. We also need to get to know 
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HIGHLIGHT

ourselves in order to plan for the future. 
I explained that I was afraid of fire. My 
family had a chimney fire in the middle 
of the night when I was young, and it 
was scary. I have always been a worri-
er when we have a wood fire. I asked 
them if they thought I should have 
been a firefighter when I grew up and 
they all said, “NO WAY!”  They un-
derstood the connection. I gave them 
time to write about themselves. Some 
of them wrote, others drew small icons, 
others just sat and doodled.

My Insights from Week 2
30 minutes is not long enough!! I 
realized that I hadn’t left much time 
for real discussions this week so I 
needed to adjust for that. Some of the 
index cards were more enlightening 
this week and many included person-
al things from the activity that they 
shared. Some students wrote the exact 
same thing as the week before. The 
struggles were still very limited, and I 
noticed that the cards that did include 
an actual struggle also did not include 
a name because apparently you have 
to remind them to put their names 
on the card, it is not just implied. 
#thenamestruggleisreal

Week 3
This week my focus was still on 
self-esteem, positive self-talk, and 
teaching people how to treat you. 
I handed out the index cards and 
thanked them for helping me get to 
know them. I felt like a role play was 
necessary to really help them under-
stand the reason for the card activity. 
I explained that if I were meeting a 
new friend it would look like this—I 
proceeded to role play a getting-to-
know-you example where I asked a 
friend some questions and she an-
swered. My new friend then asked me 
questions and I answered. I explained 
that the cards were a way of doing that 
quickly because there are 30 of them 
and only one of me. I then role played 

what would happen if I gave the 
same three answers to every question 
my new friend asked. This had them 
giggling, but the point was made, 
and they agreed to write three new 
things they wanted me to know about 
them on the front of the card and one 
struggle on the back of the card. I also 
reminded them that their name on the 
card was super important. 

For this week’s activity, I purchased 
two apples, a tube of toothpaste, paper 
plates, and a toothpick. Prior to the 
activity, I deliberately bruised one of 
the apples without leaving a mark on 
the outside. I showed them the apples 
and I asked them how apples were 
like humans. The answers varied from 
having skin, having a core, having 
flesh, being different colors, being 
different shapes, having different tastes, 
etc. I told them that just like words 
can damage and hurt us, words can 
damage an apple. I then asked them 
to say mean and hurtful things to the 
apple. In each class I asked one student 
to use toothpaste to show how hurtful 
the statements were—for really hurtful 
statements, a big dollop of toothpaste 
on the plate, and for less hurtful state-
ments, a smaller dollop of toothpaste 
on the plate.

The fifth grade focused on the apple 
itself. It was an ugly color of red, it 
was fat on the top and skinny on the 
bottom, it was mushy on the inside or 
too crisp, it was sour, it had seeds, it 
had a sticker.

The sixth grade took this to a new 
level that honestly broke my heart. 
The apple was ugly, worthless, stupid, 
nobody likes him, he should die in a 
hole, fat, smelly, and so much more. 
I felt sick just listening to them and 
knowing that these were the things 
being said daily. We did this until the 
toothpaste tubes were empty.

Both classes were asked to say only 
nice things to the other apple. When 
we finished saying nice things, I cut 
both apples in half and showed them 

what their words had done. The apple 
that we spoke mean things to was 
deeply bruised clear to the core. I 
asked how they felt about that. I let 
them share. I asked if they thought 
that the things said to them bruised 
them like the apple and they agreed. 
I then asked them if they thought 
they had the ability to hurt and bruise 
themselves with their words. This was 
a more difficult concept to grasp for 
the fifth grade.

In the sixth grade, one of the ques-
tions I asked provoked a response 
of “My friends tell me to die in a 
hole and it is funny because I know 
they love me and don’t want me to 
die.” I explained that while it is true, 
sometimes hurtful things are hurtful 
because of who is saying them, that it 
is important to treat yourself with re-
spect and dignity. If you allow friends 
to say these types of things, and some-
one who is not your friend hears you 
laughing, you have now taught them 
that it is acceptable to say it. Perhaps 
they are also trying to be your friend.

The sixth-grade discussion was 
amazing and thought provoking. Once 
the discussions were winding down, I 
handed a toothpick to the toothpaste 
students and told them that I would 
need to brush my teeth tonight so 
I would need them to please put all 
of the toothpaste back into the tube 
using the toothpick. The room was 
absolutely silent. I waited and watched 
the reaction. They all said, “That’s 
impossible” “It can’t be done,” but one 
student said, “I can’t do that for you. 
Once the words are said they can’t be 
taken back.” This lesson took 45 min-
utes, and the teachers didn’t care 
because the impact in the room was 
felt by everyone.

My Insights from Week 3
I cried on my way to work today. I 
cried about the lesson and the horri-
ble things being said, and I cried for 
our children who lack self-esteem. 
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How does that happen? How did we 
get here? Has it always been like this? 
I tried to remember my time in those 
grades, and while I do feel like kids 
were cruel, I really feel that students 
today are more cruel. There is a level 
of disconnect and isolation that is 
scary. I went home and asked my own 
kids to remember that words like that 
could be the last straw for a child with 
no support and no hope. This week, I 
feel strongly that Future Ready with 
the Library only works if students are 
able to see a future. They can only do 
that if they are able to see themselves. 
How do I help them? What is my 
role? The index cards were better this 
week with students opening up and 
sharing both fun facts and struggles. 
The struggles were still very school 
related and a big one this week was 
bullying.

Week 4
This week my focus was on identify-
ing individual strengths and working 
as a team. I passed out index cards and 
waited. This process is getting short-
er each week because they already 
know what they want to write down. 
I began with a discussion about some 
of my own weaknesses and strengths. 
I’m short. I have strong legs. When I 
was in high school, I was trusted to be 
the base of the pyramids. I couldn’t be 
the top because I was too big, but my 
role was important, without me there 
was no pyramid. I’m creative. I’m slow. 
I split them into groups and gave them 
each a paper plate. I asked them to talk 
as a group and identify an individual 
strength. I walked around and encour-
aged them to think of strengths that 
would be useful in problem solving. 
Once they had their strength written 
on the paper plate, we moved to the 
gym. I told them they would need to 
cross to the other side of the gym on 
the paper plates. They would need to 
use each other’s strengths to get across. 
I also told them that they would need 

to work together and that sometimes 
the obvious leader doesn’t have the 
right strength to get them across. I 
then sat back and watched as they 
struggled.

Teamwork is such a fascinating con-
cept. There were the obvious leaders 
who thought they could just boss their 
way across, and they failed. There were 
the clowns who tried sliding only to 
find themselves alone. There were the 
students who preferred to not engage, 
they quietly watched their group. I 
emphasized that they would need to 
cross as a team leaving no one behind. 
As I watched, I noticed a group strug-
gling more than the others. A small, 
quiet girl had pulled away from the 
group with tears in her eyes. I quietly 
approached the group and asked what 
was going on. The group “leader” 
expressed that the girl wasn’t partici-
pating. I asked the “leader” to tell me 
why the girl was crying, to which 
she replied, “How would I know, she 
doesn’t ever talk!” I glanced over and 
saw those sad eyes grow even sadder 
at the comment, and I said quietly, 
“So her strength isn’t talking…what 
is it?” Her paper plate said that she 
was a creative artist. The “leader” grew 
even more frustrated saying, “How 
will that help?” I leaned closer to the 
small girl and I asked her if she had an 
idea about the problem. She shook her 
head and said, “no,” so I helped her 
with a solution.

I stepped back as her team gath-
ered around her and started talking 
to her about a solution. She used the 
paper plates to show them the idea. 
The team decided to try it, and they 
laid down the plates and one by one 
stood on them. Then with her on the 
lead plate, the second (the “leader”) 
in line stepped from her plate to the 
lead plate holding onto the small girl 
as they shared the space moving every-
one up a plate. The end person picked 
up the plate and passed it to the front 
and they all moved again. This team 

crossed the gym six times while they 
waited for the other teams to get the 
hang of it. At the end of the activity, I 
asked what they had learned and was 
surprised when “the leader” spoke up 
and said sometimes you don’t have to 
say anything at all to be a leader. They 
all learned the power of valuing their 
own strengths and the strengths of 
others.

My Insights from Week 4
The index cards were amazing this 
week. So many insights into what is 
making these children tick. So many 
small statements about wanting to be 
accepted and loved. So many con-
fessions about behavior they weren’t 
proud of. The breakthrough this week 
happened with the struggles. So many 
struggles on the cards from mean step-
parents to sibling rivalry to thoughts 
about feeling hopeless. These were 
hard for me because I’m not in a po-
sition to help, and yet sometimes just 
writing it down lessens the burden. 
One thing that I did differently this 
week was respond to the struggles of 
each child with something positive, a 
message that they mattered, a remind-
er that I valued them and why. I have 
been keeping notes on each student, 
their likes, their dislikes, the things 
they share, so I used that to give them 
a positive message. The reaction was 
priceless. 

Week 5
The teachers asked specifically for this 
week’s focus to be on bullying. I had 
mixed feelings about the topic going 
into the classroom. The bullying is so 
different in the boys and girls. I went 
in with an idea of the activities that I 
was going to do and during the time 
that the students were writing on their 
index cards, I discarded all my plans 
and went a different direction. We 
started by defining bullying. I asked 
them what it looked like, what it felt 
like, who was a bully, who had been 
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HIGHLIGHT

bullied. We talked about the idea that 
bullying was an overused term that 
sometimes was a simple matter of 
using our own power to communicate. 
We role played some obvious bullying 
situations, some not so obvious, some 
disagreements that weren’t bullying at 
all. These students identified literally 
every negative interaction with a peer 
as bullying. When I asked them to 
define it, they gave the school response 
almost word for word. We then did 
an interesting point-of-view role play. 
It began with the fight—the bullying 
situation. Then the students got to give 
their perspectives on what happened. 
It opened up a conversation about 
how sometimes the things we are 
dealing with personally will spill over 
and cause problems in other areas of 
our lives. The boy in the role play had 
fought with his mom about a science 
project. His mother was angry that he 
procrastinated. He felt bad about the 
things that his mother had said to him, 
about the project, and he was tired 
from staying up late finishing it. When 
he got to school, another boy ran into 
him on accident and he angrily react-
ed, calling him names, which resulted 
in a shoving match. I asked them if 
this situation was bullying and the 
first response was “yes”…then a short 
hesitation. I had them split into two 
groups, one that would argue that it 
was bullying and one would argue that 
it was not. It was fun to watch them be 
understanding and put that into words.

In the end they decided it was not 
bullying. I asked them to write down 
a time they were bullied or that they 
bullied someone else. I asked them to 
come up with a reason why. They ei-
ther needed to write why they bullied 
or they needed to empathize with the 
person that bullied them. They crum-
pled up the papers and threw them 
like snowballs. Each student collected a 
snowball, and then we stood in a circle 
and faced each other while we read 
them out loud. Many of them were 

silly. There were quite a few that were 
serious, and though it was anonymous, 
the situations were known to the stu-
dents. At one point, a girl actually apol-
ogized to another girl in the circle and 
told everyone why she had behaved the 
way she had. I didn’t dwell on it, simply 
moved on, but they were able to make 
the connection that sometimes situa-
tions aren’t what they seem.

My Insights from Week 5
I’m loving the index cards! I really feel 
like they connect me to the students 
and this helps lead the direction of 
the next weeks’ discussions. I feel like 
they have also helped me to identify 
students who are struggling more than 
others, feeling isolated, hopeless, and 
in need of some positivity. I’ve used 
the cards several times to choose what 
questions to ask, how to ask them, 
and to bring up ideas that start bigger 
conversations. I’m feeling frustrated 
this week though. Originally, I was 
supposed to be in the classroom every 
week until the summer break. To-
day, the principal told me we would 
be taking a break during their state 
testing—a four-week break. I feel like 
any ground that I have gained will be 
lost with a break. I didn’t argue the 
situation simply because I’m using it 
to inform the actual project, so I will 
determine in four weeks what was lost.

Week 6—After a Four-Week 
Break
I went to the classroom today with a 
team-building exercise. I spent several 

minutes quieting the students, remind-
ing them of our guidelines, and help-
ing them with appropriate responses. 
The index cards took forever for them 
to complete. I split them into groups 
and explained that we would be doing 
a team-building exercise and that they 
must work together to build a pyramid 
using red Solo cups, a rubber band, 
and string. They were not allowed to 

touch the cups with any part of their 
body, and if I came by and only one 
person in the group was building, 
then their pyramid would be knocked 
down. There were a lot of put downs, 
a lot of students unwilling to work 
with certain people, name calling, 
and other behaviors. I stopped the 
activity and we discussed our number 
one guideline—treating people with 
dignity. I allowed them to continue, 
and after several failed attempts they 
started working together.

My Insights from Week 6
The break was detrimental to our 
progress. The index cards were 
 basically the same as Week 1. I spoke 
with the principal today and expressed 
this. He agreed and told me that the 
teachers had also noticed an effect in 
their classrooms. I told him I felt that 
this needed to be taught every week—
rain or shine.

During the break, I was approached 
by a local National Monument with 
extra money to spend for the educa-
tion of Native American preteen girls. 
I excitedly told him about the Future 
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I feel strongly that Future Ready with the 
 Library only works if students are able to 
see a future. They can only do that if they 
are able to see themselves.



Ready with the Library project, and 
we planned an activity on self-esteem, 
positive self-talk, and dealing with 
difficult people, difficult situations, 
and bullying. I shared this with the 
principal, and we talked about the 
idea of having a few of our lessons be 
just for the boys and a few just for the 
girls. I am also going to partner with 
the local girls home to bring a few of 
them over to share their stories with 
the girls. I think the biggest part-
nership idea that I made during this 
break from the classroom is with the 
local high school. I know it is still the 
school, but there is a major discon-
nect in our community. I pitched the 
idea of possibly creating a mentoring 
project, and it was well received. We 
are still working out the details.

The school feels that there should 
be a mentoring class that students sign 

up for. I feel that doing that defeats 
the purpose. Students who sign up 
for mentoring are probably ones who 
already feel that they have something 
to offer. They are students with good 
grades, talents, popularity, etc. I want 
this program to have an impact for 
everyone. If a student who has always 
felt bad about themselves, doesn’t feel 
like a leader, doesn’t feel like they 
have anything to offer, doesn’t get the 
best grades, etc. comes to the ele-
mentary school and is asked to find 
lonely students on the playground or 
at lunch and then make a difference, 
they are empowered. They feel needed. 
They are giving something that is 
much needed to our little elementary 
students, and at the same time they are 
taking a much needed dose of self- 
esteem. It’s almost such a big idea that 
it is overwhelming.

I feel strongly that the core of today’s 
social and emotional growth begins 
with the disconnect and what better 
way to create connection? Students 
can’t begin to imagine their futures 
when they are feeling so alone, so iso-
lated, and so hopeless. Future Ready 
in my little part of the world begins 
with the basics of self-love, kindness, 
and connection to others. 
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AMANDA BUNDY is the Education Director of 
the Kaibab Paiute Tribal Library; Fredonia, 
Arizona. She is also a member of the second 
cohort of the YALSA IMLS-funded Future Ready 
with the Library project.

FROM THE EDITOR
(continued from page 2)

are interviewed about their work 
in Rhode Island as part of YALSA’s 
pilot, Transforming Teen Services: A 
Train the Trainer Approach. Aman-
da Bundy, Education Director of 
the Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians, 
discusses how she was able to sup-
port middle school, college career 

readiness through school-based SEL 
activities.

It may not have occurred to you, 
but anyone who has seen “Mister 
Rogers’ Neighborhood” is aware of 
SEL principles. Library staff work-
ing with and for teens may not 
think Fred Rogers’ ideas connect to 

the work they do, but his focus on 
persistence, good decision-making, 
self-awareness, and social awareness, 
along with highlighting the impor-
tance of adult role models for youth, 
is as important for teens as it is for 
preschoolers. 



EXPLORE

Definition
Because there is a wide range of 
frameworks and models available, it is 
difficult to find a single definition of 
SEL. One definition used frequently is: 
“Social and emotional learning (SEL) 
is the process through which children 
and adults acquire and effectively apply 
the knowledge, attitudes, and skills 
necessary to understand and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive 
goals, feel and show empathy for 
others, establish and maintain positive 
relationships, and make responsible 
decisions.”1 Social and emotional 
learning is also sometimes described 
as or included as part of developing 
21st century skills, soft skills, character 
education, experiential learning, and 
positive youth development.2

Overview of SEL Frameworks
There are three primary types of 
SEL frameworks currently used and 
continuously under development in 

the United States. The models that 
are largest and most familiar include 
research, curricula, and best practices, 
for example: 
• ACT: Achieve, Connect and 

Thrive3

• CASEL4

• The CLOVER Model5 
• MHA Labs 21st Century Skills.6

There are frameworks that are smaller 
in scope but highlight some of the 
gaps in the larger models by focusing 
on youth’s cultural identities and com-
munities. These include:
• Circle of Courage7

• E3: Educational Strengths Assess-
ment Tool8

• Ways of Being.9

Finally, one framework brings together 
common aspects of the larger mod-
els and ties those concepts to youth 
program quality indicators and out-of-
school time programs:
• Preparing Youth to Thrive: Prom-

ising Practices in Social Emotional 
Learning.10

Research 
Roundup: 

Social and 
Emotional 
Learning

Bernie Farrell

Welcome to Research Roundup. The pur-
pose of this recurring column is to make 
the vast amount of research related to 

youth and families accessible to you. To match the 
theme of the winter issue, this column focuses on 
social emotional learning (SEL).  It provides a cur-
rent definition of SEL, an overview of the various 
frameworks developed to promote SEL, and a cri-
tique of these models specifically within the context 
of equity. This column concludes by highlighting 
promising research that can help to frame equi-
ty-based SEL in out-of-school time services.
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Successes and Critiques
Research shows that focusing on SEL 
in schools and out-of-school time 
programs and services led to measur-
able increases in academic achievement 
and employability, with decreases in 
antisocial behaviors and mental health 
issues.11 Research also shows that a fo-
cus on SEL can be effective in out-of-
school time programs and services.12

Although many SEL frameworks 
stress empathy, community, and caring, 
critics argue that the stress on in-
dividual youth developing specific 
identified competencies continues 
to highlight individualistic models of 
the self and neglects competencies 
developed by youth who are constant-
ly navigating structural inequities and 
institutional racism.13

Both CASEL and MHA Labs have 
taken this critique seriously. MHA 
Labs redefined and rewrote some of 
its basic skills to reduce ambiguity and 
explicitly reduce bias. For example, 
instead of using the word “articulate” 
to define verbal communication skills, 
MHA Labs explicitly defined verbal 
communications skills as “Uses and 
adjusts communication strategies as 
needed based on the purpose of the 
message, context, and audience.”14

CASEL developed the “Collaborat-
ing Districts Initiative” and established 
a SEL and Equity Working Group. 
Key insights from the Collaborating 
Districts Initiative include: adult social 
and emotional learning matters a lot, 
and successful implementation can 
take many paths as long as there is 
commitment from staff and leader-
ship.15 The SEL and Equity Working 
Group is developing equity elabo-
rations for all the aspects of social 
and emotional learning identified by 

CASEL. These elaborations reflect 
an appreciation of the root causes of 
inequities (structural and internalized 
oppression) and a pursuit of equity 
outcomes.16

Researchers and practitioners are 
pursuing exciting and collaborative 
work in the field of social and emo-
tional learning. Taking time to review 
the various frameworks and finding 
out what models are in use in schools 
and organizations in your area will 
be valuable for your work within the 
library and with community partners. 
The current work addressing critiques 
of the SEL frameworks is important 
for libraries to pay attention to in 
efforts to improve understanding of 
equity in work with and for youth.
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INTERVIEW

In July, State Library Agencies (SLAs) 
were invited by YALSA to apply for 
the pilot cohort of the Transform-

ing Teen Services: A Train the Trainer 
Approach (now known as T3) IMLS 
grant funded initiative. A joint project 
of  YALSA and the Chief Officers of 
State Library Agencies, T3 contin-
ues the work of the 2018 National 
Forum on Transforming Teen Services 
Through Continuing Education by 
training SLA staff and public library 
staff to facilitate workshops on imple-
menting coding and computational 
thinking programming through the 
lens of connected learning.

Danielle Margarida (DM), Youth 
Services Coordinator at the Rhode 
Island Office of Library and Informa-
tion Services, and Rebecca Ott (RO), 
Young Adult Librarian at the Tiverton 
Public Library in Tiverton, Rhode 
Island, threw their hat in the ring and 
were thrilled when Rhode Island was 
accepted as one of five states partic-
ipating in the pilot. As a team, Dan-
ielle and Rebecca attended the first 
T3 meeting in Chicago during the 
first weekend in October 2018 with 
an outstanding group of professionals 
from Alabama, Maine, Minnesota, and 
Wisconsin. The weekend consisted of 
activities that were both challenging 
and fruitful. The cohort spent time 
working on issues of identity and 
equity, connected learning, facilita-
tion skills, and ways in which to help 
colleagues recognize and integrate 
connected learning into services for 
and with teens.
YALSA: Why did you want to be 

part of the T3 pilot cohort?
DM: We wanted to be part of this 

project at the ground level. T3 will 
eventually be expanded nationwide, 

but as a pilot state it’s an exciting op-
portunity to help inform and drive the 
overall implementation of the project. 
Rhode Island is unique in its size and 
library community, so we have a lot to 
offer. We’re looking forward to trying 
new things and seeing how our expe-
rience and outcomes can help other 
states who join T3 in the second year 
of the project.
RO: We felt like we would be able 

to approach this project in a way that 
no other state can—simply due to 
our size! Rhode Island is structured 
so that there are monthly professional 
development opportunities for our 
youth services providers in the form 
of roundtables, working groups, and 
continuing education. Our state’s size 
allows us to hold centralized or trav-
eling meetings that allow profession-
als to have professional development 
opportunities within a 30 minute 
or less drive from home or library. 
In theory (and in an ideal world), 
we could hold a centralized train-
ing and train all of Rhode Island’s 
youth services providers in one day 
without any geographic barriers to 
attendance. Due to the connectivity 
in our state, we are also in a unique 
position to reach out to communi-
ty partners and stakeholders in the 
area of connected learning. We have 
opportunities to reach out and train 
school librarians, after-school provid-
ers, children’s librarians, adult services 
librarians who work with teens. Our 
geographic size allows for our reach 
to be wide and our impact to be 
potentially very deep!
YALSA: What did you expect going 

into the first T3 meeting?
RO: As learners, this training was 

interesting because we initially didn’t 

Transforming 
Teen Services 

Train the 
Trainer: 

Report from 
the Field

Getting started 
facilitating 
connected 

learning and 
computational 

thinking activities 
with library staff.
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know what to expect! Yes, we had 
been provided with an itinerary. Yes, 
we knew the other states that would 
be joining us that weekend. But en-
tering a new learning space with other 
new learners, we were unsure about 
how being involved in the pilot was 
going to play out.
DM: Last fall I participated in a 

meeting for the YALSA/COSLA IM-
LS-funded project National Forum on 
Transforming Teen Services Through 
Continuing Education. This meeting 
was incredibly valuable to my work 
and the larger discussion of teen ser-
vices, so I went into T3 knowing that 
wherever YALSA was going to lead us, 
it was going to be good.
YALSA: What did you think about 

participating in the pilot with states 
that seem so different from Rhode 
Island?
RO: We could not have been paired 

up with a more excited, engaged, and 
forward-thinking group of librarians 
to work with. It was interesting to 
hear about how professional training 
is done state-to-state and how dif-
ferent states have incredibly different 
issues to tackle all the while doing 
the same work. Maine was concerned 
with their aging population and how 
physically accessing the northern part 
of the state provides logistical difficul-
ties. Alabama discussed issues of equity 
of services across town/county lines 
and how transportation is also an issue. 
Minnesota was looking into how they 
were going to include community 
partnerships with school librarians 
and after-school programs into their 
service. And Wisconsin is undergoing a 
Public Library System Redesign Proj-
ect that has a goal of developing and 

implementing a new model of library 
service to provide the public with 
the best public library system services 
possible.
DM: The Youth Services Coordi-

nators at the State Library Agencies 
communicate often on activities, 
successes, and challenges. What we 
don’t often get to do is work together 
on a common project, so this was an 
exciting opportunity to dig into what 
is happening in libraries around the 

country and think about how I can 
bring that knowledge back to Rhode 
Island. A big part of my takeaway from 
our meeting revolves around how to 
use what is happening in other states 
to inform our implementation of the 
T3 project. I’m also thinking of ways 
that Rhode Island can model some 
best practices that may be of help to 
our T3 colleagues.
RO: As different as we are state to 

state, it was professionally reassuring 
to see that we are all still dealing with 
some of the same things nation-
wide: Access to services, materials, 
and knowledge for our teen patrons. 
Encouraging a population of users to 
come to the library and feel safe when 
they aren’t always treated as a desirable 
patron pool. And wanting to provide 

safe spaces for teens to learn, grow, 
make, and take any and all knowledge 
and skills that they encounter on any 
visit to our buildings as possible.
YALSA: What are the next steps?
RO: We are excited to integrate 

both connected learning and compu-
tational thinking into our upcoming 
continuing education programs and 
roundtable discussions. And we are 
excited to see how other states ap-
proach their training modules. Rhode 

Island is a special little case study for 
this overall program, and we hope 
to have a deep impact on our com-
munity so that our colleagues can be 
 successful in utilizing the skills taught 
by this program at our 71 public 
libraries statewide!
DM: We’ve already begun planning 

and scheduling workshops! Rebecca 
led a connected learning workshop 
for staff at her library, and I led my 
SLA colleagues through a facilitation 
workshop. In February, Rebecca and 
I will lead a day-long workshop on 
connected learning for teen services 
librarians as part of our Young Adult 
Roundtable meetings. We’re also plan-
ning a child development workshop 
for April. We can’t wait to report back, 
so stay tuned! 

We’re looking forward to trying new things 
and seeing how our experience and out-
comes can help other states who join T3 in 
the second year of the project.
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TRENDING

Libraries 
Ready to 

Code: Past, 
Present, and 

Future

It’s likely that over the past year 
you’ve heard something about 
the Google sponsored Libraries 

Ready to Code initiative (RtC). You, 
or someone you know, might have 
received funding in 2018 to facilitate 
activities that foster computational 
thinking (CT) literacies among youth. 
Or, maybe you attended the RtC ses-
sion at the 2018 YALSA Symposium 
in Salt Lake City. Whether you’ve 
been following the story arc of RtC 

or have heard about it in passing, as 
the initiative shifts focus from explora-
tion and discovery to resolving ques-
tions about sustaining the  momentum 
and development of resources and 
learning opportunities, now is the 
time for engaging the broader library 
and out-of-school time communities. 

Why did YALSA and the ALA 
Washington Office Team Up 
on RtC?
We started with the belief that all 
youth, regardless of socioeconomic, 
ethnic, gender, or cultural background, 
should have the same opportunities for 
success. One way library staff provide 
these opportunities is by increasing 

access and exposure to computing 
and increasing awareness of computer 
science (CS) career pathways. Through 
a variety of CT literacy-based activ-
ities, library staff help youth explore 
identity, understand their community, 
pursue passions, and investigate careers. 
Coding is one CT literacy tool used 
by libraries to ensure that all youth, 
especially those with the greatest need, 
are prepared for college, careers, and 
life. 

A Brief Recap of the RtC 
Initiative
Over the last three years the ALA 
Washington office worked with 
Google’s engEDU department to 
learn (1) about the role school and 
public libraries have in increasing 
awareness of and access to CS op-
portunities for children and youth 
specifically through coding activities; 
(2) how school and public libraries can 
design youth programs that foster CT 
literacies; and (3) what skills, dispo-
sitions, support, and resources library 
staff need to build capacity to under-
take this work. We did this over three 
phases, including an environmental 
scan of libraries and computer  science 

Marijke Visser

How the Libraries 
Ready to Code 

initiative is 
increasing 

opportunities for 
youth.

Through a variety of computational think-
ing literacy-based activities, library staff 
help youth explore identity, understand 
their community, pursue passions, and in-
vestigate careers.
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activities, work with six library school 
faculty who integrated CT into their 
syllabi, and building a community of 
practice among 30 cohort libraries 
who facilitated CT activities in their 
libraries and communities throughout 
2018. All of the work together led to 
the launch of the Libraries Ready to 
Code Collection (http://libraries-
readytocode.org) in late 2018. 

Ready to Code Today
Now the initiative is at a pivotal point 
as we increase our effort to engage 
the broader library community. In 
2018 the three ALA youth divisions—
YALSA, ALSC, and AASL—launched 
a task force to consider how indi-
vidually and collectively the work 
of RtC could be sustained, which 
includes finding a permanent home 
within ALA. The task force is led by 
Dr. Mega Subramaniam (Associate 

Professor at the University of Mary-
land iSchool and RtC Fellow for the 
ALA Washington office). YALSA Task 
Force members are Megan Burton, 
Kitsap (Washington) Regional Library, 
and Ryan Moniz, Markham (Ontario) 
Public Library (the complete list of 
members and the charge can be found 
on the District Dispatch site - https://
www.districtdispatch.org/2018/06/
readytocode-whats-next/).

Working in pairs on strategies rele-
vant to each division’s own priorities, 
task force members are grappling with 
these questions:
• In what ways does the RtC work 

align or support division priorities 
or existing initiatives? 

• What role could the divisions play 
in helping the work move forward?

• What challenges are you aware of 
related to this work in schools and 
public libraries?

• Who do you think would best be 
served by this work?

The task force will also embark on 
a group plan that includes developing 
a communications plan and related 
materials for use by the three youth 
divisions. Task force members will 
also provide input on a set of case 
studies based on the previous work 
of the 30 RtC cohort libraries.  They 
will also help develop materials that 
the ALA Washington office can use 
for advocacy work with national 
 decision-makers.

What You Can Expect in 
2019
During CS Education Week in 2018 
(December 3–9, 2018), 250 libraries 
participated in RtC by incorporat-
ing a Google CS First activity into 
coding programs. Each library that 
submitted a recap of their activity 
received $500 to further seed ideas 
for ongoing CT literacy and coding 
engagement and capacity building.  A 
review committee selected ten librar-
ies that exhibit promising practices, 
connecting their work to the RtC 
themes.

In the near future you will learn 
more from the RtC task force. RtC 
cohort libraries are taking charge 
and presenting at state conferences 
and submitting proposals to many 
more. Look for one where you are. 
And don’t forget to check out the 
website! 

MARIJKE VISSER is an Associate Director and 
Senior Policy Advisor in the American Library 
Association Washington Office. She is the lead 
on the Libraries Ready to Code initiative. 

What Is Computational Thinking?
Computational thinking (CT) refers to thought processes used to formulate problems 
and their solutions.1 These include breaking down problems into smaller parts, look-
ing for patterns, identifying principles that generate these patterns, and developing 
instructions the computers—machines and people—can understand. It is an approach to 
critical thinking that can be used to solve problems across all disciplines.2
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What Is CS First?
CS First are free, easy-to-use activities and curricula to introduce students ages 9–14 to 
computer science through themed projects that attract students with varied interests. 
Instructional videos guide students through each activity, so no coding experience is 
needed to teach.1
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Jessica Newman and Deborah Moroney

Discover what SEL 
is all about and 

why it’s important 
to consider when 

designing and 
implementing 
teen services.

Reading 
Between 

the Lines of 
Social and 
Emotional 
Learning

Introduction 

Social and emotional learning 
(SEL) is a natural process that 
all people experience as a part 

of their development. We all learn to 
be aware of who we are and who we 
want to be in the world, navigate re-
lationships, make good decisions, and 
communicate effectively with others. 
SEL is a process that may happen on 
its own, but over the last two decades, 
SEL has been recognized as a for-
mal component of a young person’s 
educational experience in schools and 
in informal learning environments.1 
In K–12 education, concepts related 
to SEL (e.g., student engagement, 
whole child development) have been 
elevated through education legisla-
tion, and there has been an increase in 
adoption of SEL state standards and 
competencies across the country.2 It 
appears that educators are endeavor-
ing to integrate SEL into school-day 
instructional practices and that we are 
experiencing a shift (back) in think-
ing about the role of the school and 
the K–12 educator.  Not surprisingly, 
informal learning environments—
those that provide safe spaces and are 
dedicated to creativity, agency, choice, 
and relationships—are also emerging 
as ideal settings to promote SEL. In 
this article, we define and describe the 
SEL landscape and describe the role 
of libraries and library staff in the SEL 
movement. It is our hope that library 
staff can use SEL as a framework in 
planning work or to better advocate 
for the services they already provide. 
In the sections that follow, we define 
SEL and describe its potential benefits. 
We then summarize what we know 
about effective SEL and what that 
means for implementation.

What Is SEL? 
SEL is defined by the Collaborative 
for Academic, Social, and Emotion-
al Learning (CASEL) as “the process 
through which children and adults ac-
quire and effectively apply the knowl-
edge, attitudes, and skills necessary to 
understand and manage emotions, set 
and achieve positive goals, feel and 
show empathy for others, establish 
and maintain positive relationships, 
and make responsible decisions.”3 In 
this widely accepted definition, we 
distinguish between (1) the process of 
social and emotional learning, (2) the 
approaches and practices that support 
effective SEL, and (3) the knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills (commonly referred 
to collectively as competencies) that 
students and adults will develop and 
apply as a result. There are many frame-
works that articulate social and emo-
tional competencies that may develop 
because of effective SEL.4 CASEL has 
identified five competency domains: 
self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and re-
sponsible decision-making.5 
• Self-awareness includes recogniz-

ing one’s emotions, strengths and 
limitations, and values.

• Self-management includes reg-
ulating emotions and behaviors, 
perseverance, and the ability to set 
and work toward goals. 

• Social awareness includes taking 
the perspective of and empathizing 
with others from diverse back-
grounds and cultures, appreciating 
and respecting differences, and rec-
ognizing the emotions of others.

• Relationship skills includes effective 
communication, active listening, 
collaborating, and establishing and 
maintaining healthy relationships.
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• Responsible decision-making in-
cludes making constructive choices 
across varied situations.6

Research suggests that comprehen-
sive SEL that focuses on developing a 
broad array of critical competencies 
(as opposed to singularly focusing on 
one or two specific skills) may yield a 
variety of benefits.7

Benefits of SEL
Effective SEL has the potential to 
yield a variety of outcomes, reveal-
ing what may work best in both 
school and out-of-school time 
settings. Research suggests that when 
youth engage in SEL, they are more 
likely to demonstrate better social 
and emotional competencies—they 
may behave better in the classroom, 
engage in healthy relationships, ex-
perience less emotional distress, and/
or exhibit reduced levels of conduct 
problems.8 New studies have also 
begun to shed light on the lon-
ger-term benefits of SEL for adults 
who participated in SEL in early 
childhood: engagement in healthy 
adult relationships, less engagement 
in criminal behavior, and higher 
levels of engaged citizenship.9  

SEL Is for Everyone,  
Everywhere
The basic premise of SEL is that it 
is for everyone (i.e., “universal”), 
designed to support the development 
of all youth. (SEL may also be used in 
a more-targeted approach, either as 
an early intervention or treatment in 
response to youth who demonstrate 
need, however, that is beyond the 
scope of this article.) When applied 
universally to all youth, it is important 
to remember that the process of SEL 
and the resulting competencies that 
youth develop can—and should—
look different for different youth or 
in different settings. Effective SEL 
must therefore always be contextually 
relevant and culturally sensitive and re-

sponsive to the assets and needs of the 
youth who are engaged in the process. 

Social and emotional competencies 
do not develop in isolation. Rather, 
we develop them through our ex-
periences in different contexts and 
systems, relationships, and institutional 
practices. Understanding the youth 
we are serving and the unique assets 
they bring with them is critical to 
ensuring that we adopt and implement 
SEL practices that are not only safe 
and supportive but also run counter 
to marginalization while supporting 
equity.10 

Given the universal nature of SEL 
that we have described—that it is for 
everyone and that we are all differ-
ent—it follows that social and emo-
tional development can be supported 
using different approaches. Four 
common methods include: (1) explicit 
skills instruction, typically through 
free-standing lessons; (2) SEL-focused 
teaching practices; (3) integrated SEL 
with academic subject matter and 
other content areas; and (4) adopting 
system-wide practices that create a cli-
mate and culture that supports social, 
emotional, and academic learning.11 

These approaches are not mutually 
exclusive. In fact, it is often the com-
bination of multiple methods to meet 
the needs of a diverse group that works 
best. It is also important to consider 
which approach is developmentally 
appropriate and relevant for the group 
of youth you are engaging with. For 
example, explicit skills instruction is 
often more commonly employed when 
developing foundational skills with 
younger children, however, for adoles-
cents this approach may be less effec-
tive.12 When working with adolescents, 
focusing on creating a safe, supportive, 
and respectful climate while emphasiz-
ing relevant mindsets may be a more 
effective strategy.13 

One key to effective SEL—regardless 
of the approach(es) you may choose—
is that SEL is embedded within 

multiple settings, from classrooms 
and schools, to homes, and around 
the community. Libraries can be an 
ideal setting to support and reinforce 
social and emotional development, 
by creating a climate and culture that 
fosters SEL while engaging in compe-
tence-building practices and activities. 

SEL Thrives in a Climate 
and Culture That Is Safe 
and Supportive
Research suggests that young people 
need to feel safe and supported—
both physically and emotionally, by 
adults and their peers—if they are 
to engage in learning.14 Any kind of 
learning (academic, social, emotional, 
or otherwise) can be a sensitive and 
vulnerable experience that necessi-
tates productive risk-taking and the 
willingness to make mistakes. Adults 
can engage in practices to ensure that 
such foundational elements as physical 
and emotional safety, sense of belong-
ing, and relationships are supported to 
create a positive climate conducive to 
skill development.15

For youth to learn, they first need to 
feel safe. Physical safety is foundational 
and includes protections against threats 
of violence, exposure to weapons, and 
toxic or otherwise harmful substances. 
Emotional safety is equally important, 
referring to one’s sense of security 
in feeling and expressing emotions, 
confidence to take productive risks 
and engage in challenges, protection 
from bullying and emotional abuse. 
It is important to consider the effects 
(and potentially unintended conse-
quences) of practices that support 
physical safety and emotional safety to 
ensure they are not at odds with each 
other. Ensuring practices are contex-
tually relevant and sensitive will help 
with this. 

Once youth feel safe, they need 
to feel like they belong. Research 
suggests that sense of belonging is a 
fundamental need for all  individuals, 
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and we know from research that 
individuals who feel like they belong 
often behave differently than those 
who do not.16 Youth who experience 
belonging perceive themselves to be 
more competent and autonomous 
and are more intrinsically motivat-
ed.17 Youth who feel like they belong 
have a strong sense of identity, are 
more engaged, and generally perform 
better. They have positive attitudes 
toward school, adults, and peers, and 
they participate in school and out-
of-school activities. They are more 
invested and better able to engage in 
the learning process.18 Youth who do 
not experience that sense of belong-
ing—youth who experience rejection 
or exclusion—are more likely to 
exhibit  behavioral issues like aggres-
sion, defiance. They’re less engaged, 
less confident, less motivated. School 
and community-based libraries offer 
another place where young people can 
convene and feel both physically safe 
and also find a sense of belonging.19 

A critical lever for people to develop 
a sense of belonging is having positive 
relationships. Not surprisingly, research 
suggests that relationships between 
adults and youth are critical to youth 
social, emotional, and academic suc-
cess.20 When adults engage with youth 
in a caring and connected way, they 
create an environment where youth 
feel safe and supported and like they 
belong. This gives youth the confi-
dence and freedom to develop new 
competencies, which we discuss in the 
next section. Informal learning settings 
like libraries provide flexibility and 
opportunities for informal conversa-
tion between young people and adults 
that can bolster adult-youth relation-
ships.

When young people enter adoles-
cence, they are developmentally ready 
to practice being independent, seek 
out new experiences, and to take 
risks.21 Social and emotional compe-
tencies help teens navigate the adoles-

cent terrain of newness and autonomy, 
and (healthy) newness and autonomy 
in turn fosters agency and helps youth 
develop new competencies. This stage 
of development can be hard to sup-
port in structured environments where 
sameness and conformity is often the 
norm. It can also be hard to create 
environments where teens can engage 
independently in new experiences 
when adults may not know how or 
be able to shift the balance of power 
to young people. This phenomenon 
(sometimes called “adultism”22) can be 
a hindrance to supporting adolescent 
development across settings, however, 
we posit that it may be less likely in 
informal learning environments where 
development and exploration are cen-
tral to the mission of the setting. Li-
braries can be an ideal place for young 
adolescents to explore the aspects of 
their world that they are interested in, 
make independent choices, and engage 
in relationships with adults who can 
help them navigate their development 
without a formal stake in the out-
comes (i.e., schools and teachers).  

SEL Fosters the 
 Development of Critical 
Competencies
When youth can spend time in a safe 
and supportive space, they have the 
opportunity to develop critical social 
and emotional competencies. In fact, 
the type of environment described 
previously—one that fosters belong-
ing, enables healthy relationships, 
and allows for youth autonomy and 
engagement—not only allows for skill 
development, it encourages it.23

Research suggests that skill building 
must be intentional, designed with 
SAFE principles in mind.24 SAFE skill 
building is sequenced, active, focused, 
and explicit. An intentional process to 
support skill building must be struc-
tured so that activities are coordinated, 
building on each other with supports 
from staff to scaffold and support prior 

knowledge and skill development. 
Learning must also be active—hands-
on, engaging, relevant to the “real 
world” and applicable to youth—and 
focused so that there is dedicated time 
to focus on social and emotional skill 
development. Finally, skill-building ac-
tivities should be explicit in that they 
target specific skills clearly, with learn-
ing goals in mind. As described previ-
ously, there are different approaches to 
SEL, and determining which compe-
tencies to emphasize and how to do 
that will depend largely on the popu-
lation of youth served and the setting 
and structures in which you are able 
to focus on SEL. Regardless of wheth-
er you choose to approach SEL using 
a direct skill instruction approach or 
if you choose to embed SEL practices 
into already-existing structures, SAFE 
principles are critical. 

As youth engage in the process of 
SEL, it is critical that they have the 
opportunity to practice new skills (the 
A for “active” in SAFE) and to receive 
feedback. Newman and colleagues 
describe a modeling–practicing–feedback 
loop that describes how SEL may be 
explicitly emphasized while concur-
rently being embedded in the day-to-
day. “In this loop, adults model social 
and emotional competencies and 
provide opportunities for students to 
practice using them (either by ex-
plicitly naming them, demonstrating 
them, and role-playing use of them, or 
by creating embedded opportunities 
for real-life modeling and practice 
such as through community service). 
Adults (and peers, if developmentally 
appropriate) can then give feedback 
and engage in coaching as students 
work to develop and master the com-
petency.”25

Intentional modeling, described in 
the loop, is an effective way to sup-
port youth competence development, 
however, it is important to remem-
ber that adults are always modeling 
competence (or lack thereof), whether 
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they mean to or not. Adult behaviors 
are always on display, and youth are 
watching and learning. As such, it is 
essential to support the social and 
emotional health and well-being of 
adults as well. Taking time to reflect on 
your personal competencies and skills, 
your biases, and what you “bring to 
the table” can be an effective mecha-
nism for improving your SEL practice. 

In addition to ensuring learning is 
active, it is also important to promote 
youth motivation and engagement. 
Active learning strategies are import-
ant, however, research also suggests 
that it is beneficial to emphasize 
personal connections to learning.26 
Making the learning opportunities 
personal and relevant not only serves 
to promote engagement, it can help 
to ensure that these opportunities 
are contextually relevant, culturally 
competent, and authentic. Authentic 
SEL also affords the opportunity for 
youth to share their voice, make their 
own choices, describe their own ex-
periences, and build relationships with 
others.27

SEL Strategies in the  
Library (or, Best People 
Practice)
In consideration of the information 
presented here—that SEL is for every-
one, that there are multiple methods 
for engaging in SEL, that SEL thrives 
in a safe and supportive space, and that 
young people can develop compe-
tencies when skill building is done 
in an intentional way—we highlight 
research-informed SEL strategies that 
may work well when implemented in 
the library. Reading between the lines 
here, our position is that SEL is not 
new, nor are the strategies that support 
SEL. Many of these strategies may 
already be in place in your library as 
your standard “best people practice,” 
so SEL may already be happening. 
Relationships are not new. Reflection 
is not new. Choice and exploration 

are not new. What may be new and 
is, ultimately, most critical is that SEL 
practices are implemented with inten-
tionality, making them more likely to 
be accessible to all young people. The 
list of practices and strategies includ-
ed here is not exhaustive, rather it is 
intended to serve an illustrative (and 
inspirational) purpose. 
Think about the youth, their 

families, and members of the 
community who visit your li-
brary. Consider whether and how 
they are represented within the space 
and in the ways you approach SEL. 
Ask yourself: What do they need from 
your library? Or, better yet, ask them 
what they want. Does your space 
reflect the assets and values of the local 
community?   
Design the library space to feel 

warm, welcoming, and inviting 
for all youth. 

Are there varied spaces (or times, if 
space is tight) for youth to convene, 
explore their interests, and engage in 
relationships? Does it feel emotion-
ally safe for youth to come and stay, 
to “hang out” and freely navigate the 
library resources?  
Coordinate with schools and 

districts, other community-based 
organizations, and engage fami-
lies. 

Just as you may work to understand 
the literature and concepts students 
study in school, work to learn and 
align with the social and emotional 
supports schools and other local out-
of-school time programs are providing 
or need. 
Consider how youth make 

choices during their time at the 
library and identify ways to sup-
port their decision-making skills. 

Youth make choices about the re-
sources they select, for example, they 
may also choose to attend activities 
held by the library or participate in li-
brary-supported projects. When youth 
are at the library, they may be choos-

ing their next adventure, working on a 
school project, making choices about 
topics for a report or a project—en-
gage in conversation around those 
choices, including how and why they 
made the decisions they did. Support 
youth in intentional decision-making 
and understanding the effects of those 
choices. 
Afford young people the oppor-

tunity to take on responsibility 
and then support them as they 
learn and improve those skills.

Consider how youth are responsi-
ble for the shared space of the library. 
Libraries have common norms for 
behavior, and part of being responsible 
is learning a local norm and deciding 
how to adopt the norm and even to 
become a contributor to that shared 
environment with norms. If possible 
(for example, if there is a youth space 
or designated time in the library), 
encourage regular youth visitors to 
define the shared norms and respon-
sibilities of the space or time, and ask 
them how to communicate those 
norms with their peers. This shared re-
sponsibility for defining norms fosters 
responsibility and also fosters a shared 
sense of belonging (including naming 
of the space and time, if possible). 

Libraries are also an excellent setting 
to be responsible for something. You 
use or take out a book or resource, 
you have to take care of it while it is 
in your possession, and you have to 
return materials when you are done. 
This goes without saying, but there is 
more to the narrative. Libraries offer a 
shared space for many in the com-
munity, which means all patrons need 
to treat it with respect. Talk to young 
people about the different ways in 
which they can practice responsibility 
during their visit and while they are 
using library materials. 
Share (and discuss) resources 

that embed SEL. 
Connect teens to materials about 

making choices, good decision-making, 
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or being responsible. Promote the 
development of empathy by talking 
with youth to consider the details of 
the resource and what they would 
do if they were in the same situation. 
Encourage perspective taking and 
foster communication about these 
concepts by engaging youth in small 
group discussions or partnered reading 
opportunities.28

Engage youth in mindful read-
ing and engagement practices.

Encourage youth to find time for 
engaging with reading and learning 
where they can truly focus as opposed 
to trying to fit it in here and there or 
because they have to. Ask youth to fo-
cus their attention as they engage with 
content and learning and to notice 
when and where their mind wanders 
while encouraging them to bring their 
mind back to the engagement activity. 
All of these practices help youth to 
slow down and engage more deeply in 
experience. 

Summary
Social and emotional learning is a 
natural process that is increasing-
ly recognized (and supported with 
evidence) as something adults can 
facilitate for all young people. SEL has 
taken hold in traditional educational 
settings, and we posit that informal 
learning environments like librar-
ies are ideal settings for SEL as well. 
When staff regularly practice strategies 
that enable SEL in safe places that are 
often reflective of the assets and values 
of the community, SEL can thrive. 
Although not widely studied, there 
are research-based strategies that have 
been effective in other similar infor-
mal learning settings. The strategies 
described here are ideal for library staff 
who aim to intentionally foster SEL. 
Libraries have the potential to pro-
vide a supportive environment where 
young people can have a sense of 
belonging, form positive relationships, 
foster choice, and promote respon-

sibility. Library programs can offer 
reflective opportunities on import-
ant skills like empathy and ways to 
practice mindfulness, and to connect 
with the local community. We started 
this article with a deep dive into the 
research on effective SEL practice. We 
end with the hope that libraries take 
an active role in supporting young 
people’s SEL and that we can return 
to this conversation with evidence on 
proven strategies for SEL in libraries in 
the future. 
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Kathleen Houlihan

Take time to 
look at how your 

library’s teen 
services align to 

SEL facets.

5 Ways to 
Incorporate 
SEL at Your 

Library: 
Supporting 

Multi
dimensional 

Learning

If you’re confused about how to 
get started incorporating social 
emotional learning (SEL) into 

your teen programming, you are not 
alone. Learning about best practices 
for educators can be daunting, and 
it’s intimidating to feel like you’re 
responsible for incorporating so many 
layers of learning into teen programs. 
At the Austin Public Library’s Teen 
Central, we are just getting started 
with blending SEL into our program 
and service delivery model, thankfully, 
we’re finding that many of the things 
libraries do already support SEL. The 
tips in this article are not meant to be 
a blueprint for complete implementa-
tion of SEL. Instead, I hope to provide 
a few of our initial steps to inspire you 
to create your own SEL implementa-
tion, and that might serve as a ladder 
to further integration of SEL into 
programs and services at your library. 
By the end of this article, you should 
have a practical grasp of applications 
for SEL, be able to describe SEL 
outcomes to stakeholders, explain 
why SEL outcomes matter, and jump 
in with some accessible ways to start 
making progress toward complete SEL 
assimilation. 

1: Describe Program  
Outcomes to Adults  
Using SEL
One of the easiest ways we found to 
translate SEL to library work was to 
start to use it to describe the outcomes 
of our programs to adult stakeholders. 
By analyzing our existing program-
ming and services through the SEL 
lens, we started to see where our 
SEL programming strengths lay, and 
what areas needed more intentional 
development. If you try this transla-

tion exercise, you’ll probably find that 
many of your programs support loads 
of social emotional learning that you 
weren’t even aware of. Being able to 
articulate that learning is an effective 
(and easy!) way to demonstrate the 
outcomes of library programs.

One way to get started is to use a 
grid to plot out what SEL skills are 
supported for each program you are 
currently offering. Once you’ve done 
that, try turning that grid into a series 
of statements about the takeaway 
for teens who attended the specific 
program. 

Figure 1 below is an example of a 
grid we completed for a couple of 
programs we’ve done recently. One 
was called “Sewing After Dark” (your 
basic drop-in sewing machine lab), 
and the other was an HTML/CSS/
Java coding workshop for beginners. 
In the grid I’ve taken each program 
and highlighted in bold the SEL facets 
that the program supported. Next, in 
Figure 2, I’ve taken those SEL compo-
nents and mapped them to the YALSA 
“Teens First: Basic Learning Out-
comes” (http://bit.ly/yalsa_outcomes), 
which generated some powerful 
narrative descriptions of our program’s 
outcomes.

2: Describe Program Out-
comes to Teens Using SEL
What we found at Austin’s Teen 
Central was that we could also use 
this SEL mapping to describe newly 
acquired skills to our teen customers, 
which fulfilled other SEL goals in the 
bargain. Teens benefit greatly from 
knowing what they learned by partic-
ipating in library programs. It can help 
them articulate their strengths and 
skills they have mastered, which is so 
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important for their future success and 
also a critical job-seeking skill. Being 
able to articulate their learning also 
helps empower teens to explain the 
value of their participation in activi-
ties to parents who may see it as just 
something “fun” to do and, there-
fore, something that’s optional, rather 
than a high priority. While adults are 
likely to be better educated about the 
importance of the library for younger 
children, there’s a disconnect as kids 
grow into teens. Because we often 
don’t see the parents of the teens we 
serve, teens must act as advocates for 
the value of library programs. Happily, 
teaching them how to be good library 
advocates also supports their social 
emotional learning, and it doesn’t have 
to be a boring laundry list you read 
out at the end of each program. 

One way that we support SEL at 
my library is to create a certificate for 
teens participating in our programs, 
and on that certificate, we list all the 
skills they learned as a part of the 
workshop. We are also at the begin-

ning stages of planning to do the 
same for volunteers at the end of each 
season with us, listing all the job-re-
lated skills they learned over their 
tenure.  Do we use SEL speak? Nope! 
While SEL speaks to those who want 
to know “what are teens getting out 
of your program?” they can be a little 
abstract for teens. We wanted to make 
the certificate a tool that would help 

teens know specifically what skills they 
had, and also to help empower them 
to speak about the skills they had with 
others (an SEL twofer: “the ability to 
accurately assess one’s strengths and 
limitations with a well-grounded sense 
of confidence, optimism…” coupled 
with the ability to “communicate 
clearly”).  So we took the SEL mark-
ers that were really translatable to job 

Connecting Library Programs to SEL Facets
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Figure 1 Connecting Library Programs to SEL Facets

In Sewing After Dark, Teen Participants…

• Were able to innovate, and think flexibly, as they experimented, took risks, proto-
typed, and tested ideas. 

• Created original work and also used advanced geometrical manipulation and 3D 
rendering concepts to modify and remix existing designs. 

• Displayed increased self-confidence as their creations came together, and showed 
perseverance as they navigated trickier elements of their project. 

• Demonstrated an ability to work well under pressure as the lab drew to a close and 
projects were wrapped up. 

• Mentored others, while respecting others’ opinions. 
• Practiced workforce skills including time management, problem solving, resource 

sharing and allocation, communication skills, and accepting and providing construc-
tive feedback to peers. 

Figure 2 In Sewing After Dark, Teen Participants…
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skills, as well as any specific skills they 
gained as part of the program, and 
then we put those on the certificate. 
Above is an example from the Sewing 
After Dark program. 

3: Talk About Failure 
(Yours, Not Theirs)
If you’ve been reading the news 
lately, you’ll know that youth in the 
United States have a serious lack of 
confidence in their abilities. For youth 
of color, the confidence gap is root-
ed in systems of oppression; they are 
so harmed by white supremacy that 
it has a similar effect on brain devel-

opment as childhood trauma. For all 
youth, brain chemistry combined with 
enormous cultural and societal pres-
sures can be detrimental to confidence 
levels, requiring regular intervention 
from a community of caring and 
committed adults—a community that 
includes you!

As huge a task as it may seem, there 
are many things we can do to help 
teens develop into strong, resilient, 
empathetic, and successful people. One 
thing to do is, counterintuitively, to 
talk about your own failure. Perfec-
tionism has a huge impact on willing-
ness to try new things, and yes, fear 

of failing. It’s important for adults to 
model failure, to talk about how we’ve 
failed in the past, and to talk about 
how we were persistent (or wish we 
had been), what the outcome was of 
the failure, and how we handled that 
outcome. This kind of modeling trains 
teens to think about failure as a critical 
part of learning and growth, rather 
than something to be avoided.  It also 
helps make the connection between 
failure and creating new ideas. In-
stead of fearing failure, hearing adults 
talk about it legitimizes failure as an 
acceptable—and more importantly, an 
embraceable, part of life—one that can 
be seized and leveraged to create new 
things, or to reshape ourselves and our 
thoughts about the world in new ways.

You can add this as an intentional 
practice to every program you do. 
Before hosting, as part of your prep 
work, make a mental note about any 
struggles you had working through 
the activity—either in the past, or for 
this specific program. Think of what 
the outcome of that struggle was: Did 
you try again? Did it turn out even 
better the next time? Did you give up 
but come back to it years later with 
success? How did all of that make you 
feel? As an example, our Youth Tech-
nology Librarian, Adrian Perez, recent-
ly hosted a multiskill maker program 
called APL Industries, where teens 
worked to augment 3D printed items 
with artistic and electronic flair. While 
he was planning for this program, 
Adrian was struggling to also create 
a 3D scale model of the new Central 
Library to have ready in time for the 
library’s first birthday party. He spent 
hours drafting the design from the 
blueprints for the building, tweaking 
and adjusting it to make sure it looked 
as close to the original as possible. 
Then the moment of truth came—it 
was time to print! But every time he 
tried to print the model, it melted into 
an unrecognizable puddle of filament 
goo. 

That’s What I Like About You!

• “You have a really welcoming presence”
• “You’re such a great negotiator”
• “Your time management skills are incredible”
• “I really admire your leadership abilities”
• “I wish I had your organizational skills”
• “You are great at collecting people’s stories—that’s a really useful skill”

Figure 3 That’s What I Like About You
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While we were shaking our heads 
over it, we came to the realization that 
this was a really valuable story that he 
could tell during our APL Industries 
program, to model failure, critical 
thinking, problem solving, tenacity, 
and time management—all skills that 
we were hoping to develop in our 
APL Industries teens. 

4: Why You Are Awesome
Hosting library programs (inside or 
outside the library) is a great way to 
get to know the teens in your com-
munity. And once you’ve gotten to 
know them, here’s another SEL-sup-
porting activity you can practice with 
them. Tell the teens you’re working 
with that they’re awesome. But not 
just that—tell them why they are 
awesome. Get specific. Tell them what 
attribute, trait, or strength you find 
admirable in them in the moment. 
Did they stick with a challenging 
project? Let them know how much 
you admire their tenacity. Did they 
reach out to a new person just joining 
and quickly get them caught up? Let 
them know they’re a great teacher or 
synthesizer and what a useful skill that 
is. The opportunities for compliments 
are endless!  See Figure 3 above for 
ideas of phrases you might use in the 
moment to help teens identify what 
their strengths are, and to help correct 
some of that negative self-talk that 
happens in the adolescent brain.

5: Create Space for Teen 
Leaders at Your Library
Many libraries have teen volunteers, 
and we do too at the Austin Public 
Library. But at the Central Library, 
we’re trying to incorporate the SEL 
skills of leadership, communication, 
and peer mentoring as more inten-
tional parts of our teen volunteer 
program. First, we call our group 
of volunteers at Teen Central the 
Teen Library Council, rather than an 
Advisory Board/Group, because we 

wanted to convey that these were 
leadership positions, not advice-giving 
positions. And their duties reflect that 
leadership—the teens in the council 
hear pitches for program ideas from 
staff and community members, and 
they have the authority to reject any 
idea they don’t see as a good fit. They 
also create their own programs and 
lead and host them for other teens. 
During the school gun violence walk-
outs in April 2018, our Teen Program 
Specialist, Michael Harle, who co-
leads the Council, asked them what 
they needed in the way of support 
for their activism. They asked if they 
could create a sign-making station so 
teens could stop by and make signs 
for the walkout. He immediately 
purchased sign-making supplies and 
helped them create guerrilla market-
ing for the program using tiny min-
iature signs that they placed around 
their respective schools. Additionally, 
we used the development of their 
program to have meaningful conver-
sations with them about the library 
values of protecting free speech, the 
importance of respectful dialogue 
around different opinions, and empa-
thizing with others. When they ran 
the sign-making activity, called “Sign 
Me Up,” they did an outstanding job 
of explaining to everyone who partic-
ipated that the sign-making supplies 
were freely available for anyone to 
make a sign about any cause they 
believed in, whether it supported the 
walkout or not. They showed amazing 
leadership, and empathy for differenc-
es, that made the space very welcom-
ing to everyone, and demonstrated a 
wealth of social emotional learning.

We also successfully made the case 
for hiring teens at our library in paid 
positions. The teens working with us 
will not be doing menial work; instead 
they’ll be placed in leadership posi-
tions at the library and will be charged 
with creating and leading programs for 
other teens and tweens. 

Hiring teens is a multipronged 
strategy to meet many of our outcome 
goals; it allows us to support SEL, 
remove participation barriers for teens 
who need to earn income to sup-
port their families or personal goals, 
and it can serve as a subversive way 
to diversify program attendance and 
reach the teens who would otherwise 
not participate in library programs due 
to overly busy schedules. These teens 
will be paired with a staff mentor who 
will be their partner for the duration 
of their employment. They will work 
as a team to create connected learning 
opportunities for teens and tweens, 
and will also receive professional de-
velopment training in public speaking, 
communication skills, time manage-
ment, resource planning, purchasing, 
marketing, outcomes planning, and a 
wealth of other skills that will in turn 
support their own social emotional 
learning and life goals. 

I hope I’ve conveyed how excited 
we are about the potential for SEL to 
help our library tell the daily stories 
of success happening with our teen 
community here in Austin. It can be 
challenging to navigate past all the 
“fun” it looks like we’re having in teen 
programs (we call this the “f ” word!), 
and help people understand the deep 
learning that’s going on. SEL gives you 
the language you need to articulate 
why your programs matter and why 
they deserve continued efforts. The 
skills teens develop at library programs 
have so much power and potential 
to give them the tools they need to 
successfully launch into society as pro-
ductive, caring, and engaged citizens. 
SEL helps you become an informed 
part of the community of adults who 
will help launch this young generation 
of world changers. 

KATHLEEN HOULIHAN, MSIS, is the Teen Central 
Manager, Austin Public Library, Austin, Texas.
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Learn how a 
reading-based 

library program 
builds teen social 

emotional skills

Building 
Social 

Emotional 
Learning 
in Youth 
Through 

Humanities-
Centered 
Activities

In 2010 the Pennsylvania Human-
ities Council created Teen Reading 
Lounge (TRL), an interactive dis-

cussion program that uses the human-
ities to build social emotional learning 
(SEL) skills in youth. Over the eight 
years TRL has been out in the field, 
we’ve worked with over 80 libraries, 
schools, and community-based organi-
zations across Pennsylvania to engage 
over 1,000 young people from a va-
riety of backgrounds. The program is 
built on the belief that the humanities 
can cultivate curiosity, empathy, critical 
thinking, social awareness, and per-
severance.  There are three key steps 
to building a Teen Reading Lounge 
experience: featured texts chosen 
by participating youth; peer-to-peer 
discussion and dialogue of the themes 
and issues explored in the readings; 
and development of hands-on activi-
ties and projects to deepen youth’s un-
derstanding of the issues brought up in 
discussion. Projects often incorporate a 
community engagement or volunteer 
component as youth begin to connect 
the readings to issues present in their 
lives and communities.1

The program framework is inten-
tionally simple and flexible. There are 
no required reading lists or must-do 
projects. Site staff, local educators, and 
youth work together to build a cur-
riculum that’s relevant and meaningful 
to them. Research around positive 
youth development cites this as a best 
practice; developing programs in col-
laboration with youth that meet their 
developmental needs and interests en-
sures they’ll stick with the experience 
longer. That sustained participation 
can yield higher levels of engagement 
and stronger outcomes. When we’re 
talking about building social emotion-

al learning skills, the more time youth 
get to practice these skills the more 
likely they are to become a permanent 
part of behavior. We’re also working 
with sites and youth to improve the 
model and share promising strategies. 
This is done through youth feedback 
loops and practitioner community of 
practice calls. A spirit of experimen-
tation and exploration is baked into 
the model. The reflective nature of 
the wraparound supports is essential 
to making the learning stick for both 
youth and the adults overseeing the 
program. 

According to the Collaborative for 
Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning (CASEL), SEL “enhanc-
es students’ capacity to integrate 
skills, attitudes, and behaviors to deal 
effectively and ethically with daily 
tasks and challenges.”2 SEL consists 
of growth in five core competencies: 
self-awareness, self-management, so-
cial awareness, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision-making.  Teen 
Reading Lounge cultivates these 
competencies by inviting youth to 
be active participants in their learn-
ing and personal development. The 
humanities are a natural fit for these 
activities because they invite us to 
explore the human experience by 
analyzing circumstances and choices 
as a way to build knowledge about 
how we live our lives.

TRL programs have taken place in 
a variety of settings and deployed a 
variety of strategies to engage youth 
in skill development and learning. 
This too is intentional—and part of 
what makes the experience unique 
for each site. As youth workers, all our 
hand-wringing about sticking to a set 
agenda, or accomplishing narrowly 
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defined goals, can fail to give young 
people the opportunity to be their 
own leaders. It is the spaces between 
our agenda items where teens so often 
shine—making decisions as a group, 
establishing rules, cooperating, and 
dealing with conflict. As the follow-
ing examples demonstrate, expand-
ing these opportunities can be more 
important than having control of the 
outcome.

Growing Empathy at John 
W. Hallahan Catholic Girls’ 
High School 
Teen Reading Lounge was developed 
in partnership with the Pennsylvania 
Department of Education’s Office 
of Commonwealth Libraries, and 
initially all participating program 
sites were public libraries. But in 
2017, PHC expanded the program to 
include high schools and youth-serv-
ing organizations. A small, dedicated 
group launched at John W. Hallahan 
Catholic Girls’ High School in Phila-
delphia that year, led by out-of-school 
time program coordinator Jo Bradley 
and language arts teacher Samantha 
Dugan. One text the group explored 
was Liliana Velásquez’s Dreams and 
Nightmares, a gripping first-person 
account of the author’s solo journey 
from Guatemala to the United States 
when she was just 14. 

Together the girls participated in a 
series of conversations about the book, 
which led to them sharing stories of 
their parents’ immigration experiences. 
Three of the teens in the group were 
children of Vietnamese immigrants, 
and the novel made them acutely 
aware of their own families’ struggles. 
One of the young girls remarked that 
Liliana’s account of her journey to 
an unfamiliar land made her reflect 
on her own parents’ journey to the 
United States. She spoke of building 
empathy for them, hinting at a grow-
ing understanding of the immigrant 
experience. 

The group was fortunate to meet 
the author in person, an activity 
facilitated by the dedicated adults 
overseeing the program. This ex-
perience provided a rich learning 
opportunity for the group as they 
were able to hear more about Lili-
ana’s story firsthand. They fired off 
questions to Liliana, eager to better 
understand the choices she made, 
how she navigated some life-threat-
ening situations, and what impact the 
experience had—and still has—on 
her. The program coordinators were 
careful not to dictate the questions 
asked during this Q & A session or 
control this exchange; it was im-
portant for the youth to drive this 
discussion on their own. 

Embracing their creative control, 
the students’ final project based on 
Velásquez’s Dreams and Nightmares 
was something novel and unex-
pected. They applied their religious 
education to develop a secretly 
coded Bible for immigrants. This 
ingeniously covert travel guide gave 
survival instructions, directions to 
safe locations, and other life-saving 
advice. Through discussions and in-
teractions with Liliana, the group was 
able to tease out some of what the 
immigrant experience might be like 
and brainstormed solutions to help 
individuals navigate unfamiliar and 
hostile terrain. 

This project brought the group 
closer together while allowing them 
the opportunity to develop interper-
sonal skills. The group also explored 
the concepts of self-management, 
self-awareness, and social awareness. 
A graduating senior in the group 
reflected on the experience saying, 
“On the news we see adults shouting 
at each other and getting upset but 
Teen Reading Lounge gave us a pos-
itive example of how you can discuss 
complicated issues and that has really 
grown my interest in being a more 
participative citizen.”

Processing Tragedy  
at Priestley Forsyth  
Memorial Library
When the Parkland, Florida, school 
shooting happened last year, Priestley 
Forsyth Memorial Library in Nor-
thumberland, Pennsylvania, was in 
the midst of reading Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland as their featured Teen 
Reading Lounge text. The book was 
selected because of its relatability 
to the participating youth’s life and 
developmental stage; many of them 
were middle schoolers about to tran-
sition to high school and were eager 
to discuss the changing landscapes of 
their academic and social worlds. Then 
the Parkland tragedy hit the national 
media, and the conversations began 
to take on a sense of urgency about 
rampant school violence and fears 
about safety.  

Although it was heartbreaking 
and unexpected to have these con-
versations, librarian Kim King and 
local teacher Renee Albertson, who 
co-facilitated the program, recognized 
that for youth to talk about Parkland 
was more important than whatever 
expectations they had for the program. 
Kim remarked, “We did not anticipate 
this discussion, but we knew we had 
to make space for it so we adapted 
our plan. It was important to give our 
group a voice and help them see they 
could navigate unexpected situations. 
We all needed time to reflect on what 
was happening nationally.”

Alice’s journey “down the rabbit 
hole”—previously viewed as ex-
citing and new—became a mirror 
for the growing disorientation, fear, 
and hopelessness teens felt about the 
Parkland shooting.  The shooting had 
stirred consciousness of their vul-
nerability, and in this process, these 
youth revealed a growing disillusion-
ment about their safety. They felt like 
they had entered a new world where 
things were more unpredictable. Over 
the course of the program the youth 

28 YA L S  »  Y O U N G  A D U LT  L I B R A R Y  S E R V I C E S  »  W I N T E R  2 0 1 9



discussed these issues in depth and 
explored some current school safety 
and disaster planning policies.  

As Alice makes her way through 
Wonderland, she comes in contact 
with many different characters, includ-
ing the Queen of Hearts—an arrogant, 
emotional monarch—whose solution 
to most problems is “off with his 
head!” The group used this character as 
a way to analyze and discuss leadership 
styles. Using playing cards with differ-
ent traits, participants chose their top 
must-have qualities for a leader. Once 
this was completed, they discussed it 
as a group making sure all participants 
had time to share their top traits. The 
conversation generated around this 
exercise had two goals: one, get youth 
to think about what leadership meant 
to them; and two, to make connections 
to skills they had or wanted to build 
on their way to becoming leaders in 
their own lives. Interestingly, given the 
context of the discussions about Park-
land that preceded the activity, many 
young people identified “ensuring 
safety” as an important leadership skill, 
once again showing that the program 
opened up a whole new way to pro-
cess tragedy and consider its effects on 
how we live our lives.

Exploring Social Aware-
ness at the Free Library of 
 Philadelphia
For several years, the Teen Reading 
Lounge group at the Philadelphia City 
Institute branch of the Free Library 
of Philadelphia has been meeting to 
discuss an array of books exploring 
topics such as privilege, equity, power, 
and social justice. Although some 
young people have dipped in and out 
of the program, attendance has been 
consistent—a rarity for high school–
aged youth. 

Erin Hoopes, the branch manager 
and librarian overseeing the program, 
has taken care to build a comfortable, 
safe, and welcoming environment for 

these teens. They come back because 
they know TRL is a place where they 
can explore topics they may not be 
able to unpack in school or at their 
own dinner tables. To watch Erin facil-
itate group discussion is a master class 
in how to connect with young people. 
She takes the reins when appropriate 
but also steps back to let the young 
people practice their facilitation skills. 
Her questions are always sincere; it’s 
obvious that she cares about what 
these young people think. She also 
recognizes the urgency of the issues 
with which they are grappling. The 
youth she works with are at a devel-
opmental phase where they are in the 
process of discovering their values and 
ideals—a necessary step in forming 
their identities. However, the media, a 
prevalent force in these young people’s 
lives, can undercut this process. This 
is particularly true for youth of color 
who aren’t always valued or positively 
supported by society. 

Erin works with a lot of these young 
people, and it’s important to her to 
support them. Not only does research 
suggest that adult role models can have 
a positive effect on youth development 

but to her it’s the right thing to do.  
For Erin, giving youth in her library a 
space to discuss and analyze the issues 
that affect their lives is key to building 
their confidence about themselves and 
their futures. 

As the group grew in membership 
and maturity, Erin sensed a need for 
them to take action on some of the 
issues they were discussing. She intro-
duced the concept of civic engage-
ment to the group and together they 
built projects exploring education 
inequities in the Philadelphia school 
system (the group was made up of 
youth from schools throughout the 
city) and gun control.

The process of choosing topics to 
explore wasn’t easy. Although they 
often bubbled up out of the book 
discussions, building consensus around 
which one to address was challeng-
ing. To help the group through the 
process of shared decision-making and 
collaboration Erin used a tool called 
the “Five Stages to Social Action.” 
Developed by Dr. Valerie Adams-Bass 
as part of the Freedom Schools cur-
riculum, The five stages walks a group 
of young people through the process 

Teen Reading Lounge at Free Library of Philadelphia – Philadelphia City Institute Branch.
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When we’re talking about building social 
emotional learning skills, the more time 
youth get to practice these skills the more 
likely they are to become a permanent part 
of behavior.

of identifying what matters most to 
them. Questions like “What issues are 
you concerned about in your com-
munity?” and “What do we know or 
want to know about these issues?” 
help young people learn more about 
the causes and effects of societal chal-
lenges and do a little bit of fact-check-
ing around their own knowledge 
and perception of the issues. The tool 
then carries through these discussions 
to dreaming big—what can we do 
about these issues?—and from that, 
the group creates a project to explore 
solutions. Erin’s group conducted 
two major projects: they wrote a blog 
about their experience with the ed-
ucation system and produced a video 
exploring the public’s perception of 
gun violence. In addition to talking 
through these issues, building knowl-
edge about them and learning about 
their peers’ perceptions and beliefs, 
youth also take the reins in creation. In 
these two cases, they learned how to 
build and launch a blog as well as pro-
duce a video from start to finish. The 
goal here isn’t to “get it right”—and 
occasionally a group will overreach 
or abandon projects they build as a 
result of the process. Staff are advised 
not to frame this as a failure but as a 
valuable learning process that supports 
the teens’ self-management skills. Erin 
has talked about how difficult it was 
not to step in and “save” the project. 
Instead, she advised and then asked 

them to reflect on the process, which 
is where the real learning lies. Partici-
pants considered motivation, self-man-
agement, teamwork, and patience with 
all of these projects. In other words, 
not only did they practice the skills 
needed to get the project done but 
in the process explored what it takes 
to make something successful or not. 
This is an important life lesson. Tack-
ling complex projects is part of every 
adult’s life and learning how to set 
realistic goals takes practice.

Through this process, Erin’s group 
has built a sense of community and a 
sense that they can apply solutions to 
big, complex problems. Her commu-
nity of teens is now thriving—creating 
impressive civic engagement projects 
and putting on events that are making 
headlines. They recently guest-blogged 
for YALSA and wrote, “Through TRL, 
we have become better, more empa-
thetic individuals, and more conscious 
about the world we live in.” (http://
yalsa.ala.org/blog/2018/04/04/
empowering-teens-one-conversa-
tion-at-a-time/)

The Humanities Have a 
Place in SEL
One of the most frequently cited ben-
efits of the humanities is improving 
students’ critical thinking skills, which 
is closely related to the SEL concept 
of responsible decision-making, that is, 
making ethical, informed, and consci-

entious life choices. Responsible deci-
sion-making is hard enough for adults, 
but for teens struggling through their 
social and emotional development, 
it is especially challenging. Teens can 
be helped to see the potential conse-
quences of their actions by  collectively 
engaging with the humanities through 
book discussions. This can build a 
strong foundation for responsible 
decision-making by exploring mul-
tiple perspectives while encouraging 
self-reflection and dialogue. In the 
real world practice of facilitating dis-
cussions with teens this can be messy, 
but in a wonderfully rewarding kind 
of way.

The TRL outcomes we track 
through surveys and other data collec-
tion tell the story that the humanities 
have a place in SEL. They support the 
conclusions of a 2017 meta-analysis by 
CASEL that found SEL to “boost stu-
dent well-being in the form of greater 
social and emotional competencies, 
prosocial behavior, and prosocial atti-
tudes.” Teen Reading Lounge partici-
pants showed significant improvements 
in communication skills, interpersonal 
relationships, and job-ready skills like 
literacy and creative problem solv-
ing. They also report doing better in 
school and feeling better prepared to 
express their thoughts and opinions. 
This is important for any teen but 
particularly the marginalized. As one 
of our site managers said, “It’s a great 
way for libraries to reach all kinds of 
kids but especially those that are on 
the fringes.”

At our recent workshop for facilita-
tors and site managers of Teen Read-
ing Lounge, making space for kids 
at the margins was a frequent topic. 
Each site is nested in a community 
with unique demographics and needs. 
Effective SEL addresses the needs of 
all participants, and an effective library 
or other organization opens itself to 
the diversity of the community. That’s 
 easier said than done and you just have 
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to embrace the bumpy road ahead. 
One of our workshop facilitators 
remarked, “The [TRL] workshops 
provide youth development profes-
sionals—yes librarians are in the busi-
ness of youth development if they are 
working with youth—an opportunity 
to develop and practice skills that help 
to enrich the experiences of teens in 
the program.”

From the examples we’re seeing at 
Teen Reading Lounge sites through-
out Pennsylvania, the humanities are 
an able partner in making a mean-
ingful impact in the lives of teens 
and supporting their SEL. Even in 
this age of infinite distraction, teens 

forget everything else during a 
highly spirited TRL discussion. From 
stories of personal transformation to 
powerful civic engagement projects, 
the humanities are sparking change 
in teens and the broader community. 
Offering young people the right en-
vironment, a place where they have 
autonomy and feel like they belong, 
is something we can all be excited 
about.
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critical thinking, goal setting, prob-
lem solving, conflict management, 
decision-making, and other import-
ant life skills.” 

• Content Area 6: Community and 
Family Engagement includes in 
the Developing Level: “Fosters an 
asset-based lens to understand the 

larger community context within 
which teens and their families live 
and to identify potential communi-
ty partners.” 

• Content Area 8: Cultural Com-
petency and Responsiveness 
includes in the Practicing Level: 
“Builds relationships with cul-

turally specific organizations 
and other relevant community 
partners to improve and expand 
library services.” 

This issue is an excellent resource for 
you to better understand SEL and to 
build your knowledge and skills so to 
help youth. 

FROM THE PRESIDENT
(continued from page 3)
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How one library 
in Texas supports 
teen SEL through 

play activities 
geared to children 

and families.

Free Play 
and Teens: A 
Path to SEL 

Development
Imagine a room full of games, toys, 

art supplies, and “odd bits” (emp-
ty boxes, cardboard tubes, scarves, 

bubbles, pool noodles, rope, clothes 
pins, and other miscellanea). Chil-
dren are rolling on the floor, build-
ing obstacle courses and castles, and 
inventing elaborate stories. Older kids 
are helping delighted toddlers stack 
block towers higher than they could 
ever hope to build on their own. Teens 
are immersed in LEGO creations and 
explaining board game rules for kids 
who can’t yet read. 

On the sidelines, parents are reading 
for pleasure, catching up on emails, 
or sharing coffee and stories with 
one another. Library staff and volun-
teers are greeting families and joy-
fully engaging in another round of a 
much-loved card game. The adults are 
stepping back and letting kids con-
nect with one another, resolve their 
own disputes, and play for the sake of 
playing. 

This is Free Play: free choice, free 
time, stress free, no expectations, 
no grades, no instruction. It arises 
 spontaneously and when it has run its 
course, it fades. Its process is discovery.

A Seed Is Planted
In our 2014–2018 strategic plan, 
Westbank Libraries began shifting our 
library programming to a platform 
model,1 inviting the community to 
create programming of their own in 
our spaces. Amongst a wide range of 
new programs that people brought us 
were two new book clubs. The first 
was an educational psychology book 
club that was created by Antonio 
Buehler, the founder of a self-directed 
education center in our neighborhood 
and a frequent educational speaker at 

the library. The second? A YA book 
club, dreamed up by 11-year-old Ma-
rissa (now 13) who was eager to find 
like-minded readers.

At the time, there really wasn’t any 
connection between these two pro-
grams other than the fact that both 
were having a difficult time getting off 
the ground. Attendance was low—of-
ten it was just the group’s creator and 
one librarian discussing the book each 
month. Fortunately, libraries don’t 
measure success just by numbers of 
attendees. 

The YA book club allowed a staff 
member to increase her YA readers’ 
advisory skills, to learn from one 
of our community members, and 
to collaborate and co-create with 
a willing almost-teen! Whether it 
was just Marissa and a librarian or 
a small group of teens and tweens, 
the YA book club was a place for 
participants to explore beyond their 
own interests and preferences, to 
select books from a wider range of 
genres, to listen, and to discuss dif-
ferences of opinions. After the book 
talk and over a snack, kids bonded 
over their tiredness, their stress over 
grades, and their busy extracurricu-
lar schedules. Eventually the con-
versation would veer into silliness as 
they would dance, sing, laugh, and 
occasionally even cry. They let loose, 
and we were proud to give them a 
safe space for this.

Antonio’s education book group 
also took time to build, but with a 
strong reading list it eventually found 
its audience of interested parents and 
educators.  We now have a steady 
attendance of about eight to ten 
attendees (and as many as 15) com-
ing each month to discuss books that 
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the group now selects themselves. 
The readings are a continuous source 
of study for some of our library 
staff as we tussle with ways to create 

 programming that supports self-di-
rected learning, where people con-
nect with one another and explore 
interests on their own terms. The dis-
cussions that have ensued when the 
book club meets have been equally 
enlightening, as parents and educators 
express concerns about the stress that 
schooling and the college admissions 
process puts on children and families 
in our community.

The parallels were striking. Two 
books clubs, but the same discussion 
topic: kids in our community are 
stressed. This planted a seed that led 
to the development of Free Play and 
the eventual inclusion of teens at Free 
Play.

Free Play and Open-Ended 
Exploration
One of the most influential books 
we read in the education book club 
was Free to Learn by Dr. Peter Gray. It 
focuses on the importance of play in 
childhood development. According to 
Dr. Gray, “Playing with other children, 
away from adults, is how children 
learn to make their own decisions, 
control their emotions and impulses, 
see from others’ perspectives, negoti-

ate differences with others, and make 
friends. In short, play is how children 
learn to take control of their lives.”2 
Dr. Gray came to speak at our library, 

and interested staff, including everyone 
on our programs team, attended the 
program titled “Play Deficit Disorder: 
A National Crisis and How to Solve It 
Locally.”3

Based on our new understanding 
of play, we worked with Antonio 
Buehler to develop our Free Play 
program, an open-ended exploration 
program focusing on play. It utilizes 
an expanded time frame (about three 
hours) for families to come and go at 

their  convenience. The environment 
is immersive and stimulus rich, and it 
is geared for inter-age activity where 
parents are encouraged to let go of 
their kids. 

Public schools in America provide 
a very structured educational experi-
ence—regimented schedule, state cur-
riculum requirements, age segregation, 
standardized testing and grades, and 
adult direction. Free Play provides the 
opposite. Kids choose what they want 
to play, how they want to play, who 
they want to play with, and when they 
want to quit. Younger kids learn from 
older kids, while older kids develop 
empathy, collaboration, and leader-
ship skills as they model behavior for 
younger kids. Kids can fight over a toy 
and resolve it themselves. They can 
take their shoes off. They can make 
noise. They can get messy.

We were pleasantly surprised by an 
immediate positive response to the 
program. Families were craving a safe, 
loosely structured space to connect. 
They appreciated having a come-
and-go program they could enjoy at a 
time that worked for them. They liked 
that they could bring kids of varying 
ages to the same program. Parents 
welcomed getting to chat with other 
parents. Sometimes we managed to get 
a food truck to come so they could 
have an easy dinner while everyone 
played!

Parents didn’t instantly grasp the 
part about letting their kids play on 
their own, but we passed out book-
marks listing the goals of Free Play, 
and Antonio and library staff members 
chatted with newcomer parents to 
help them understand the importance 
of play and the importance of letting 
kids have adult-free decision-making 
space. 

The transformation has been re-
markable. Parents look to each other 
for social cues, and often the helicop-
tering parent style is borne of being 
around other parents who hover. As 

Learn More About Play
Free Play: Preparing Libraries and 
Communities for an Uncertain Future 
http://bit.ly/westbank_play

Free Play YouTube Playlist
http://bit.ly/westbank_play_youtube

Free Play Time Lapse Video
https://youtu.be/HwppdMlyNNg

Libraries as Centers for Self-Directed 
Education
http://bit.ly/psych2day_libs_sefldirect-
ed_ed

A Place to Just Play
https://www.tsl.texas.gov/ld/li-
brarydevelopments/?p=23528

We provide opportunities through open-
ended exploration and play that help 
grow SEL skills and enrich our kids’ lives, 
as a strong and necessary complement to 
traditional school offerings.
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more and more parents sit at tables at 
one side of the room during Free Play, 
chatting, playing games with each oth-
er, reading, or knitting, and generally 
ignoring their kids, parents who are 
new to Free Play take their cue and 
join the other parents. They relax, and 
so do their kids.

Fortuitously, our YA book club 
founder, Marissa, turned 13 just about 
the time we launched Free Play, and 
13 is the age when you can officially 
volunteer at the library. Marissa spent 
much of the summer with us helping 
at Free Play and other open-ended 
exploration programs. She has logged 
400 hours of volunteer time this year, 
much of it side-by-side with our edu-
cation book club leader, Antonio. 

Other open-ended exploration 
programs have focused on art and 
video games, and future programs 
may include coding, science, writing, 
and music. The formula for each is 
the same: stimulus-rich environment, 
extended time frame, inter-age par-
ticipants, and parents on the sideline. 
Our next strategic plan has connected, 
learning, and play in its vision and will 
allow for considerable growth in this 
new programming direction.

Free Play and SEL
Last spring our local school district 
called community leaders together 
to talk about social emotional learn-
ing (SEL). District administrators 
were asking the community to come 
together to support SEL development 
in our students, at all grade levels 
but especially in the high school. A 
recent article in our local newspaper 
highlighted the issue in our school 
district and a similar, neighboring 
school district. Surveys of high school 
students indicated a 31 percent rate of 
depression, with 17 percent reporting 
that they have seriously considered 
suicide. 70 percent of the students 
said the stress of school was too much, 
47 percent felt they were “not good 

enough,” and 47 percent reported 
missing school because of stress-re-
lated health or emotional problems. 
Students also reported getting an 
average of six and a half hours of sleep 
per night, about three hours less than 
recommended.4 A 2016 study by the 
National Institute of Mental Health 
estimates that 3.1 million adolescents 
aged 12 to 17 (12.8 percent) had at 
least one major depressive episode 
during that year.5

SEL competencies include social 
awareness, empathy, self-awareness, re-
flection, responsible decision-making, 
self-management, resiliency, relation-
ship skills, and collaboration.  What 
Peter Gray teaches us is that these are 
not things we learn in a structured 
environment like school. “Play is na-
ture’s way of teaching children how to 
solve their own problems, control their 
impulses, modulate their emotions, 
see from other’s perspectives, nego-
tiate differences, and get along with 
others as equals. There is no substitute 
for play as a means of learning these 
skills. They can’t be taught in school.”6 
Structured environments promote 
obedience, not independent thinking. 
Class rankings teach competition, not 
collaboration. For socioemotional 
learning, agency is needed.

Public libraries bring a tremendous 
value to our communities by offering 
low-structure high-agency programs 
that our schools simply can’t. We pro-
vide opportunities through open-end-
ed exploration and play that help grow 
SEL skills and enrich our kids’ lives, as 
a strong and necessary complement to 
traditional school offerings.

But how do we get teens, who need 
play the most, to join in? 

Getting Teens to Free Play
The bulk of the attendees at Free Play 
are younger children. Teens in our 
community are overscheduled and 
facing pressure from varying sources 
(the school, themselves, their parents, 

their peers, their coaches, and their 
hoped-for university destination) to 
create the perfect college applica-
tion, complete with top grades in AP 
courses, high SAT and ACT scores, 
multiple extracurricular activities, and 
lots of volunteer hours. The group 
that might benefit the most from the 
freedom to engage in unstructured 
play has too many obligations severely 
limiting their ability to participate. 

We decided to meet our teens (and 
their families) where they are. They 
need a chance to play, and they need 
volunteer credits to satisfy college 
application expectations. Marissa’s 
success and joy at being included 
in Free Play as a volunteer over the 
summer was a catalyst for creating 
a teen drop-in volunteer role at all 
of our Free Play programs. Teens are 
invited to join us at Free Play to help 
with setup and cleanup, but more 
importantly to model play to young-
er children and to join in if they 
are invited. Because of the nature of 
the work, we can accommodate any 
number of teens that drop in to earn 
volunteer hours. 

As with our fledgling book clubs, 
success is less about the number of 
people who participate than it is about 
the quality of the experience for ev-
eryone involved. Teens come in wear-
ing the weight of the school day, and 
they are sometimes shy about jump-
ing in, but they leave laughing after 
rediscovering the delights of playing 
parachute. They help younger children 
build amazingly tall towers, lifting 
them to place the block on top. They 
join in tea parties when summoned by 
confident four-year-olds. They sit on 
the floor amidst a mountain of LEGO 
blocks, assisting in complicated con-
structions. They nurture their young 
playmates, helping them learn new 
games, demonstrating compromise, 
and assisting in their skill development. 
On a recent school holiday, we held 
a seven-hour-long Free Play, and ten 
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teens came to volunteer, a few staying 
the entire day because they were 
having a blast. It was an added bonus 
that they started the day as strangers to 
each other and became friends.

Parents are delighted as well. Parents 
of younger children are more relaxed 
knowing there are older kids in the 
mix, and parents of teens are pleased 
for their kids to find such a rewarding 
volunteer job.

What’s Next?
Currently Free Play sees attendance of 
50 to 100 participants weekly. It min-
imally requires two to three staff/vol-
unteers. Setup takes 20 to 45 minutes 
depending on how many people are 
helping, and cleanup goes by quickly 
as families pitch in before they leave. 
We provide snacks for kids and coffee 
for parents to create a comfortable en-
vironment. And now we offer teens a 
reason to play. So how do we continue 
to grow our other programming to 
include teens?

The library offers 100–125 programs 
per month across our two locations, 
which presents other opportunities 
to include teens as volunteers. To this 
end, we’ve been looking at what’s 
drawing teens to Free Play: flexible 
times, minimal rules, connection with 
others, playfulness, and sometimes the 
chance to reflect on their own child-
hood—which to teens was forever 
ago! We are identifying other pro-
grams, children’s and adult programs 
both, that could benefit from adding 
teens to the mix, where teens will 
benefit too.
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PLUS

New YALSA Publication: 
Teen Summer Learning Pro-
grams from Start to Finish
YALSA’s newest publication, Teen 
Summer Learning Programs: From Start 
to Finish is now available in the ALA 
Store! Whether you’re just starting 
the transition from summer reading 
to summer learning, or have already 
completed the transition, this guide 
will help you think through the nuts 
and bolts of designing, implementing, 
and improving your summer learn-
ing program to ensure success. From 
planning & budgeting to community 
engagement to program examples, you 
won’t end up short on ideas for your 
teen summer learning program. Buy it 
now in the ALA Store! ALA members 
receive a 10% discount. 

2019 Symposium Location, 
Program Proposals, and 
Travel Stipend
YALSA is excited to announce that 
the 2019 YA Services Symposium 
will be held in Memphis, TN No-
vember 1 -3. Program proposals 
for the 2019 symposium are open 
now through February 1. If you are 
planning on attending the 2019 sym-
posium, don’t forget to apply for the 
travel stipend. There are two stipends 
available – one for library workers and 
one for graduate students – that will 
help offset traveling expenses to the 
symposium. Apply by June 1. Learn 
more about the symposium at www.
ala.org/yalsa/yasymposium or sign up 
for updates at tinyurl.com/yalsa-sym-
posiumupdates. 

YALSA at the 2019 Midwin-
ter Meeting in Seattle
Check out what YALSA has going 
on at the ALA Midwinter Meeting, 
January 25-29 in Seattle, WA, by 
visiting the wiki, and follow along 
with the activities by checking the 
YALSAblog and the #alamw19 and 
#alayma hashtags. https://tinyurl.com/
YALSAMW19 

2018 Series of Free Teen 
Competencies Webinars 
Ends; New Webinar Sub-
scription Opportunity for 
Non-YALSA Members
This past year YALSA sponsored 
ten months’ worth of free webinars, 
 focused on our Teen Competencies 
for Library Staff, These were open to 
the public, not just YALSA members. 
If you’d like to view the recordings, 
please visit our YouTube page. 

The free webinar series, re-
ceived overwhelming interest from 
non-YALSA members. As a result, 
YALSA decided to introduce a new 
opportunity for non-members to 
attend our live webinars. 

Non-YALSA members can now 
attend YALSA’s live monthly webinars 
and access recordings via a paid, yearly 
subscription. This is a new opportunity 
as previously, non-members were only 
able to purchase webinar recordings. 
Subscriptions can start at any time 
during the year and will last for a 12 
month period. YALSA members 
will continue to have full access 
to live webinar sessions and all 
recordings.
Subscription prices are:

• $59: Individuals for 12 months of 
webinars

• $129: Group subscriptions for 12 
months of webinars

State library agencies should 
contact Linda W. Braun, YALSA CE 
Consultant, for subscription pricing 
for their state. Anyone interested 
in learning more about webinar 

subscriptions should also, contact 
Linda at lbraun@leonline.com or visit 
www.ala.org/yalsa/onlinelearning/
webinar. 

Apply to be a Spectrum 
Scholar!
Established in 1997, the Spectrum 
Scholarship Program is ALA’s nation-
al diversity and recruitment effort 
designed to address the specific issue 
of under-representation of critically 
needed ethnic librarians within the 
profession while serving as a model 
for ways to bring attention to larger 
diversity issues in the future. YALSA 
sponsors two Spectrum Scholars with 
an interest in serving youth ages 12-18 
in a library setting. Learn more and 
apply by March 1 at www.ala.org/
advocacy/spectrum. 

Apply for the Doctoral 
 Fellowship Award
YALSA’s new Doctoral Fellowship 
Award will provide up to $3,000 to 
one recipient to cover research related 
expenses (including travel to confer-
ences relevant to dissertation research) 
and is funded by YALSA’s Leader-
ship Endowment. The award aims to 
encourage research on teens, learning 
and libraries, specifically research that 
aligns with YALSA’s National Research 
Agenda, and/or research that inves-
tigates any aspect of YALSA’s Teen 
Services Competencies for Library Staff. 
Learn more and apply by March 1 
at www.ala.org/yalsa/doctoral-disser-
tation-fellowship. Eligibility require-
ments apply.

Reimagining Teen Read 
Week™ and Teen Tech 
Week™
As you may be aware, in March 2017, 
a discussion between YALSA’s board 
members resulted in a proposal (board 
document #32) at Annual 2017 to 
re-envision TTW and TRW to create 
a larger advocacy/awareness campaign 

The YALSA 
Update
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to promote the importance of year-
round teen services. A follow-up con-
versation also took place and resulted 
in the most recent board document, 
which put forth the task to create a 
taskforce to come up with possible 
recommendations for the advocacy/
awareness campaign. 

As a result, TRW and TTW will be 
going through some changes and there 
will be no theme for TRW or TTW 
starting in 2019. Library staff are 
encouraged and welcome to contin-
ue to celebrate TRW in October and 
TTW in March or during a time that 
is convenient for their teens & library, 
under the general themes of “Read 
for the Fun of It” and “Get Connect-
ed,” respectively. In November, the 
TTW ning site was deactivated and all 
resources were relocated to the YALSA 
website and wiki. Eventually, the TRW 
ning site resources will also be relocat-
ed to the wiki. Please look out for the 
announcement in early 2019. 

To learn more, please read the latest 
re-envisioning TTW and TRW board 
document, along with board docu-
ment #32 from last year. If you would 
like to be kept in the loop about the 
re-envisioning process, please sign up 
here.

Apply by Feb. 1st to Serve 
on a Strategic Committee, 
Advisory Board or Taskforce
Get leadership opportunities and be 
a part of moving YALSA forward 

while networking with colleagues by 
serving on one of YALSA’s strategic 
committees, advisory boards or task-
forces! Appointments are made in 
Feb./Mar. and start work July 1 and 
are one-year appointments (unless 
noted).

President-Elect Todd Krueger will 
appoint members for 2019-2020. 
Groups include:
• AASL/ALSC/YALSA Committee 

on School & Public Library Coop-
eration

• Division & Membership Promo-
tion

• Editorial Advisory Board (for YALS 
& the YALSAblog)

• Financial Advancement
• Hub Advisory Board
• JRLYA Advisory Board
• Organization & Bylaws
• Research Committee
• Summer Learning (6 months, start-

ing March 1)
• Teens’ Top Ten Committee

Before submitting the form, view the 
committee FAQ and the committee 
responsibilities section in the YALSA 
handbook. Fill out the form by Feb. 
1. Questions? Please contact Todd 
Krueger, YALSA President-Elect, at 
todd.yalsa@gmail.com.

2019 YALSA Book Awards 
and Lists
This year, the Youth Media Awards 
will take place Monday, Jan. 28 
at 8AM PST at ALA’s Midwinter 

Meeting in Seattle, WA. For infor-
mation on how to view the an-
nouncement live online, visit www.
ala.org/news/mediapresscenter/press-
kits/ymapk. Be sure to keep your 
eyes peeled that Monday for the 
winners of all ALA’s book awards, 
including YALSA’s Alex, Edwards, 
Morris, Nonfiction, Odyssey, and 
Printz Awards. You can also check 
out YALSA’s 2019 Amazing Audio-
books for Young Adults, Best Fiction 
for Young Adults, Great Graph-
ic Novels for Teens, and Quick 
Picks for Reluctant Young Adult 
Readers lists at tinyurl.com/yalsab-
ookawards-lists. 

In March, be sure to visit 
www.ala.org/yalsa/best to find 
downloadable tools to promote 
winners at your library, part of 
YALSA’s new Best of the Best! 
You’ll be able to download 
customizable bookmarks featuring 
the winners of the 2019 Alex, 
Edwards, Morris, Nonfiction, 
Odyssey, and Printz Awards. You can 
also download logos to use on your 
website or in marketing materials in 
your library, spine labels to apply to 
titles that appear in the Best of the 
Best, and other tools to promote 
the awards, as well as the Amazing 
Audiobooks for Young Adults, Best 
Fiction for Young Adults, Great 
Graphic Novels for Teens, and 
Quick Picks for Reluctant Young 
Adult Readers.  
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Monthly interactive webinars on timely topics.  
Presented by experts and commercial free. 

FREE
E-Learning
just for Members

Live webinars are available 
exclusively to members as a 
free member benefit the third 
Thursday of each month.

Learn more at  
www.ala.org/yalsa/webinars

Webinars available 24/7: 
All archived webinars are free for 
members and available after the 
live presentation via the Members 
Only section of the YALSA website 
at tinyurl.com/yalsamembersonly.

Make your  
YALSA membership  
work for you!

http://www.ala.org/yalsa/webinars
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