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Impact to School Community
 
Libraries are community hubs where future possibilities are endless, changing lives in deep and impactful ways. In addition to connecting people to information, libraries connect people to their communities. They are safe havens for kids when school is not in session, offering after school homework help, games and book clubs. Libraries are committed to helping children and adults develop the skills they need to survive and thrive in a global information society. 

In the three years that I’ve worked as the teacher-librarian for Carson High School, I have committed my time to helping students, teachers, and staff become effective users of ideas and information by providing them with the vision, strategies, and skills to access and utilize current learning resources and technologies. I’ve had multiple opportunities to collaborate and build strong relationships with a good percentage of teachers and other staff. Additionally, hearing positive feedback from students motivates me to find more innovative ways to be of service to students in any way I can. It is powerful and touching when I get such survey comments as “The librarian makes it so much better. She’s really nice and helps around a lot. There’s many resources at our hands from which we can take advantage of. We all feel safe and equal.” It is responses such as this that fuels my drive and encourages me to keep making improvements that will enrich the lives of all my students.

Carson is one of the most diverse ethno-racial and linguistic diverse city in the United States. It is a small tight-knit community where many teachers and staff members were former Carson High School graduates. And like so many others throughout the U.S., the schools within Carson are plagued by poverty, crime, homelessness, hunger, child abuse, drug abuse, and an ever widening achievement gap. Despite these challenges and a tough uphill battle for the marginalized student population in our community whereby at least 70% of students qualify for free or reduced lunch, I still see an overwhelming amount of human potential in beautiful, bright, talented, and creative students. When given access to the right tools and equal opportunities, these students show enormous growth and can even outshine students in more affluent communities. One great example of such a student is Frances Suavillo, a Filipina student from my school who made history after she was selected to be the student board member for the district, which gives voice to some 700,000 students in America’s second-largest school district, LAUSD. From humble beginnings in Tondo, Manila, Frances moved to California just 9 years ago. After taking the oath into office, Frances said, “I want to make sure all voices across Los Angeles Unified will be heard. I will make sure I am the vessel of the voices from the classrooms. Los Angeles Unified is so diverse, so rich in culture, I am also going to make sure that English Learners are given the best and pushed into greater opportunities,” she continued. “Personally, I know how important it is for English Learners to get this support.” 
Students like Frances frequent the school library often in search of resources for their classes, or they may be hungry for the next book to read for pleasure. As the teacher-librarian, one of the most important task I have is to select materials that will provide students with culturally relevant and engaging books to read. Many of my students come from homes where their parents do not speak English, nor do they have the resources to purchase books for their children, or have the luxury of time and language capacity to read to them on a daily basis. Strong libraries fuel this growth by guaranteeing that every student has the right to read and receive (or have access to) information and educational opportunities. “The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3,” a study conducted by University of Kansas researchers Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley, found that children from low-income households are exposed to thirty million fewer words by the age of four compared with their more-affluent peers (2003). Follow-up studies show that this difference has lasting effects on a child’s later academic performance. Being cognizant of this “word gap” is critical in creating a library that meets a wide range of reading levels. School libraries must be designed to serve students of all reading levels, including those reading below their grade level and English language learners developing their vocabularies. School librarians should provide high-interest, low-level books so that everyone can find books that they can read. Providing multicultural books that speak to my students’ experiences and stories is crucial. When I started my position three years ago, the books in the library were not diverse enough, nor were there any books that supported lower level readers. I am a strong advocate for my students by making sure that teachers understand the importance of testing students’ reading levels and allowing student voice and choice in selecting books that matches their current Lexile scores as well as their growing interests. It is not surprising that the average reading grade level of students at my school is typically 4-5 years below their grade level, which is a travesty, yet again not shocking since LAUSD, one of the largest school districts in the U.S., does not provide the proper funding for any full-time teacher-librarian at an elementary schools. Just recently, with the success of our six-day strike in 2019, many middle schools have now hired over 200 teacher-librarians positions to fill these libraries that have been closed since 2008. No wonder there is such a wide deficiency in reading levels!
School libraries are a great equalizer for student learning because they provide students with direct access to a diverse collection of high-quality books for independent reading and growth. Many students may not have books in their home environments or opportunities to go to their public library branch because they are uncertain where it is. They may not have someone to take them, or they may not feel comfortable going there since it could be an uncertain environment. Furthermore, many children do not have access to current and working technology in their classrooms or at home. During my first year as a TL, I wrote a grant to Marathon Petroleum, one of the most leading, integrated, downstream energy company in the U.S and proposed that they partner with our school in filling the gap of technology. I was granted $150,000 to purchase new laptops for every student. This was a major victory for me as I had no prior experience in grant writing.

  Another major impact I made to our school was to reorganize the entire library inventory in order to make all resources more accessible and easier for teachers and students to locate and utilize.  I am currently considering genrifying the fiction section of the library in order to provide easier method of locating books for students. I hear so many students asking such questions as “Where are your mystery books?” Nonfiction is organized by subject already, and genre is the close equivalent for fiction, so it can be a very intuitive system. Genrifying the fiction section may create more independent libraries and many of my school librarians colleagues find that genrifying is a perfect strategy for doing just that. Before beginning this task, I questioned students, teachers, and the library service support team for suggestions that would improve research. Another big problem that I tackled was the reference books section. For instance, the College and Career books were located in the back storeroom which was not accessible to students. Furthermore, instead of interfiling the reference materials throughout the entire library, I moved all the reference books to one central location, which has made it easier for students to access. This was quite a challenging task as the reference books are large, heavy, and cumbersome to move. Since I have reorganized the reference collection and have placed it in a more visible area of the library, my patrons have utilized the materials more often. I have also noticed an increase in library visits during the three years since I started requiring that all patron sign-in when they enter the library. The data that I have shared school wide, especially with administration, is that library visitations has tripled since I started three years ago.
Another essential way that school libraries are closing the resource gap is by servicing all types of learners in the most inclusive way possible. One major change that I have made to the library was the reconfiguration and rearrangement of the 15 large tables and 100 chairs in the library. Beforehand, the tables were separated and did not provide space for group work. The tables are now arranged into clusters where groups of 5-6 students can work together and have space to spread out their materials. Half of the tables are arranged into a U-shaped configuration to make it easier for students to hear and see me if I need to demonstrate lessons on the projector. Additionally, I have been able to procure new tables and chairs that can create a space that is accessible to everyone, especially people with disabilities. Everything from the layout and furniture to the shelves and technology was adapted to fit all learners.
Lastly, it is important that all students and staff have access to the resources during and after school. The library is open 30 minutes before school and now stays open even longer after school. The library is now open until at least 4:30 pm every day instead of closing at 3:30 pm which was the previous librarian’s hours. Many students and teachers need to complete their work after school in the library because they do not have access to technology at home. I have also created a website so that my patrons can access valuable information at any time of day. There are many quick links to credible databases and pertinent information that supports the literacy and instructional initiatives of the District by ensuring that quality instructional materials are always available for students 24 hours a day.

Another positive change I have made to the school library is to eliminate library fines so that students do not feel that they cannot utilize the resources. Currently, students have the option of pay off their fines in cash or through library hours where they are allowed to work off their fines at $10 an hour. All too often, students are unable to borrow public or school library materials because fines incurred have blocked further checkouts and families cannot afford to pay the fees. As a child that grew up in a low income and chaotic household, the library was my safe haven and a place of magical adventures, yet there were times when I felt ashamed because I was not able to pay the late fines I owed which limited my ability to check out books. My desire is to make the school library a safe space where students can check out books without ever feeling ashamed that they cannot afford the late fines. 
When working in high-risk communities, the most important idea to remember is setting the bar high for students, helping them realize that their dreams and goals are reachable, and providing constant love and support. In a community where opportunities and resources are limited, school libraries are important tools for library patrons as it provides an open door, power potential, and a safe haven to all.
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