
The School Library Journal/Thomson Gale Giant Step Award Application Questions


1. Tell us about your library prior to taking a giant step.  What audience did you serve, what was lacking, what was the circulation, what were the staff and budget?

We are a multicultural, inner-city public high school (grades 9-12) with an enrollment of approximately 1200 students.  Our students come from middle to low income families; approximately 30% are military.  The school opened in 1959.

District funding was based on enrollment and we were the smallest school in the district (out of 20+ high schools).  Consequently, we generally only had about $3500 to spend on materials each year, including online resources. This was nowhere near enough to meet the curriculum needs and to update the collection.  There was a constant challenge to balance purchases to have new materials available and to maintain basic necessities for student research.

Previously, 60% of our collection was pre-1980; another 20% was published within the 1980’s.  Only 2% was published within the last 5 years.  It was difficult to interest students in books when most of the books were older than the students themselves!  Information was outdated, pages were yellowed and mildewed, bindings were falling apart – they were generally unappealing.  Circulation statistics were appalling because students only checked out books when teachers forced them to do so.

While the Library Media Center was clean and well kept, the orange laminate was indicative of the 1970’s, which was when we were last up-dated.  Chair coverings were re-covered in the mid 1990’s.  It did not exude a “warm, welcoming” atmosphere.

There were two Library Media Specialists, but I also served as the Technology Contact for the school so I was often out in the classrooms dealing with technology issues.  Additionally, we had no secretarial or paraprofessional help.

Our students performed so poorly on the reading portion of the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) that our school received a “D” score two years in a row.  We needed to make some serious adjustments; we needed help.

2.  Explain the program that resulted in your taking a giant step.  Be specific in terms of how your services, programs, and collections have changed.  Indicate goals, partnerships, collaboration between public and school libraries, funding sources that helped you meet your objectives.
In the fall of 2003 the Public Education Network (PEN) partnered with the New York Life Foundation to provide funding for the Revitalizing High School Libraries Initiative grant – a pilot program based on the Library Power grant for middle schools -- aimed at improving literacy among high school students.  Grants were awarded to educational foundations in three cities on behalf of schools in their area; our school was one of the ones selected.  

I was asked to put together a technology wish list for about $60,000 and to plan on about twice that amount for book purchases.    

I asked for recommendations from students and teachers.  I read reviews.  I had representatives from book companies bring samples of new books.  It was a lot of work, but such fun!

By the combination of weeding out the oldest and most outdated books, along with purchasing new ones, I have improved the age of the collection  -- now only 18% is pre-1980 (most are fiction) and 35% of the collection was published within the last 5 years.

Another improvement was extended hours with the addition of two secretaries instead of one of the Library Media Specialists, and providing a Technology Specialist.  With flexible scheduling of personnel, we are open early and close later than regular school hours.  Students are waiting outside for the Library Media Center to open at 6:45 a.m. and many stay after to do homework, read, and do research.

Included in the grant was the physical renovation to create a warm, inviting atmosphere of learning.  To accomplish this, I discussed my needs and requirements with the consultant for a local library design company, who donated his time for this.  I told him I wanted an area for two large classes, leisure reading area, computer lab, areas for small groups of students on passes, and our Little School children (pre-school students with our Early Childhood classes).  He took measurements, made a sketch of the area, and was given a budget. 

After the consultant presented his vision for our “new look” my principal and I looked through hundreds of fabric swatches and dozens of laminate samples to pick out patterns and colors for the leisure reading furniture and shelving laminate.  We needed to ensure that what we selected would be visually appealing, incorporated existing colors for the tile floor and shelving units, and had timelessness.  We enlisted the help of some students for approval of our choices.  One of them asked when the changes would take place.  They were astounded and thrilled that it would be for the next school year while they were still attending RHS!  

The local New York Life Insurance Company helped by providing funding to recover our chairs to match the new leisure furniture and also donated computer monitors.

With an additional grant from our local education foundation, we were able to purchase new computer tables for our desktop computers. 

Our district supervisor provided new donated books for our Little School section.

The fall of 2004 brought in physical rearrangements as we shifted collections of books and cleared some shelving for renovations, unboxed and checked out hundreds of new books, scheduled removal and replacement of shelving laminate, provided orientation and literacy instruction – in between closings for Hurricanes Charley, Frances, Ivan, and Jeanne.  In spite of all this activity, we remained open for “business as usual” with orientation, literacy instruction, book check-outs, and research projects.

Everything was beginning to shape up.  Students and teachers were constantly amazed to see the changes that had taken place since their last visit (even if that was only the previous day).  The Library Media Center’s metamorphosis was astounding!  The transformation even exceeded my expectations.  

3. Compare the improved climate and current relationship with the community the library serves today versus the way things were prior to the improvements.  What needs did your program fulfill and how did they positively impact your community?

With this grant, I was able to purchase a wider variety of reading materials to interest more students.  Now our non-fiction collection better supports the curriculum and students’ learning with up-to-date materials.  Our biographies are contemporary and the fiction books are visually attractive to students, covering topics of interest to teens today.  Having current books aligned to the curriculum and fiction books about contemporary topics with multicultural protagonists have made it easy to promote their use, and students are eager to read them.  Classes come in for book talks and book passes.   Students in various classes created skits/book promotionals that are aired on CCTV.  We provide scrolling book reviews that air on the CCTV throughout the day.  

We set up a display of books highlighted on CCTV.  When the display area was almost bare the next day, I asked my secretary if the books had been moved or re-shelved.  She informed me that the books had been checked out!

When our state instituted a young adult reading award program aimed at high school students (Florida Teens Read), we already had multiple copies of 9 of the 15 nominated titles.  I could begin promoting this program immediately instead of waiting for an order of books to arrive.

Last spring, we participated in the district’s pilot Poetry Jam program.  I felt comfortable doing this, because we had purchased and received hundreds of contemporary and multicultural poetry books to inspire students.  

We had a poet/griot provided by the local arts council directing the poetry jam.  He recited some poetry and after one of these, asked the students if they were familiar with it.  It was a particular thrill for me to hear the student who knew the poem acknowledge that he read it in a book from our Library Media Center!
In previous years, when working on computer programs, students crowded together in their groups to work on collaborative online projects with the desktop computers plugged into the network.  Then they struggled to share their computer presentations with the class by using our old Windows 98 laptop, LCD projector, and screen.  Usually one student in the group was computer literate and constantly went back and forth between the laptop and the screen, trying to both present and operate the equipment.  Students got frustrated with the outdated equipment that kept freezing up during their presentations.  Often I was called on to troubleshoot their projects and correct problems.
Now I am better able to prepare our students for the post-secondary world with updated technology, which provides them with opportunities for improving computer skills and presentation knowledge.  Wireless laptops with productivity software allow them to work at tables in groups as they collaborate on their projects and research online.  The new interactive whiteboard enables them to become much more poised and polished when they make their presentations.  They enjoy using it and put extra effort into their work.  

Another tremendous improvement was our school grade.  Our reading scores increased dramatically and helped us go from a “D” grade to within 3 points of a “B” in one year!  While many factors went into the improvement in reading scores – focus on reading across the curriculum, dedicated faculty and administration – the reading resources within the Library Media Center and focus on literacy was definitely an aspect of it.

The changes and improvements brought about by the grant have made me enjoy coming to work.  It is a pleasure to have the proper tools to do my job.  Our Library Media Center has truly been revitalized!  

4. Explain how you were able to obtain buy-in from either your administrator (school library) or your library director (public library) that led to better support of your program.

Our principal was one of our biggest supporters.  In 2003 and 2004 our school received a “D” grade, due in large part to reading scores and the performance of our lower quartile students.  One of the first things he implemented was the Robinson Reads! literacy program, which put emphasis on reading strategies school-wide.   Every curriculum area incorporated reading strategies within their subject area.

He also wanted the Library Media Center to be a warm, welcoming place where students would want to come in to relax and read.  Dr. McCarthy’s vision was one of the key reasons our school was selected for the Revitalizing High School Libraries Initiative grant.


Unfortunately, he died just a month after learning we were awarded the grant, so he never had the chance to see his vision unfold.

Our current principal has been equally supportive in promoting and supporting the Library Media Center and the Robinson Reads! program as we have created a literacy model for other schools.

5. Detail your long-term strategy for success, and how you plan on sustaining a high level of service?

The biggest obstacle was getting the collection caught up with the times.  The massive weeding effort and infusion of new books, along with the updated technology purchases allowed us to be on an equal footing with the newly constructed schools in our district.  Now we need to build on the foundation that has been developed.  The grant has allowed my existing budget to be stretched farther for improvements   I would like to continue to expand on the biography and reference sections, and to work on updating our career section.   The fiction section needs updated copies of classic literature.

I plan to increase activities (like the Poetry Jam, book passes, and promotionals) for students to get exposed to reading activities and incentives.  Our Reading Counts program has received little participation; I would like to expand participation.  I want more students in the forefront promoting books to read.

Students and teachers are more aware of our enhanced collection and technology opportunities and are taking advantage of our resources.  Some teachers are already heavy users of the Library Media Center; I would like to get more teachers involved with programs.

My goal is to develop additional collaborative units with classroom teachers.  I want more teachers to utilize me as a partner in the educational process.  This has started already as teachers observe activities with other teachers and ask to have their students involved.  

6. Explain how you measured the impact of your program, and its impact on students, teachers, and parents.  Statistics, benchmarks, and anecdotal information would be helpful.

This grant has allowed me to update and improve our Library Media Center – which in turn affects school wide literacy as more students come in and are enticed to check out our new books.  A basic but vitally important aspect of literacy is getting students to read.  It is a well-documented fact that Young Adults – due to the demands on their time with outside interests and required reading for class work -- are less likely to pursue recreational reading. When books are outdated, in poor condition, and generally unattractive, it is difficult to get the reluctant reader (or any reader for that matter) to try them.  Most teens need extra incentive to pick up books to read on their own.  Books with attractive covers, dealing with topics of interest to teens today have literally stopped students walking past them on display.

When the book shipments were coming in during the summer, I enlisted the help of my daughter Heather, who was a junior at my school.  As we unboxed the books and checked the order, Heather nearly floored me when she asked if she would be able to check out some of the books even though it was summertime.  This was the daughter who – to my constant embarrassment -- often told people she “hated books…hated to read”!  On another trip back to school during that summer, Heather asked if she could accompany me to check out some more books!  I knew if I could reach my own personal reluctant reader, I could reach any of them.  It was just a matter of finding the right books.

Once students have the opportunity to look at the new books, they invariably continue to use them.  An example of this was a class that came in to do research.  Since the computers weren’t available the first day of their research project, they were “forced” to use books.  The second day (when the computers were available), many of the students continued to use the books for their information! 

With the addition of the updated books, circulation has almost doubled last year’s statistics.  Students consistently check out 2 or more books when only required by their teacher to check out one, and they often come in on their own to check out additional books.  Statistics also show a dramatic increase in the number of students coming to the Library Media Center on their own.

We utilized age of collection statistics, circulation statistics, usage statistics, and surveys.  I set up a comment board and encouraged students to express their thoughts about the renovations.  Some of the comments:  “It looks great and I like the comfy sofa thingies”… “I come here every day and I like it. Everyone is so friendly and it’s fun to be here”… “The newly improved environment makes me feel like I’m at home. I love coming here.”


Part of the grant was a mid-year and final evaluation process conducted by the  independent Policies Study Group.  They interviewed groups of students and teachers to assess the impact of the grant.  Results indicate a positive reaction by all stakeholders.

7. What guidelines, professional literature, resources did you turn to make this giant step possible?

To justify our need for this grant, I used the district’s formula for providing funds, the average cost of books, then went to the Sunlink website and printed out the age of collection graphic for our school.  

I attended conferences, visited exhibits, and networked with colleagues.  

I researched professional journals and websites for reviews and recommendations of books that would interest YA’s.   Periodicals we subscribe to are School Library Journal, Booklist, American Libraries, and Media and Methods.  Key websites I utilized were AASL, YALSA, IRA, and www.teenreads.com.  I also spent many hours with vendors showing me samples of their books.  This allowed me to make informed decisions on whether or not to purchase the books, based on my knowledge of the curriculum, the collection, and my students.

8. Could your program be easily replicated in other libraries?  If so, how?

Yes.  Library Media Specialists at other schools should already be collaborating with their classroom teachers and staying up-to-date with technology and books of interest to their students.  They need to be able to justify a need and have a plan in place to meet those needs.  They should weed out older books so the book count doesn’t falsely reflect their collection.

Prior to receiving this grant I had attended conferences, visited exhibits, read journals, and long fantasized about actually having the money to provide my students with the opportunities to utilize state-of-the-art technology and to have a wide variety of current books to entice students.  Not only did I know what I would purchase, I already had the lessons ready and knew which teachers would be willing to collaborate with me!  

There are a lot of opportunities waiting for someone to take advantage of them.  While there aren’t always grants available of this magnitude, virtually every community has an educational foundation that works to provide additional funding to support educational initiatives.       
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