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Introduction

As long-time advocates for urban teenagers, we wrote this book 
to show how librarians can use current research about urban teens, their 
information habits and preferences, and their use of libraries to improve 
public and school library serÂ�vices. We also sought to showcase model 
library programs designed for—and by—urban teens, programs that have 
successfully incorporated lessons learned from research into program 
design and delivery. These model programs, which have improved the 
lives of many urban teenagers, can be modified and replicated to impact 
still more adolescents living in urban areas throughout the country. Reach-
ing out to urban teens takes a lot of work, patience, and cooperation, but, 
as the many successful projects and programs in this book show, it is well 
worth the effort.

It is ironic that the two of us would find ourselves writing this book, 
considering our own teen lives. We spent them growing up in middle-
class families in small-town Montana and rural Virginia, a far cry from 
inner-city urban life. So perhaps the best way to introduce this book is to 
explain how we each became interested in doing research with and for 
urban teens.

Denise’s Story

My role as an advocate for urban teens started with a simple observation 
when I was a young librarian in the early 1990s, fresh out of library school 
and traveling around the country to visit new libraries to apply for my 
first professional position. As an avid reader of YA literature, I sought out 
the YA departments in each of the libraries. In many—even most—of the 
libraries, I was surprised to find nowhere to sit down, nowhere to use the 
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YA materials, nowhere to just enjoy being in the teen section of the library. 
And certainly there was nowhere I could sit and chat with friends, had I 
been a teen myself.

After touring one particularly eye-catching YA department, newly reno-
vated with expensive neon signage and flashy new bookstore shelving, I 
asked the library director why there was no seating anywhere in the depart-
ment. “We want the kids to get their materials and leave,” she explained. 
“We don’t want a lot of teenagers hanging around the library and bother-
ing people.”

I was shocked—truly shocked—by this attitude. I vowed then and there 
to become an advocate on behalf of teens in libraries. And I have been one 
ever since.

Years later, after I had gotten a Ph.D. and had become a professor, I 
began collaborating on research projects with my colleague and coauthor 
of this book, Sandra Hughes-Hassell. Her observations that urban teens 
lacked a voice in the popular media and in the research literature led me 
to focus my advocacy interests on urban teens in particular, especially low-
income minority teens living in inner cities. We have spent the past nine 
years researching and publishing together to give voice to this population 
and to study the ways in which public and school library serÂ�vices can help 
to improve urban teens’ lives.

Sandra’s Story

In 1994 I moved from rural Virginia to Philadelphia to become the direc-
tor of the Philadelphia Library Power project. Funded by the DeWitt 
WallaceÂ�–Reader’s Digest Fund, Library Power developed a new, challeng-
ing vision for school librarianship by ensuring that all learners in schools—
adults as well as children—had the resources and support they needed to 
become effective users of information and ideas. The Philadelphia Library 
Power project was one of many programs administered by the Philadel-
phia Education Fund—a not-for-profit orgaÂ�nization dedicated to improv-
ing the quality of public education for underserved youth throughout the 
Philadelphia region. As director of the project I spent a great deal of time 
in Philadelphia public schools working with librarians, teachers, adminis-
trators, and students. My interactions, my observations, and the relation-
ships I developed during the four years I led this project had a transforma-
tive impact on my life and on the focus of my work.

Through my work it became clear to me that public schools and pub-
lic libraries are critical institutions for breaking the cycle of poverty and 
redressing social inequities. It also became clear to me that urban youth, 
and urban teenagers in particular, are stereotyped by the media. The chil-
dren and teenagers I encountered in the schools were bright, focused, and 
eager learners. This was in sharp contrast to the images I saw on the eve-
ning news. The teachers (I consider school librarians to be teachers) too 
were passionate, innovative, and committed to reforming the educational 
system to make it “work” for all children—not just for those lucky enough 
to live in the more affluent neighborhoods in the city. My reaction to all 
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I saw and all I learned has been to focus, not only on supporting urban 
teenagers, urban teachers, and urban librarians, but also on telling their 
stories. I have been fortunate enough to find research partners, like Denise 
Agosto, who believe in urban youth, who are committed to social justice, 
and who share my desire to give “voice” to urban teenagers, who often go 
unheard.

Overview of the Book

This volume is divided into three sections. Part 1, “Setting the Stage,” asks, 
Who is the urban teen? Part 2, “Focus on Research,” presents the results 
of seven research studies involving urban teens. Each chapter includes 
recommendations for librarians serving urban teens to show how to trans-
fer research results into effective library practices. Part 3, “Focus on Best 
Practice,” presents four model programs from U.S. public libraries. Each 
of these four chapters focuses on lessons learned and includes ideas for 
implementing similar programs in other libraries serving urban teens.

Several common themes run through this volume. These include the 
importance of

collaboration with other agencies serving the target population•	
serÂ�vice design based on a clear understanding of youth develop-•	
ment
making culturally relevant resources available to urban teens•	
including teens’ voices and opinions in the design and delivery of •	
library serÂ�vices
serving as advocates for urban teens•	
community outreach in both face-to-face and online modes•	
understanding that social interaction and entertainment outlets •	
help to advance adolescents’ healthy mental and physical devel-
opment
the thoughtful design of library spaces for young adults•	
the need to explore new media for library serÂ�vices and for inter-•	
action with urban teens
basic information and literacy serÂ�vices as a key focus in library •	
serÂ�vices to urban teens

Together these themes can serve as a useful framework for the thoughtful 
design of library serÂ�vices for urban teens.

Ultimately, this book shows how library and information science 
research can—and should—have a direct impact on public and school 
library serÂ�vices for this population. It also demonstrates that library serÂ�vices 
to urban teens are alive and flourishing, and that creativity and appre-
ciation of adolescents are two of the most important elements in serving 
urban teens’ information, social, entertainment, and other needs. Above 
all, the studies and programs profiled in this book show us that the best 
library and information serÂ�vices are based on an understanding of urban 
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teens’ needs, their development, their ideas and opinions, and their cul-
tural and contextual backgrounds.

Finally, we must remember that it is not enough for librarians to assume 
that urban teens will use their serÂ�vices. Librarians must constantly update 
their serÂ�vices, advertise and promote them, and take them to places where 
urban teens choose to be. Only then will a larger percentage of urban 
teens turn to libraries to fulfill their wide-ranging developmental and 
informational needs.



Part I
Setting the Stage:  
Who Is the Urban Teen?
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Chapter 1
Who Are Urban Teens, 
and What Does Urban 
Mean, Anyway?
Denise E. Agosto and Sandra Hughes-Hassell

One of the greatest challenges in writing this book was answering 
the question, Who are urban teens? Are they teenagers who just happen 
to live in large cities, or do other demographic and social characteristics 
define this group? We examined many different definitions of urban and 
found it difficult to settle on just one. Our problem is a fairly common 
one, and pinning down a definition of urban can be tricky. According to 
the Encyclopedia of Urban America, “Widespread use of the term has been 
associated with widespread disagreement about its meaning and signifi-
cance” (ABC-CLIO 1998).

In this chapter, we explore the multiple definitions of urban, with an 
emphasis on what these definitions suggest about urban teens. We also 
provide a brief overview of urban teens and their use of libraries.

Defining the Urban in Urban Teens
Place-Based Definitions

One common method of defining urban is to look at population statis-
tics. In her book Serving Urban Teens (2008), Brehm-Heeger uses the U.S. 
Census Bureau’s (2007b) definition to identify this group. The Census 
Bureau classifies an urban area as a community with a population center 
of at least 1,000 people per square mile at its heart and a number of sur-
rounding blocks with a population density of at least 500 people per square 
mile. It classifies all other areas in the country as rural.

Using this definition, as of the year 2000, 79 percent of U.S. residents 
lived in urban areas and 21 percent lived in rural areas (U.S. Census Bureau 
2000), making nearly four-fifths of the U.S. population urban—and mak-
ing urban teens the majority rather than a specialized population.
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Perhaps a more useful definition is the Census Bureau’s breakdown of 
those living “Inside and Outside Metropolitan Areas” (U.S. Census Bureau 
2000). Within the population of those living in major metropolitan areas, 
the Bureau classifies more than 85 million people, or just over 30 percent 
of the U.S. population, as living in a “central city.” Here urban teens are a 
more select group, those living in the densely populated centers of major 
U.S. cities.

Instead of relying solely on population statistics, most dictionary defini-
tions include some form of reference to cities as central to the concept of 
urban. Examples include “pertaining to or characteristic of, occurring or 
taking place in, a city or town” (Oxford English Dictionary Online) and 
“of, relating to, characteristic of, or constituting a city” (Merriam-Webster 
Online Dictionary).

Thus, population-based definitions and common dictionary definitions 
tie urban to living in or near large cities. For urban teens, growing up in 
or near cities typically shapes some, but not all, of their life experiences. 
Potential areas of impact include entertainment and leisure choices, ways 
of speaking, comfort with using public transportation, and interactions 
with strangers. Still, it seems as if there is something missing from these 
definitions, some key concepts that help to make urban teens a unique 
group in terms of their developmental and information needs.

Popular Culture Definitions

Another approach to defining urban is to look at some of the ways in which 
it is used in popular culture. In today’s speech, urban is often used to 
describe a style, particularly of clothing or music. The Oxford English 
Dictionary added a newer definition of the term in 2007: “designating 
a type of music (esp. street music) that originates from a city, and typi-
cally reflects or is characteristic of urban life.” A newly added subdefini-
tion defines urban sportswear as “a style of casual clothing associated with 
urban culture and often regarded as stylish and contemporary. . . . such 
a style [was] originally associated with U.S. hip-hop culture and typically 
features baggy T-shirts with prominent logos, hooded tops, training shoes, 
and clothing associated with sports teams.”

A significant part of this “urban culture” is the urban vocabulary. The 
existence of the online Urban Dictionary (www.urbandictionary.com) 
stands as proof of its importance and size. Urban Dictionary compiles def-
initions of words used in the urban style of speaking, as defined by users of 
the site. It boasts 3,790,761 definitions written since 1999 and offers thirty-
eight definitions of urban; eleven of them refer to urban as a style, culture, 
or type of music. Together these definitions also point to another common 
connotation—a reference to African American culture. Of the thirty-eight 
definitions, eight include the words black or African American and three 
include additional references to race. One example is anything “associated 
with African-American or Hip-Hop culture.”

Another popular culture source worth examining is Urban Teen Mag-
azine (www.urbanteenmagazine.com/index.html), an online magazine 
written for and by teens from San Diego. Although much of the content 
focuses on entertainment, sports, school, and other issues of equal interest 
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to urban, suburban, and rural teens, it also features pictures of teens show-
ing off “urban fashions” and highlights stories of teens “making a differ-
ence” through serÂ�vice work in inner-city neighborhoods. It is these kinds 
of subtle cultural differences that define the urban in urban teens more 
than just population statistics.

Deutsch has pointed out that urban can have either a positive or a nega-
tive connotation, depending on context, and notes: “In the past few years, 
urban has taken on a new, hip connotation. ‘Urban chic’ is all the rage. 
There is an influx of young professionals into cities. Yet when paired with 
‘teen’ or ‘youth,’ urban still conjures up an image of poverty. Today, a dis-
tinct separation exists between the ‘urban’ of gentrification and the ‘urban’ 
of public housing” (2008, 92).

Demographic Group 
Membership Definitions

Urban can also refer to demographic group membership, such as race, 
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or linguistic group. One defining charac-
teristic of urban areas is diversity, in large part reflecting sheer population 
size. The Encyclopedia of Urban America (ABC-CLIO 1998) offers a use-
ful explanation:

A village might contain only one bookworm; a town can support 
a book club. In many towns, even today, a gay person might feel 
isolated. A city might support a gay book club whose members offer 
and receive mutual support. A city like New York might support gay 
book clubs that are differentiated by politics, ethnicity, or both. In 
large part, the emergence of such diverse communities within the city 
is a matter of simple arithmetic. With enough people, a community 
can form. In addition, and especially in the case of those who are 
viewed skeptically, or with disapproval, by the social mainstream, 
the very size of the large city offers an appealing anonymity. Where 
people do not know you, they cannot easily compel you to conform. 
Cities tolerate, and therefore attract, social minorities.

Obviously urban teens come from all types of racial and ethnic back-
grounds, but most large cities do tend to have more racially and ethnically 
diverse populations than do rural and suburban areas. This is another one 
of the key concepts missing from definitions based purely on population 
statistics or proximity to large cities: race and ethnicity.

Race and ethnicity have had a strong influence on the growth of urban 
popular culture, especially the growth of hip-hop. Created in the mid-to-
late 1970s by predominantly African American and Puerto Rican teenag-
ers who lived in the South Bronx, hip-hop is now a billion-dollar subset of 
the music industry, and it has influenced other lifestyle and entertainment 
businesses including soft drinks, liquor, leisure wear, haute couture, auto-
mobiles, sports events, electronics, shoes, cigars, jewelry, and homes. But 
Tate (2003) points out, though hip-hop and the other aspects of urban pop-
ular culture discussed above have had an impact on teen culture around 
the world, they have not been able to erase the social realities of racism 
and discrimination that many urban teens face simply because of the color 
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of their skin. As one young black teen notes, “Everyone says that race don’t 
matter no more, but then they all ask us like what it means to be Black, 
and if it don’t matter, then why does everyone want to know?” (Deutsch 
2008, 106).

Just as urban teens represent various racial and ethnic groups, they also 
populate the full socioeconomic range, from wealthy to middle class to 
impoverished. That said, there is no denying that many urban commu-
nities have high rates of poverty and unemployment. The connection 
between the term urban and inner-city poverty is reflected in another of 
the Oxford English Dictionary’s (2007) newly added entries. It defines 
urban regeneration as “the process of improving derelict or dilapidated 
districts of a city, typically through slum clearance and redevelopment,” 
referring largely to inner cities. In fact, urban is often used interchange-
ably with inner city. With this use generally comes the many negative 
implications of inner cities, such as crime, poverty, and social unrest.

For teens living in densely populated, impoverished inner cities, home-
lessness, crime, and related issues can be significant influences on their 
lives and life experiences. A passage from the Freedom Writer’s Diary cap-
tures the reality of growing up in the projects: “I’ve spent most of my life 
living in poverty, being afraid to walk out my front door because of the 
risk of being shot. . . . I started to think about all of the horrific things I’ve 
witnessed. Crackheads getting high right in front of me, and drug dealers 
making more money in one day than a stockbroker makes in one week” 
(Freedom Writers 1999, 195).

Growing up in the projects can have a negative effect on urban teens’ 
sense of self and on their future aspirations. For many urban teens the idea 
of attending college, of making a difference, is unimaginable (Deutsch 
2008; Freedom Writers 1999). It is, however, important to remember that 
this is not always the case. Again, from the Freedom Writer’s Diary:

“Adversity makes warriors of us all,” Cheryl said. “I grew up in the 
projects, and despite what others may have thought of me, I never let 
it bring me down. I’ve witnessed it all, and I didn’t get caught up in 
the negativity surrounding my neighborhood. If I could make it in the 
projects I knew I could make it anywhere.” (1999, 196)

Marketing Definitions

The Urban Dictionary suggests that urban has become a marketing term 
as well. “The term is exploited by corporations such as MTV to refer to 
black music/culture, without mentioning race.” It is a “marketing term 
used to hide the fact they are focusing on a racial group” and a “marketing 
buzzword used in urban renewal districts (run-down areas that the city has 
decided to restore into lofts, etc.).”

Again the term is connected to race/ethnicity, this time in connec-
tion with corporate advertising directed toward minority groups. To look 
at another example, the slogan of the Urban Marketing Corporation of 
America is to “Connect with Consumers of Color . . . All Colors.” There 
is no reference to either population density or proximity to large cities in 
this slogan, just to “color.”
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There is some controversy over the use of the term urban for marketing 
to racial minorities. As Quinn and Pawasarat (2001) have suggested, “Mar-
keting firms frequently use racial and class-based stereotypes to describe 
urban neighborhoods,” and the resulting misrepresentations of urban 
neighborhood demographics often lead to lost economic development 
opportunities.

What Urban Means in the 
Context of This Book

The point of examining all these definitions is that, no matter how we 
choose to define it, there is no one urban, and there is no one urban teen. 
Urban neighborhoods can be wealthy, middle class, or poor; majority 
white, majority Hispanic, majority black, or broadly diverse; located on 
the East Coast, the West Coast, or somewhere in between.

Throughout this volume we take a broad view of the term. Individual 
chapters represent different urban environments. For example, the urban 
in chapter 5, “Street Lit,” refers to major metropolitan inner cities and 
to African American culture. On the other hand, the urban in chapter 
13, “Following and Leading Teens Online,” refers more to the Census 
Bureau’s definition, based strictly on population density; its authors write 
about Worthington Libraries, in Worthington and Columbus, Ohio, both 
of which meet the Census Bureau’s definition of urban based on popula-
tion density, but which could also be viewed as suburban based on histori-
cal and cultural criteria.

Urban Teens and Libraries

What about urban teens and libraries? Does this population even use 
libraries? As the chapters in this book demonstrate, many urban teens do 
use their libraries. Many visit their public libraries on a regular basis in 
person or online or both. Many use their school libraries frequently dur-
ing school hours or outside school hours or both. And much of this use is 
due to the thoughtful design and delivery of library serÂ�vices for this popu-
lation.

That said, there are also many urban teens who do not use their public 
or school libraries, often because their libraries are not effectively reaching 
out to them. It is hard to say exactly how many urban teens do use libraries, 
both because of the difficulties of pinning down an acceptable definition 
of urban and because of a lack of good data. At least one recent study indi-
cates that today’s young adults (18–29 years) are the most frequent adult 
users of public libraries for solving government-information-related prob-
lems (Estabrook et al. 2007), so it does seem that young adults in general 
do use public libraries for certain purposes. But parallel statistics are lack-
ing for younger teens, for urban teens in particular, and for the broader 
range of reasons why teens use public and school libraries.

Regardless of the numbers of urban teens using libraries, many librari-
ans have not done a good job of making their serÂ�vices known to the public, 
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and of making the public realize that many teens do use libraries. Just as 
the popular media often present negative images of urban teens as a trou-
bled and troublesome population, often the public and the popular media 
assume that today’s libraries do little more than circulate books, and that 
urban teens, and teens in general, do not use their libraries. For example, 
Born Digital, a recent book about the impact of the online information 
world on the newest generations of children and teens, suggests:

These kids are different [from previous generations]. They study, 
work, write, and interact with each other in ways that are very different 
from the ways that you did growing up. They read blogs rather than 
newspapers. They often meet each other online before they meet in 
person. They probably don’t even know what a library card looks like, 
much less have one; and if they do, they’ve probably never used it. 
(Palfrey and Gasser 2008, 2)

Of course, many of today’s teens, including urban teens, do know what 
library cards look like, and many even use them. The authors of Born 
Digital seem to be thinking of libraries only in terms of traditional serÂ�vices, 
such as paper book circulation, and they casually dismiss libraries as physi-
cal buildings only, with no online presences or serÂ�vices and no connection 
to their communities. Most libraries offer a full range of serÂ�vices, but this 
message does not seem to have reached these authors, and it probably is 
not reaching the full population of urban teens either.

We cannot attribute this inaccurate mental image only to the public. 
The fault also lies with public and school librarians who need proactively 
to provide the public with a better understanding of today’s libraries and 
the role they can play in urban teens’ lives. It is not enough for librarians 
to offer the same kinds of serÂ�vices that they always have, hoping that urban 
teens will seek them out. They must design innovative new serÂ�vices that 
appeal to urban youth. According to Meyers (1999), for teens to be drawn 
to programs or serÂ�vices, they must be “relevant and desirable, and take 
advantage of the teens’ desire to aspire to their next goal of achievement 
or accomplishment.”

Finally, it is crucial for librarians, teachers, and others who want to 
reach these groups to go to the places where these teens feel the most com-
fortable, including both community and online venues, and to involve 
teenagers in making library decisions. One of the key lessons learned 
from the Public Libraries as Partners Youth Development program was 
the desire of urban teens to be involved in planning and promoting library 
serÂ�vices. Teens wanted to “showcase their talent and the talent of their 
peers” (Meyers 1999). As this volume shows, by working with urban teens, 
libraries can provide new and exciting spaces, resources, programs, and 
serÂ�vices—all of which can support the personal, academic, and career 
development of the youth we are trying to serve.
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Chapter 2
Moving beyond the 
Stereotypes
Seeing Urban Teenagers as Individuals
Sandra Hughes-Hassell, Lewis Hassell, and Denise E. Agosto

That’s what happened to brothers in the hood. People check us out and ran down who 
we was without even seriously checking us out.

—Slam, in Walter Dean Myers, Slam

Slam’s lament is one that can be heard throughout urban com-
munities across the United States. Thanks in part to the media, the terms 
urban teen and urban young adult almost always conjure up images of 
racial and ethnic minorities, poverty, teen parenthood, gangbanging, and 
drug use (Deutsch 2008; Leadbeater and Way 1996; Michie 1999; Tatum 
2005; Tatum 1997). Though it is true that many urban teenagers do grow 
up in troubled communities, not all of them “confront trouble at home, 
violence in the streets, and/or problems at school” (Massey et al. 2005, 73). 
And not all of those who do grow up in troubled communities succumb 
to the challenges presented there. Instead, many of them “push against 
the environments” (Tatum 2005, 22) in which they live and negotiate a 
safe passage through the difficulties they face into adulthood. Still, the 
media tend to focus on urban teens as a monolithic group, with very little 
focus on them as individuals, each with unique life experiences and influ-
ences.

All too often, many of us are unable to move beyond the distorted media 
images of urban teenagers. Viewing urban teens through this lens, we see 
them as either at risk, without hope, or “out of control and dangerous” 
(Tatum 2005, 28). To provide library serÂ�vices successfully to urban teens, 
we must move beyond the racial and socioeconomic biases that pervade 
the popular culture, as well as our own preconceptions (misconceptions), 
and see them as individuals, not as members of a stereotyped group. This 
chapter seeks to enable us to do just that by providing a broader lens 
through which to view urban teens. Informed by research in the areas of 
critical race theory, racial identity development theory, and education for 
social change, it offers alternative perspectives and expanded views of the 
lives of urban teenagers.
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Writing this chapter was difficult because to have the conversation, 
to offer a different lens, requires presenting data about urban communi-
ties and urban teenagers that could be used to reinforce the stereotypes. 
The key to developing another lens, however, is not to deny reality but 
to explore the alternative stories—the stories the data alone do not tell. 
Because of the power of narrative to “counteract or challenge the domi-
nant story” (Dixson and Rousseau 2006, 35), each section of this chapter 
begins with a quote from a young adult novel set in an urban community. 
The voices of the teenage characters serve to remind us of the need to 
reframe the conversation, to move beyond the stereotypes, and to develop 
library serÂ�vices that are truly responsive to the needs of urban teenagers.

Demographically Rich
This place nestled at the edge of Prospect Park. Calling itself Flatbush on 
a good day. Full of noise and music. “Qué día bonita,” the old men sing 
on the first warm day. And I echo them, “What a pretty day.” I learned the 
language of the other people here. “What for yuh wanna be a-dobering 
she?” The liquid fire of the West Indies. Mrs. Shirley’s southern, “Boy I’ll go 
upside your head so hard you gonna wish you was never born.”

—Melanin, in Jacqueline Woodson, From the Notebooks of Melanin Sun

From a demographic perspective, today’s urban communities are increas-
ingly multiethnic and multilingual. The Council of Great City Schools 
(www.cgcs.org/about/statistics.aspx), a coalition representing sixty-six of 
the nation’s largest public school systems, estimates that 37 percent of 
urban students are African American, 35 percent Hispanic, 21 percent 
white, six percent Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1 percent Alaskan/Native 
American. Additionally, 29 percent of children attending urban schools 
are English-language learners. In New York City, for example, 170 lan-
guages are spoken, and in nearly half of all households English is not the 
primary language (Santos 2008). This trend toward diversity is expected to 
continue. According to the Population Reference Bureau, minorities are 
projected to make up over 50 percent of the U.S. population under age 
18 by 2023 and 62 percent of all U.S. children by 2050 (Mather and Pol-
lard 2008). Many of these children will be teenagers and many will live in 
urban communities.

Though multilingual diversity certainly presents a challenge for educa-
tors and government agencies, and even for the teens themselves, it can 
be viewed as an asset. Urban teenagers for whom English is not the first 
language have already learned or are in the process of learning their “sec-
ond language.” Because of their dual language abilities, many are taking 
on the role of language brokers or intermediaries between their parents 
or other limited-English-speaking adult family members and monolingual 
individuals such as teachers, store clerks, and government officials (Jimé-
nez 2001; McQuillan and Tse 1995; Valdés 1996). This role places great 
responsibility on teens to relay messages accurately or to assist with crucial 
transactions, but it also gives them skills such as audience awareness, “real 
world” literacy skills, math skills, civic responsibility, and social maturity, 
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skills that are valuable in today’s increasing global society (Orellana 2003). 
And, as Sautter (1994, ¶9) argues, “Taken as a talent, their multilingual 
abilities may one day give these students a distinct advantage in the global 
marketplace.”

Similarly, cross-cultural knowledge and understanding are critical to 
success in the twenty-first century. Business people, government offi-
cials, military personnel, diplomats, and educators are all required to be 
“ ‘citizens of the world’—in their vision, their horizon, their information” 
(Drucker 1993, 195)—as they increasingly interact with multicultural cli-
ents, customers, students, and colleagues. When it comes to cross-cultural 
knowledge and understanding, however, Americans appear to be some-
what behind the global curve. Comparing the cross-cultural knowledge of 
Argentineans and Americans, for example, Westerfield and Jones (2008) 
noted that “higher levels of intercultural contact in the backgrounds of 
Argentine participants were consistent with higher aptitudes towards seek-
ing international contact. . . . Argentines seem to have greater factual 
knowledge about the United States than do U.S. participants about Argen-
tina.” As Drucker (1993, 191) points out, “Knowledge is not impersonal 
like money. . . . Knowledge is always embodied in a person.”

In other words, true cross-cultural competency requires more than just 
information about another culture. It requires “process knowledge”—
being able to function effectively within another culture (McAllister and 
Irvine 2000). Urban teens, insofar as they interact within and across cul-
tures every day, would seem to have—indeed, embody—such “process 
knowledge,” and thus their multicultural backgrounds can be viewed more 
as advantages than as disadvantages.

Economically and Socially Diverse
We rolled past the legendary house that was once owned by James Brown, 
and turned deep into the seclusion of Addesleigh Park. Addesleigh Park 
was a neat triangle of beige Tudor houses and Swiss chalets. The block 
association saw to it that every yard had a weeping willow tree, a lamp post, 
and matching garbage cans.

—Denzel, in Rita Williams-Garcia, Fast Talk on a Slow Track

Where do you live? she asked.
There, I said, pointing up to the third floor.
You live there?
There. I had to look to where she pointed—the third floor, the paint 

peeling, wooden bars Papa had nailed on the windows so we wouldn’t fall 
out. You live there? The way she said it made me feel like nothing. There. I 
lived there. I nodded.

—Esperanza, in Sandra Cisneros, The House on Mango Street

As the two epigraphs above demonstrate, urban communities are eco-
nomically and socially diverse. In some U.S. cities, some urban house-
holds report an annual income of more than $700,000 (Roberts 2007). In 
the 2007 American Community Survey Report, the median household 
income in principal cities was reported to be $45,590, slightly less than 



12â•… SETTING THE STAGE: WHO IS THE URBAN TEEN? 

the median household income in the United States, which was $50,700 
(Bishaw and Semega 2008, 6). At the same time, the poverty rate in U.S. 
cities averaged 17.2 percent, with cities like Detroit and Cleveland report-
ing much higher poverty rates, 33.8 percent and 29.5 percent respectively 
(Bishaw and Semega 2008, 25). The Council of Great City Schools esti-
mates that 64 percent of the children who attend public urban schools 
qualify for free or reduced lunches.

Within this social and economic diversity, many urban teenagers are 
faced with hardships and risks, especially poor teenagers of color. The dis-
advantages experienced by children who live in low-income communities 
and who are racial or ethnic minorities are far more common than the 
risks and hardships experienced by children in this country as a whole 
(Sautter 1994, ¶14). Research has found, for example, that children and 
teens living in poor families are more likely to experience parental divorce, 
live in single-parent homes, experience violent crime, drop out of school, 
and develop chronic health problems (Mayer 1997).

According to Taylor, however, the risks and hardships they face do not 
necessarily doom urban teens to failure, a life of poverty, or drug-related 
crime and violence: “Despite their overrepresentation among poor and ‘at 
risk’ adolescents, the majority of Black youths stay in school, avoid drugs 
and premarital pregnancy and childbearing, are employed or are eager to 
work, are not involved in crime or other forms of self-destructive behavior, 
and grow up to lead normal and productive lives, in spite of serious social 
and economic disadvantages” (1995, 6).

Leadbeater and Way reiterate this point: “The drop-out, the teenage 
welfare mother, the drug addict, and the victim of domestic violence or of 
AIDS are among the most prevalent public images of poor and working-
class urban adolescent girls. . . . Yet, despite the risks inherent in economic 
disadvantage, the majority of poor urban adolescent girls do not fit the ste-
reotypes that are made about them” (1996, 5).

It would seem that many urban teens who face obstacles and adversity in 
their lives demonstrate resiliency. Researchers have identified factors that 
enable urban teens to persevere, including not only a belief in their own 
capabilities but also the ability to rely on others, to access knowledge and 
resources in the community, and to cultivate supportive networks (Erkut 
et al. 1996). The influence of natural mentors, such as an aunt, neighbor, 
minister, or teacher, has also been consistently identified as an important 
factor in the lives of teens who have adjusted well in spite of profound, 
ongoing stress (Rhoads and Davis 1996). Intergenerational relationships 
are especially important for urban African American and Hispanic teens 
(de Anda 1984; Martin and Martin 1978; Organista 2003; Wilson 1986).

This resiliency is reflected in several books that describe the academic 
journeys of young urban teens: A Hope in the Unseen (Suskind 1998), 
We Beat the Street: How a Friendship Pact Led to Success (Davis et al. 
2005), and Teach Like Your Hair’s on Fire (Esquith 2007). A Hope in the 
Unseen and We Beat the Street focus on the experiences of African Ameri-
can males. In Teach Like Your Hair’s on Fire, Esquith tells the stories of his 
students, who are predominantly Hispanic and Asian immigrants living 
in poverty in an East Los Angeles neighborhood. This resiliency is also 
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apparent in Holler If You Hear Me: The Education of a Teacher and His 
Students (Michie 1999), which chronicles the experiences of a teacher 
and the African American and Hispanic middle school students he taught 
in a South Side Chicago neighborhood. The final passage of Michie’s 
book sums up the strength many urban teens possess:

The kids I teach know full well that the odds are stacked against them. 
They can find reasons to give up, to stop caring, to not go to school, 
almost anywhere they look. But I know that despite all that, come 
9:00 A.M. tomorrow, Quincy’s opening bell will sound and, as if by a 
miracle, they will be there, ready for a new beginning, a fresh start, a 
chance to be seen and to be heard anew. (1999, 181)

Culturally Strong
It [the placement in a remedial class] just seems like more than a 
coincidence when it happens to me. Like what made them think I needed 
remedial anything. Nobody tested me. Nobody asked me. They just threw 
me in to it and then looked surprised when I knew it all. I mean, it makes 
you wonder—is it my hair?

—Miah, in Jacqueline Woodson, If You Come Softly

The economic and social challenges urban teenagers face have caused 
many to view them through a deficit-oriented lens—one that represents 
their race, culture, socioeconomic status, language, and other characteris-
tics as limitations. As Harry and Klingner (2007, 20) point out, interpreting 
cultural and racial differences as a deficit “loads the deck” against urban 
teens, especially poor urban teens of color. It often leads schools to lower 
their academic expectations of urban teenagers of color, to track them into 
remedial classes, or to place a disproportionate number in special educa-
tion (Catsambis 1994; González et al. 1993; Harry and Klingner 2007). 
As Sautter (1994, ¶28) notes, urban teens react negatively to this deficit-
oriented view of themselves, often becoming “disenchanted when they 
find that their home language and community culture are not valued.” 
This disenchantment can turn into confusion, mistrust, and anger, lead-
ing urban teenagers to live up to the low expectations by underperforming, 
becoming disruptive, or even dropping out of school (Tatum 2005). This 
should hardly be surprising, given Rosenthal’s (1995) work in self-fulfilling 
prophecies.

Many researchers reject this deficit-oriented model, focusing instead 
on the concepts of funds of knowledge or cultural wealth. Funds of knowl-
edge are “those historically developed and accumulated strategies (e.g., 
skills, abilities, ideas, practices) or bodies of knowledge that are essential 
to a household’s functioning and well being” (González et al. 1993, ¶13). 
In the case of Mexican immigrants, for example, they may include infor-
mation about agriculture, construction and building, folk medicine, and 
trade, business, and finance on both sides of the U.S.-Mexican border 
(Moll et al. 1992). For African American families they may include the 
solidarity of the African American community as well the preponderance 
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of family traditions and spiritual values that are passed on from genera-
tion to generation (Foley 1997). The specific funds of knowledge a fam-
ily possesses are dynamic in content, vary from household to household, 
and change according to the current reality. According to Vélez-Ibáñez 
and Greenberg (2005, 54), for funds of knowledge to transfer from one 
generation to another, “the younger generational cohort must learn their 
substance and have the opportunity to experiment with them in a variety 
of settings.”

The concept of cultural wealth is similar to funds of knowledge and is a 
key component of critical race theory. According to Yosso, communities of 
color nurture cultural wealth through at least six forms of capital:

Aspirational capital: the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the 
future despite real or perceived barriers. For example, research-
ers have found that while the educational outcomes for Hispan-
ics are lower than those of any other group in the United States, 
Hispanic parents consistently maintain high beliefs for their chil-
dren’s futures.

Navigational capital: the skill of moving through institutions that 
are not necessarily designed with communities of color in mind, 
including the educational, health care, and judicial systems. Navi-
gational capital involves individual resiliency, but also the ability 
to draw on social networks.

Social capital: supportive social networks of people and community 
resources. These networks often help build, and are built on, nav-
igational capital. For example, social networks and community 
resources might help an urban teenager apply for and successfully 
complete the SAT exam, a first step in applying for college.

Linguistic capital: the intellectual and social skills attained through 
experiences with more than one language or style of language. Lin-
guistic capital refers to skills such as storytelling, communicating 
via visual art, music, or poetry, or “code switching” (moving from 
one dialect or language to another within a single conversation).

Familial capital: the cultural knowledge and connection nurtured 
through relationships with immediate and extended family mem-
bers. Familial capital expands the concept of family and leads to 
a commitment to community well-being. Familial capital allows 
individuals to feel that they are not alone in dealing with issues, 
but instead are connected to others around them who have similar 
problems.

Resistant capital: knowledge and skills fostered through oppositional 
behavior that challenges inequalities such as racism, capitalism, 
and patriarchy. Resistant capital provides the tools and motivation 
necessary to continue to work to transform society. For example, 
both African American and Hispanic mothers often consciously 
raise their daughters to assert themselves as intelligent, beautiful, 
strong, and worthy of respect despite social messages to the con-
trary. (2006, 78–81)
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Both of these concepts, funds of knowledge and cultural wealth, shift 
the lens away from viewing urban communities—especially those made 
up of working-class or lower-class families of color—as places of cultural, 
social, and intellectual poverty and disadvantage. They challenge us to see 
these communities as places of multiple strengths, to focus our attention 
on what we can learn from the cultural assets, wealth, and funds of knowl-
edge that exist within them, and to build our programs on the strengths 
and interests of today’s urban teens. As Barrera (quoted in Sautter 1994, 
¶34) states, “We need to mine the gold of the communities in which stu-
dents live. It is time for us to bring those cultural treasures into [our work] 
to benefit our children.”

Racial Identity Development
Lucy writes proverbs too:
Dime con quien andas y te dire quien eres.
Tell me with whom you walk and
I will tell you who you are.

—César, in Juan Felipe Herrera, Crashboomlove

Who am I? The search for identity is a critical task of adolescence and 
involves multiple aspects of a teen’s life, including religious beliefs, val-
ues, gender roles, and ethnic and racial identity. Though all teens explore 
each of these facets of identity, researchers have found that adolescents 
of color are more likely to be actively engaged in exploring their racial 
and ethnic identity than are white adolescents (Phinney 1990; Tatum 
1997). As Tatum explains, teens of color think of themselves in terms of 
race because that is how the rest of the world sees them. On a daily basis 
they must navigate in a world where other people are making assumptions 
about who they are and what they can achieve based on their race. White 
teens, on the other hand, tend to “think of racial identity as something that 
other people have, not something that is salient for them” (Tatum 1997, 
94). Instead, they view their whiteness as neutral or as a norm (Erkut et al. 
1996; Phinney 1990; Tatum 1997).

Psychologist William Cross (1991) has proposed a theory of racial 
identity development that contains five stages: pre-encounter, encounter, 
immersion/emersion, internalization, and internalization-commitment. 
The first two stages are pertinent to this chapter. In the pre-encounter 
stage, children of color absorb many of the beliefs and values of the domi-
nant white culture, including the belief that it is better to be white. Stereo-
types, omissions, and distortions, combined with an image of white supe-
riority, to some degree socialize children of color to value the role models, 
lifestyles, and images of beauty of white culture over those of their own 
cultural group (Tatum 1997).

In the encounter stage, children of color become aware of the impact 
of racism. This stage usually occurs during late adolescence, but it may 
begin as early as middle school. In this stage, children of color begin to 
wrestle with what it means to be a member of a group that is targeted 
by racism. Often this awakening is precipitated by an event or series of 
events. Examples include seeing a Hispanic parent asked to provide proof 
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of citizenship when he is leaving his place of employment, being fol-
lowed around by security guards at the mall, or viewing media images of 
the shooting of Oscar Grant, an African America man, by the Oakland 
BART police.

As Tatum (1997, 165–166) points out, “To find one’s racial or ethnic 
identity, one must deal with [these] negative stereotypes, resist internal-
izing negative self-perceptions, and affirm the meaning of ethnicity for 
oneself.” This entails answering questions like these: What does it mean to 
be a black (Hispanic, Asian, American Indian, etc.) person? How should 
I act? What should I do? For biracial teens, this process is further compli-
cated by the question What am I? As teens struggle with these questions, 
they often seek support from other teens who belong to the same racial 
or ethnic group—others who understand their perspective and who have 
experienced similar stereotypes or prejudices.

In their journey to find the answers to these questions, many teens of 
color express anger and resentment at the racial discrimination they face 
and react by adopting an oppositional social identity. As Tatum (1997, 61) 
explains, this stance protects them from the impact of racism and keeps the 
dominant group at a distance. “Certain styles of speech, dress, and music, 
for example, may be embraced as ‘authentically Black’ and become highly 
valued, while attitudes and behaviors associated with Whites are viewed 
with distain.”

Unfortunately, this stance can also be used to reinforce the negative 
stereotypes of urban teens of color. For example, academic achievement is 
one of the behaviors associated with whiteness that is often deemphasized 
or devalued by teens of color during this stage of identity development. 
Rather than question why academic achievement came to be viewed as a 
“white behavior,” many educators blame the teens themselves for the aca-
demic decline that subsequently occurs (Tatum 1997). Tatum notes that 
if young urban teens were exposed to images of academically successful 
urban teens of color early in their lives they might be less likely to define 
school achievement as an exclusively white behavior. Similarly, if schools 
restructured the curriculum to allow students to view concepts, issues, 
themes, and problems from different perspectives, they might expand their 
definition of what it means to be black, Hispanic, Indian, or Asian Ameri-
can (Banks 1999).

Another example of oppositional social identity is reflected in the “cool 
pose” many black teen males adopt—dressing in beltless pants that hang 
below the waist, listening to gangsta rap, and greeting each other with 
special handshakes (Tatum 2005; Tatum 1997). Although this pose may 
allow the teen to “convey a strong impression of pride, strength, and con-
trol,” it can also get him into trouble with authorities who do not under-
stand this behavior as a coping mechanism, make it difficult for teachers 
and others to engage with him, and prevent him from becoming involved 
in activities that could expand his personal and social perceptions (Tatum 
2005, 29).

Tatum (1997, 94) argues that white teenagers must also explore their 
racial identity actively. As she explains, whereas the task for teens of color 
is to resist the negative stereotypes and develop an empowered sense of 
self, the task for white teens is to develop a positive white identity based 
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on reality and not on assumed white superiority. She argues that this is 
critical to the development of a just society. Erkut et al. (1996) concur and 
also believe that this is especially important for the health and well-being 
of working-class and poor urban teenage girls. Unfortunately, they do not 
provide additional information on how this might be accomplished.

Voice
I scream it out, too. “Call me by my name! I am not ugly. I am not stupid. I 
am Maleeka Madison, and, yeah, I’m Black, real Black, and if you don’t like 
me too bad ’cause Black is the skin I’m in!” I yell.

—Maleeka, in Sharon Flake, The Skin I’m In

One of the central tenets of critical race theory is the concept of voice. 
The theory demands “recognition of the experiential knowledge of people 
of color” (Matsuda et al. 1993, 6). It is through the use of personal narra-
tive and story, these theorists argue, that we not only shift the lens through 
which many in the dominant culture view people of color (i.e., see them 
as sources of knowledge) but also empower people of color to enter the 
conversation—to tell their stories, stories that counteract the stories of the 
dominant culture (Dixson and Rousseau 2006).

Many researchers and authors are providing avenues through which 
urban teens can tell their stories. In addition to the books noted above, 
Pride in the Projects (Deutsch 2008) examines the construction of teen 
identity as it occurs in urban contexts. Based on four years of fieldwork 
with teenagers and staff members at a Boys & Girls Club in a large mid-
western city, the book features the voices of seventeen urban teenagers, 
ten who identified themselves as black or African American, two as Afri-
can American and Hispanic, two as African American plus two additional 
ethnicities, and one each as Hispanic, white, or other. In the first chapter 
of the book, Deutsch recounts a particularly powerful conversation with 
one of the teens:

Inside the empty TV lounge, BJ and I sit, an African American teen 
and a white woman, shoulder to shoulder. Her 16-year-old body, 
athletic and strong, claims its space next to mine. Photographs are 
scattered across the table in front of us, the bright faces of BJ and 
her friends contrasting with the solemn tones of the buildings and 
landscapes of their urban neighborhood. One particular photo 
catches my eye. “What about this one?” I ask, pointing to a photo that 
shows nothing but sky, and in the center, a soaring bird. “Why did you 
take this one?” “Cause you wouldn’t usually see, people think of the 
projects as bad,” BJ says, looking me in the eye. “And that you wouldn’t 
see birds or anything over here. So that’s why I took that.” (2008, 1–2)

In her analysis of this conversation, Deutsch points out that the inter-
action not only demonstrates BJ’s awareness of media portrayals of public 
housing projects but also highlights her resistance to this image. By taking 
the photo, BJ is presenting a counterstory to the one told by the media and 
indicating her refusal to let them define who she is by where she lives.
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Just encouraging urban teen voice, however, is not enough. What 
adults do with teen voice is equally important. In a revealing study of auto-
biographical narratives written by Latino eighth-grade students, Quiroz 
(2001) brings to light important factors and implications in collecting 
voice. The narratives, written by the teens at the end of the year for their 
high school academic files, revealed a diversity of thoughts, attitudes, and 
feelings about school and life, inequitable or dismissive treatment, and 
future aspirations. One student wrote: “My father was in the delivery room 
when I was born. My mom says that when my father had me in his arms 
tears started coming out of his eyes. He never hits me or screams at me. 
He only explains things and talks about them” (333). Another commented 
on the inequity of the schools she attended: “After Mrs. R. we had another 
teacher who we thought was going to be our permanent seventh grade 
teacher. She lasted about two days I think. Then she left for an eighth 
grade class . . . and the teachers kept changing. That seventh grade was so 
confusing I didn’t learn a thing but I tried” (326).

As Quiroz discovered, however, rather than use these narratives to 
reveal and facilitate change, the educators rarely read them before filing 
them away, in effect silencing the students’ voices. As she points out, “Lan-
guage is merely the tool through which voice is expressed. For voice to be 
empowering, it must be heard, not simply spoken” (2001, 328). Encour-
aging teens to share honest feelings and thoughts becomes a failed and 
counterproductive endeavor when teens feel that doing so really makes no 
difference—that no one will really listen, nothing will change, and their 
voice does not matter. As critical race theorists point out, stories should 
be solicited only if they are intended to move us to action, to improve the 
experiences of urban teens.

Concluding Thoughts

It is not our intention to deny the economic hardships many urban teens 
face, to explain away violent or antisocial behavior as a stage in identity 
development, or to romanticize the potential urban teenagers have to suc-
ceed. Instead, it is to expand the lens through which we view urban teens, 
to consider alternative explanations—alternative stories with alternative 
endings. If we want to foster positive outcomes for them, we must hear 
their voices, affirm their identities, validate their perspectives, see them as 
individuals, and find ways to help them get their voices heard. We must 
remember that although urban teens as a group do have some commonali-
ties, as with any group of people, each urban teen is first and foremost an 
individual, and we must think of them as individuals first and as members 
of their demographic groups second. Rather than focus on urban teens as 
causes of conflict, we should include them as participants in research, in 
theory development, and in the design and delivery of library and informa-
tion serÂ�vices. And we must continue to work to interrupt the social con-
ditions that place them at risk. Critical race theory demands that social 
activism be a part of any of its projects (Dixson and Rousseau 2006). We 
believe that, if we incorporate social activism into our research and into 
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the design of our library serÂ�vices and programs, we will be able to tap 
the full potential of urban teenagers, to work with them, to improve their 
world qualitatively and materially.

We end this chapter with the voice of an urban teen who feels empow-
ered, who recognizes her potential, because of her interactions with her 
teacher and mentor, Erin Grunwell.

For the first time, I realized that what people say about living in the 
ghetto and having brown skin doesn’t have to apply to me. So when I 
got home, I wrote this poem.

They Say, I Say

They say I am brown
I say
I am proud.

They say I only know how to cook
I say
I know how to write a book
So
don’t judge me by the way I look.

They say I am brown
I say
I am proud.

They say I’m not the future of this nation
I say
Stop giving me discrimination
Instead
I’m gonna use my education
To help build the human nation.

I can’t wait to read it to the class tomorrow.
(Freedom Writers 1999, Diary 103)





Part II
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Chapter 3
Revamping Library Services 
to Meet Urban Teens’ 
Everyday Life Information 
Needs and Preferences
Denise E. Agosto and Sandra Hughes-Hassell

Many of us became librarians and library educators because we 
love books, reading, and looking for information of all kinds, and we base 
library serÂ�vices on the premise that reading and looking for information 
promote healthy youth development. There is a sizable body of research 
that has examined youth information seeking and use for school-related 
purposes, and we now have a fairly good idea of how youth gather, orgaÂ�
nize, and evaluate information for school reports and assignments. Much 
less is known about the kinds of information adolescents need for their 
nonschool, or “everyday life,” activities, and about how everyday life infor-
mation seeking and use contribute to adolescent development.

This chapter describes a three-year research project, funded by the Insti-
tute for Museum and Library Studies, that we undertook to fill in this gap 
in the research and to provide YA librarians with a clearer understanding 
of how library serÂ�vices can support urban teens’ healthy transition to adult-
hood. But learning about the role of information in urban teens’ develop-
ment is not enough to ensure that libraries can support adolescent devel-
opment to the fullest extent possible. We must also work to make library 
use a more significant part of teens’ lives. Consequently, we include in this 
chapter a discussion of some of the barriers that keep urban teens from 
becoming frequent school and public library users, and we conclude with 
specific ideas for making public and school library serÂ�vices more appeal-
ing to urban teens.

Background and Related Research

Before we can design and deliver library and information serÂ�vices that 
promote urban teens’ healthy development into adulthood, we must first 
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understand the connection between information seeking and adolescent 
development. Although there is a relatively large body of library and infor-
mation science research that has investigated the information behaviors 
of adults and children, the information behaviors of teens have received 
much less research attention. The bulk of the work that has been done has 
focused on how adolescent students go about looking for information for 
school-related purposes. Much of this work has built on Kuhlthau’s (1991, 
2003) model of the information search process, which she built largely on 
data collected from high school and college students engaged in school 
research projects.

Other adolescent information behavior research has studied how teens 
go about getting information related to future careers (e.g., Edwards and 
Poston-Anderson 1996) and the barriers that prevent them from finding 
all of the information they need when making career decisions (Julien 
1999). Still other studies have considered teens’ information resource 
design preferences, especially Internet and web-based resources (e.g., 
Agosto 2002; Fidel et al. 1999). Another group of studies has identified 
common information topics and the types of information teens typically 
need and seek as well as the information sources they most often choose 
to use (e.g., Agosto and Hughes-Hassell 2005; Latrobe and Havener 1997; 
Martin and Murdoch 2007; Shenton and Dixon 2003). More recently, 
Connaway et al. (2008) found that young adults identify Google and 
human sources as their most common first choices when looking for 
information and that expediency is a key factor in their selection of infor-
mation sources.

Together, these studies provide a general picture of teens’ information 
needs and information seeking and use for school and of their use of the 
Internet for school and, to a lesser extent, for personal use. They show us 
that teens are active users of information of various types and from various 
sources (e.g., Agosto and Hughes-Hassell 2005); that teens often turn first 
to humans as sources of information (e.g., Shenton and Dixon 2003); and 
that the Web, especially Google, is rapidly becoming a first choice for ado-
lescent information seekers (e.g., Connaway et al. 2008).

Less research has examined teens’ information behaviors outside of 
school, in their everyday lives. Research into everyday life information 
seeking is a growing subset of the information behavior research within the 
field of library and information science. Savolainen (2008, 2–3) defines 
everyday life information practice (an alternative term for everyday life 
information seeking) as “a set of socially and culturally established ways to 
identify, seek, use, and share the information available in various sources 
such as television, newspapers, and the Internet.” Everyday life informa-
tion seeking studies do not exclude the examination of information behav-
iors related to work and school but take a broader look at the purposes of 
information seeking and use throughout a person’s daily life. The study 
presented in this chapter builds on past work in adolescent information 
behavior as well as the range of research into everyday life information 
seeking to move the understanding of teen information behaviors beyond 
the limited realm of information seeking for academic purposes into the 
arena of urban teens’ everyday lives.
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As limited as this body of research into teen information behavior is, 
there is even less library and information science research devoted specifi-
cally to the information behaviors of urban teens. Looking to the research 
literature beyond library and information science, most studies of urban 
teens and information resources have considered urban adolescents’ access 
to computers. For example, Bleakley et al. (2004) found that 62 percent 
of urban teens and young adults have home computer access and that 66 
percent use the Internet a few times a week or more. The U.S. Census 
Bureau estimated that, as of 2003, 76 percent of U.S. households with chil-
dren between the ages of 6 and 17 years had one or more computers in the 
home (Day et al. 2005), a significantly higher figure than the Bleakley et 
al. finding. This suggests that urban teens are less likely to have access to 
computers in their homes than teens in general.

In another study of home computer use, Kupperman and Fishman 
(2002) presented four case studies of urban Hispanic middle school stu-
dents who had gotten home Internet access for the first time. These case 
studies showed that the students and their families used the Internet for 
multiple purposes, including schoolwork, game playing, and online social-
izing.

Focusing more on personal attitudes and feelings associated with com-
puter use, Tsikalas and Gross (2002) studied the emotional effects of urban 
adolescents’ use of computers, particularly computers used in the home. 
They found home computer use to have positive impacts on students’ atti-
tudes about school, themselves, and computing.

Together, these studies of teens’ and urban teens’ information behav-
iors paint an emerging picture of the kinds of information teens typically 
need and seek and of some of the methods and sources they use for find-
ing information. They fall short, however, of showing us how informa-
tion seeking and use can support adolescent development and promote 
urban teens’ healthy advancement from adolescence to adulthood, and 
how libraries can best support this growth process.

The Study: Urban Teens and Everyday 
Life Information Seeking
Research Questions

Three research questions guided our study:

What are urban teenagers’ most frequent everyday life informa-•	
tion needs?
What information sources and channels do urban teens favor?•	
What types of media do urban teens most commonly use?•	

The Teens

We recruited two groups of Philadelphia teens, ages 14–17, to partici-
pate in the study. Sixteen of the students were employed with the Free 
Library of Philadelphia’s Teen Leadership Program, providing homework 
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assistance for children and planning and delivering afterschool programs 
for children. The remaining eleven teens were participants in the Boys & 
Girls Clubs of Philadelphia afterschool programs, where they played orgaÂ�
nized sports, used the clubs’ computers for homework and entertainment 
purposes, and took part in orgaÂ�nized social activities. Of the twenty-seven 
students, twenty-five were African American, one was Asian American, and 
one was Caucasian. About two-thirds of the participants had computers at 
home, a figure that corresponds closely to the Bleakley et al. (2004) figure. 
As a group these teens used public and school libraries infrequently for 
their own purposes, even though more than half of them were employed 
at the Free Library of Philadelphia at least two days a week.

Study Methods

Since we were primarily interested in nonschool information behaviors, 
we asked the study participants to collect data mainly outside of school 
hours for the period of one week, using four data collection methods:

Written surveys. Students completed one-page surveys with questions 
about their age, grade in school, access to computers, frequency of 
school and public library use, reasons for using school and public 
libraries, and computer skills levels.

Audio journals. We gave the teens hand-held tape recorders and 
asked them to record, at least once a day, a discussion of the kinds 
of issues that came up each day that required them to get infor-
mation. We also asked them to describe any efforts they took in 
addressing their information needs and to discuss their level of 
satisfaction with the results.

Written activity logs. We gave the participants log sheets on which to 
write down at the end of each day any questions that had arisen, 
whether or not they actually sought related information. We also 
asked them to write down where they had gone or with whom they 
had talked if they did seek answers to their questions.

Camera tours. We gave the participants disposable cameras. We asked 
them to take pictures of the places they commonly went for infor-
mation and to snap a picture any time during the week when they 
found themselves gathering information.

We chose these four different data-gathering methods to represent a 
range of learning and self-expression styles: written, spoken, and visual. In 
doing so, we hoped to enable students with variant learning preferences 
to find at least one comfortable method of describing their information 
behaviors.

After the initial one-week data collection period had ended, we ana-
lyzed the data from the written activity logs to form a general picture of the 
teens’ information behaviors. We used the constant comparative method 
(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Lincoln and Guba 1985) for data analysis. Data 
analysis led to the creation of a coding scheme (a list of categories and 
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subcategories) representing the various topics the teens had recorded on 
their logs. The initial coding scheme included three major categories: 
places/sources of information, people consulted, and types of questions 
(see figure 3.1, left column).

The coding scheme represented our interpretation of the teens’ every-
day life information behaviors as recorded on their logs. Since this was a 
user-centered study, and since our main goal was to learn directly from 
the teens about their information behaviors, we next presented the cod-
ing scheme to them in a series of four group interviews. In each interview 
we asked the teens if they thought the coding scheme accurately repre-
sented their information behaviors and preferences and, if it did not, to 
work together to revise the coding scheme as necessary.

Each teen took part in one of the four group interviews. Each interview 
lasted roughly an hour to an hour and a half. Discussion and revision of 
the coding scheme generally took up about half of each interview session, 
and the coding scheme had changed considerably by the end of the fourth 
interview. The final coding scheme, which includes the combined sugges-
tions and revisions from all four interview groups, can be seen in the right-
hand column of figure 3.1. The items within each category appear in order 
from most frequent to least frequent information resources, channels, or 
topics. This means that under category 2, “media,” for instance, the teens 
used telephones most frequently and phonebooks least frequently when 
looking for information.

For the next part of each group interview, we asked the teens to describe 
the time that stood out most in their minds when they had needed infor-
mation, either during the week of the study or during the few weeks prior 
to the study. The teens told us a range of stories, from brief stories about 
needing to find bus or subway departure times to detailed stories about 
shopping trips, homework assignments, vacation planning, and so on. We 
concluded each of the four group interview sessions by asking the teens for 
suggestions for improving school and public library serÂ�vices.

After the four interviews were completed, we analyzed the full body 
of data—surveys, audio journals, activity logs, photographs, and interview 
transcripts. We then developed both a theoretical and an empirical model 
of the role of everyday life information in urban teen development based 
on what we learned. The next section of this chapter focuses on that theo-
retical model.

The Model of Everyday Life 
Information Seeking and 
Urban Teen Development

When we first undertook this project, we looked for a theory or model that 
would help us to understand teen development and serve as a background 
for the study. We examined several developmental theories, but none was 
a good fit for what we needed. The closest was Havighurst’s (1972) list of 
developmental tasks of adolescence—eleven “tasks” that describe devel-
opmental changes that occur during adolescence:
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Figure 3.1
Project coding schemes

Initial Scheme Final Scheme

1. Places/sources of information
1.1 Television
1.2 School
1.3 Telephone
1.4 Internet/Web
1.5 Newspaper
1.6 Other printed materials
1.7 School material
1.8 Magazine
1.9 Boys and Girls Club
1.10 Phonebook
1.11 Computer (not Internet/Web)
1.12 Books
1.13 Library
1.14 Product packaging
1.15 Radio

1. People
1.1 Friends/family
1.2 School employees
1.3 Mentors
1.4 Customer service staff
1.5 Librarians
1.6 Passers-by

2. People consulted
2.1 Friends
2.2 Teacher/school employees
2.3 Parents
2.4 Siblings
2.5 Cousin
2.6 Boys and Girls Club employee
2.7 Librarian
2.8 Sports coach
2.9 Telephone operator
2.10 Store clerk

2. Media
2.1 Telephones
2.2 Television
2.3 Computers
2.4 Radio
2.5 Newspapers
2.6 Product packaging
2.7 Personal communication systems
2.8 Printed school materials
2.9 Product catalogs
2.10 Printed ephemera
2.11 Books
2.12 Magazines
2.13 Phonebooks

3. Types of questions
3.1 School homework questions
3.2 Time of day/date of an event
3.3 Meal selection
3.4 Shopping/product information
3.5 Current events/history
3.6 Clothing selection
3.7 Self-help information
3.8 Television schedule
3.9 Weather
3.10 Traffic/transportation
3.11 School activity
3.12 Leisure activity
3.13 Job information
3.14 Information on specific people

3. Topics
3.1 Schoolwork
3.2 Time/date
3.3 Social life/leisure activities
3.4 Weather
3.5 Daily life routine
3.6 Popular culture
3.7 Current events
3.8 Transportation
3.9 Personal finances
3.10 Consumer information
3.11 Personal improvement
3.12 Job information
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1.	 Adjusting to a new physical sense of self
2.	 Adjusting to new intellectual abilities
3.	 Adjusting to increased cognitive demands at school
4.	 Expanding verbal skills
5.	 Developing a personal sense of identity
6.	 Establishing adult vocational goals
7.	 Establishing emotional and psychological independence from his 

or her parents
8.	 Developing stable and productive peer relationships
9.	 Learning to manage his or her sexuality
10.	 Adopting a personal value system
11.	 Developing increased impulse control and behavioral maturity

Havighurst’s list of tasks could be correlated to some of the behaviors 
reflected in the final coding scheme, such as tying information relating 
to sexual safety to Havighurst’s ninth task, “learning to manage his or her 
sexuality.” But Havighurst’s list proved inadequate to support all of the 
information needs topics shown in figure 3.1. For example, seeking infor-
mation to increase one’s physical safety—that is, to deal with dangerous 
aspects of life in an urban environment—did not map clearly to any of 
Havighurst’s eleven tasks.

It was therefore necessary to create twelve additional tasks to supple-
ment Havighurst’s original list:

a.	 Understanding and negotiating the social world
b.	 Seeking emotional health and security
c.	 Establishing relationships with adults other than parents/guardians
d.	 Developing a sense of civic duty
e.	 Establishing a cultural identity
f.	 Questioning how the world works
g.	 Developing physical self-sufficiency
h.	 Seeking physical safety and security
i.	 Expressing artistic preferences
j.	 Expressing aesthetic preferences
k.	 Understanding the physical world
l.	 Learning to recognize and accept his or her sexuality

The newly expanded list of twenty-three developmental tasks covered 
the range of information behaviors the teens had reported for the study, but 
it fell short of providing a theoretical overview of the role of everyday life 
information in urban teens’ lives. Analysis of the expanded developmental 
task list combined with further analysis of the original data resulted in the 
development of an underlying model of the role of everyday life informa-
tion in urban teen development. This theoretical model includes seven 
areas of development: the social self, the emotional self, the reflective self, 
the physical self, the creative self, the cognitive self, and the sexual self 
(figure 3.2).

Each of the seven “selves” represents a different area of adolescent devel-
opment and comprises one or more of the developmental tasks from the 
expanded list of twenty-three tasks. These seven areas of teen development 
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are not mutually exclusive. They often overlap, with some information 
needs supporting the development of multiple “selves.” For example, a 
teen might want information about homosexuality to support her devel-
oping sexual self (in learning to recognize and accept her sexuality), her 
developing reflective self (in forming a personal sense of identity), and 
her developing cognitive self (in acquiring a basic understanding of what 
homosexuality is). Descriptions of each of the seven areas of teen develop-
ment follow:

Social self. The social self refers to a teen’s understanding of the human 
social world and to learning how one fits into that world. Developmental 
tasks corresponding to the self include developing stable and productive 
peer relationships and understanding and negotiating the social world. The 
types of information the teens needed to support their developing social 
selves during the week of data collection included information related to 
friend/peer/romantic relationships, social activities, popular culture, fash-
ion, and social/legal norms.

Emotional self. The emotional self refers to a teen’s inner world of feel-
ings and emotions. Developmental tasks corresponding to the emotional 
self include establishing emotional and psychological independence from 
parents, developing increased impulse control and behavioral maturity, 
seeking emotional health and security, and establishing relationships with 
adults other than parents/guardians. The types of information the teens 

Figure 3.2
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needed to support their developing emotional selves during the week of 
the study included information concerning familial relationships, emo-
tional health, and religious practice.

Reflective self. The reflective self also refers to a teen’s inner world but 
differs from the emotional self in that the focus is more introspective. 
Developmental tasks corresponding to the reflective self include develop-
ing a personal sense of identity, establishing adult vocational goals, adopt-
ing a personal value system, developing a sense of civic duty, establishing 
a cultural identity, and questioning how the world works. The types of 
information the teens needed to support their developing reflective selves 
during the week of data collection included information related to self-
image, philosophical concerns, heritage/cultural identity, civic duty, col-
lege, career, and self-actualization.

Physical self. With the physical self, the focus returns to the external 
world. It refers to activities that support daily life, such as eating and shop-
ping, and activities to support one’s physical health and safety. Develop-
mental tasks corresponding to the physical self include adjusting to a new 
physical sense of self, developing physical self-sufficiency, and seeking 
physical safety and security. During the week of data collection, the teens 
needed information about daily life routine, physical safety, goods and serÂ�
vices, personal finances, health, and job responsibilities.

Creative self. The creative self refers to fulfillment of aesthetic needs. 
It involves either the creation of a creative product, such as a painting or 
a dance performance, or the judgment or appreciation of a creative work. 
Developmental tasks corresponding to the creative self include express-
ing artistic preferences and expressing aesthetic preferences. The kinds 
of information the study participants needed to support their developing 
creative selves during the week of the study included information related 
to creative performance and creative expression.

Cognitive self. The cognitive self refers to intellectual processing and 
understanding of the environment in which the teen lives. Developmen-
tal tasks corresponding to the cognitive self include adjusting to new 
intellectual abilities, adjusting to increased cognitive demands at school, 
expanding verbal skills, and understanding the physical world. During the 
week of data collection, the study participants needed information about 
academics, school culture, and current events to support their developing 
cognitive selves.

Sexual self. The sexual self refers to the broad range of issues involved 
with sexuality, both the concepts of sex and sexuality and the teen’s own 
sexual behaviors. Developmental tasks corresponding to the sexual self 
include learning to manage one’s sexuality and learning to recognize and 
accept one’s sexuality. The teens in the study needed information related to 
sexual safety and sexual identity to support their developing sexual selves.

What Does the Model Mean for 
Librarians Who Serve Urban Teens?

Clearly the essence of urban teens’ everyday life information seeking is 
the gathering of information to facilitate their teen-to-adult maturation 



32â•… FOCUS ON RESEARCH: RESEARCH RELATING TO URBAN TEENS AND LIBRARIES

process. For these teens everyday life information seeking is self-Â�exploration 
and world exploration that helps them understand the world and their 
positions in it, themselves now, and who they aspire to be in the future. If 
libraries work to support the full range of teens’ information needs, they 
can help teens to develop their healthy social, emotional, reflective, physi-
cal, creative, cognitive, and sexual selves. Figure 3.3 provides a planning 
model librarians can use as they set policy, select resources, and develop 
programs and serÂ�vices based on urban teens’ everyday life information 
needs and behaviors.

But if teens do not frequent their school and public libraries, then the 
ability to support healthy teen development is greatly reduced. In the next 
section, we turn our attention to the teens’ perceptions of libraries and 
their recommendations for improving public and school library serÂ�vices.

Urban Teens’ Suggestions 
for Improving Public and 
School Library Services

When we first set out to conduct this study, we intentionally chose two 
groups of teens with fundamentally different relationships to libraries. 
We assumed that since they worked in public libraries, the Free Library 
of Philadelphia teens would be relatively frequent library users and have 
fairly positive views of libraries. We thought it likely that the Boys & Girls 
Clubs teens, who had no formal relationships with libraries, would be less 
frequent library users with less positive views of libraries. We were sur-
prised to learn that neither group were frequent library users and that both 
groups had overwhelmingly negative views of libraries and librarians. We 
probed these issues in the group interviews to try to understand why both 
groups had such unpleasant perceptions of libraries and librarians. Each 
of the four interview groups discussed their reasons for these perceptions 
in detail.

At this point it is important to note both the dearth of school librarians 
in the School District of Philadelphia and the shortage of young adult 
librarians in the Free Library of Philadelphia. The School District of Phil-
adelphia has 270 schools serving 180,000 students (SDP 2008), but it has 

Figure 3.3
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only eighty certified school librarians (APSL 2008). Many of the schools 
in the district have no library, and others are staffed with paraprofessionals 
or parent volunteers. The most recent statistical report compiled by the 
PLA shows that the Free Library of Philadelphia has fifty-five YA librar-
ians serving more than 74,000 teens (PLDS 2007). As noted in the teens’ 
discussion below, many of their perceptions of libraries and librarians are 
based on interactions with nonprofessional staff or with librarians who are 
more comfortable serving children or adults. Their negative perceptions 
of libraries, coupled with the lack of YA library professionals in Philadel-
phia, reinforce the critical need for more librarians in both schools and 
public libraries who understand the developmental needs of teenagers 
and specialize in YA resources and teen programming.

When asked the interview questions “How could a school or public 
library make your life easier when you’re looking for information?” and 
“If you could change your school and public libraries in any way you 
wanted to, what kinds of changes would you make?” the study participants 
provided a wealth of suggestions for improving school and public library 
serÂ�vices to urban teens. Their suggestions fell into four main categories: 
staff, collections, policies, and serÂ�vices. Figure 3.4 shows each of these 
four main categories and the corresponding subcategories for each area, 
discussed below.

Staff

A few of the teens told stories of kind, helpful librarians and other library 
staff at their public and school libraries. Many more reported negative 
experiences with librarians and library staff, and these experiences had 
turned them away from using their school and public libraries. Critiques 
of library staff fell into two subcategories: knowledge and attitudes.

Knowledge
A recurring theme across the interviews was the teens’ desire for library 
staff to be more familiar with urban teens’ resource preferences, especially 
their leisure reading preferences. Over and over again the teens stressed 
that as members of inner-city communities they were interested in read-
ing about people living in similar situations, and for this reason they were 
avid readers of “street lit” (also called “urban fiction”; see chapter 5). They 
wished library staff knew about this genre and could provide related read-
ers’ advisory. One of the boys wished that the librarians could “help me 
to find a good book, like, telling which book would be good to read and 
stuff,” but the librarians with whom he had interacted were all unfamiliar 
with the kinds of books he liked to read: “Every time I ask them for a book, 
they never heard of it.”

The teens also wished that library staff were more knowledgeable 
about local community characteristics. They suggested that collections 
should not be duplicated from library to library, and that librarians should 
know the particular interests of those in their communities in order to 
build appropriate collections. As one of the boys explained, “They really 
need—they really need—to have a hip-hop section where books specifi-
cally focus in on one topic: hip-hop. If [the library is located in] a real 
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urban area . . . they would need to have a whole lot of African American 
hip-hop stuff.” These teens did not see their librarians as members of their 
communities, holding instead a “them” versus “us” perspective.

Attitudes
In addition to wishing that library staff had deeper knowledge of teens’ 
reading preferences and a better understanding of their local communi-
ties, many of the teens felt that library staff lacked tolerance of teens and 
their natural behaviors. As one of the boys explained, “I just think that the 
librarians should stop being so hard on us . . . over stuff that’s not really 
important. When [we] are just trying to have a good time but not being too 
loud. I think they need to stop being so hard on everybody.”

Figure 3.4
Suggestions for improving library 
services to urban teens
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The teens explained that even in libraries where the YA staff had posi-
tive attitudes toward teens, often librarians and staff in other parts of the 
library had negative attitudes that made them hesitant to visit their librar-
ies. The interview participants suggested that staff in all parts of the library 
should be trained to be more acceptant of teen behavior. As one of the 
girls explained, non-YA librarians and staff “are just real petty.”

The participants also wished that librarians and library staff would treat 
them with respect. For example, one of the boys had tried on several occa-
sions to find homework resources at his public library. Each time he had 
asked, “Excuse me, do you know where I can find this?” librarians had 
responded with terse comments such as “No, uh-uh. I’m busy.” This lack 
of respect for his information needs led him to stop going to his public 
library. It is unclear how many times he had been treated in this man-
ner, but even one such incident can tarnish a person’s entire opinion of 
libraries.

Related to a lack of respect was the idea that library staff needed to treat 
teens with more kindness. Over and over again, the participants expressed 
the simple wish that their librarians would just be “nice.”

Collections

The next major area of suggestions for increasing the appeal of libraries 
to urban teens is library collections. These teens were active information 
seekers and information users, but libraries were rarely their first choices 
when looking for information, due in part to their view of library collec-
tions as mismatched to their information needs and preferences.

Books
Just as adults tend to think of books first and foremost when they think of 
libraries (OCLC 2005, 6-3), these teens tended to think of books first when 
thinking about libraries and library serÂ�vices. They offered several sugges-
tions for making library book collections more appealing. They particu-
larly wanted more urban fiction titles and more copies of popular titles.

Over and over again the teens stressed their desire to read books about 
adolescents living in urban environments similar to their own. They 
rejected much of mainstream YA literature, which they viewed as telling 
stories of teens living privileged, suburban lives:

Teen #1: [The public library needs] more teen books, because most of the 
books at my branch, they’re . . . [written] to one kind of teen, and all 
teens aren’t the same.

Teen #2: They don’t have real broad selection.

Teen #3: I don’t like the teen books at my library.

Interviewer: Can you think of what kinds of teen books are missing? Or 
what you’d like to see?

Teen #4: Realistic types. Most of them there are fairy tales, come-and-get-
me-on-a-pony type books.

Teen #1: That’s why most people, they don’t read as much—books—be-
cause most of them aren’t as realistic. The teen books aren’t realistic.
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Here is another similar conversation excerpt:
Teen #1: My library needs more books. They need more books with teen-

agers like us. People who care for us.

Teen #2: They need, like, multicultural books. Books about our culture. 
They need books for our culture.

Interviewer: Can you think of any examples?

Teen #2: Black books. With girls, like teens growing up, like Flyy Girl, True 
to the Game . . .

Teen #3: We don’t be readin’ that in school, books like True to the Game.

Teen #4: We need more books for our age. Something that we can relate to!

Long waits on hold lists were another deterrent to library use. The teens 
wished for more copies of popular reading titles and described frustration 
with not being able to find books they were looking for on library shelves. 
They found it more convenient to borrow a popular book from a friend or 
family member or to buy a copy from a bookstore than to wait for a library 
copy to become available. They suggested that both school and public 
libraries should “get more copies of books,” both popular reading titles and 
books needed for homework assignments.

Movies
The teens also critiqued their public library movie (DVD) collections. 
They wished for more movie offerings, particularly more recent releases. 
As one of the girls lamented, although the interview took place during 
the spring, her local public library still had “the same DVDs from the 
summertime.” The phrases “up-to-date movies” and “new DVDs” were 
repeated throughout the interviews.

Magazines
Many of the teens reported magazines as a favorite type of reading mate-
rial, but few considered their school or public libraries to be good places to 
find the kinds of magazines they enjoyed reading. As a group, they wanted 
more titles, especially urban-interest publications, and more up-to-date 
issues of existing subscriptions. For example, one of the girls spoke of her 
frustration in trying to find current issues of her favorite magazine at the 
branch library where she worked. Although the library supposedly had a 
subscription to Twist, every time she wanted to read it, she could find only 
the same outdated issue that she had already read:

Teen: I like to read Twist.

Interviewer: Does the public library have a subscription?

Teen: They have it, but every time I go it’s the same magazine. . . . I never see 
the updated one. It’s like somebody picks them up and takes them home.

Music

The teens often mentioned music as a potential draw to libraries, both 
ambient music playing in libraries and individual in-house listening sta-
tions. Those who wished for ambient music in their school and public 
libraries were quick to qualify this suggestion by adding that teens—not 



Revamping Library Services to Meet Urban Teens’ Needs and Preferencesâ•… 37

library staff—would need to choose the kinds of music to play. Though a 
minority of the teens felt that music should be played only in separate teen 
“noisy” rooms to keep from bothering those interested in studying, many 
agreed that even when studying at home they had background music play-
ing: “A lot of us teens, we listen to music all the time.”

In addition to ambient music, many of the teens wished that their librar-
ies would provide headphones for listening to music in the library, both 
music from the libraries’ collections and music that could be downloaded 
from other sources. Teens in two of the four interview groups imagined 
individual listening stations that they could use to select music to check 
out to take home or to listen to while in the library.

Computers
Another theme that ran through all four focus groups was the desire for 
more computers in both school and public libraries. Many of the par-
ticipants had had to wait in lines to use library computers, and many had 
subsequently given up using their school or public library computers. As 
one teen explained, “A lot of kids don’t use [the school library] if they have 
to use a computer [because there are] only four computers in our library, 
where the school has over a thousand kids.” The teens also wished for 
better access to computer games in libraries. A few even imagined library-
owned game systems for playing with friends in public libraries.

Policies

The interview participants objected to library policies that served as deter-
rents to school and public library use.

Computer Policies
The teens saw limited hours when they could use school library comput-
ers and short time use limits for public library computers as problematic. 
Long wait times and printing fees were additional barriers to library com-
puter use, as seen in the following discussion excerpt about the computers 
at school libraries:

Teen #1: Yeah, I wait a long time for the computer.

Teen #2: And you gotta sign up just to use the computer. It’s like jail. And 
it costs ten cents a page to print!

Ten cents a page might be affordable for most adults, but to many of the 
teens in the interviews it was prohibitive. Other teens mentioned not want-
ing to use school and public library computers because of library policies 
against computer games. They objected to librarians’ viewpoints that only 
reading and research were legitimate uses of library computers. Together, 
these various computer policies turned the teens away from using library 
computers and reinforced their negative perception of libraries.

Behavioral Policies
Restrictive behavioral policies were equally unpopular. The interview par-
ticipants repeatedly lamented the strictness of the public library security 
guards and the frequency with which guards and other staff members told 
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teens to leave the libraries. As one of the girls explained, “If they would 
stop being so harsh at the library—kicking people out—more [teenagers] 
would want to come.”

One of the boys explained that policies against talking and socializ-
ing kept him from using his public library. He did go to the library twice 
weekly to work there, but he chose not to use it as a patron:

People talk about it constantly: “We’re going to try to treat you like 
adults.” But they don’t. So kids don’t want to go to the library. I haven’t 
been going to the library since I was in first grade. Some kids come in 
hollering, trying to purposely make the guards mad. But a lot of kids 
come in, sit down, just want to have conversation. Where would you 
rather have them? Outside, doing something bad, or in the library, 
just talking?

Getting permission from teachers to visit the school library proved to be 
an equally powerful barrier to school library use. One of the girls explained 
that at her school students could not enter the library without a note from 
a teacher. She wished that the library would start “letting me in without 
a note.” Another told a story that shows how such a policy can serve as a 
roadblock to school library use:

Yeah, for example, like today. I went [to the school library] to print this 
paper at the computer. I needed a special log-in, and that takes time. 
Since I was already late for school, I was asking her [the librarian], 
“Can I please come in here, please, please, and just type my name 
and print this paper? Less than five seconds, then I be out of here.” 
[She replied in a nasty voice:] “No! You need a note.”

Though policies such as requiring a note from a teacher to use the school 
library might help to preserve order within a school, they send the message 
that students are not welcome in their school libraries, and they create the 
unintended consequence of reduced library use.

Services

The teens offered suggestions for improving library serÂ�vices to urban teens, 
including ideas for more teen programs and methods of increasing teen 
input in program design and collection development.

Teen Programs
The teens noted that their public library branches offered programs for 
children and programs for adults but very few programs for young adults. 
Worse yet, the few teen programs that were offered did not appeal to them. 
As one of the girls explained, “They need to have things that teens will 
really want to come to.” The lack of programs targeted to teens sent the 
message that public libraries welcome adults and children but not those 
in the middle age group.
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Teen Input
The interview participants also wished that the library staff would give 
them some power to decide the kinds of teen library serÂ�vices, programs, 
and materials offered at their libraries. In three of the four interview 
groups, the teens suggested surveying or interviewing teens to gather their 
input. One of the boys commented, “I think they should have meetings 
[with teens] and things like that so that everybody can express their opin-
ions.” Another teen suggested that “they could do surveys to find out who 
wants to do what, when do you want to do it.” Not only would increased 
teen input lead to programs and serÂ�vices better suited to teens’ needs and 
interests, it would also develop feelings of increased ownership in their 
libraries.

Some teens suggested that, to find out what types of programs would 
be popular among teens, librarians should try “talking it out” with them. 
The teens explained that they would feel honored and respected if the 
library would value their input. In addition to surveys, a few quick and easy 
techniques for “talking it out” with teens include holding informal focus 
groups to brainstorm programming ideas; putting up anonymous sugges-
tion boards or suggestion boxes for programming ideas; providing book, 
magazine, music, and movie purchase suggestion forms; and holding pro-
gramming idea contests.

Putting It All Together: The 
Ideal Library for Urban Teens

For both public and school libraries, these recommendations show that 
listening to teen input about collections and serÂ�vices is key to increasing 
libraries’ reach and influence. They further indicate that public libraries 
should, whenever possible, create a teen room that is separate from the 
rest of the library. There teens can listen to music, socialize, read maga-
zines, play computers games, and so on. The teens’ suggestions for school 
library changes are a call to school librarians to make their buildings and 
resources more available to students by removing unnecessarily strict poli-
cies and by expanding operating hours to enable teens to use their school 
libraries outside of school hours.

When thinking about their ideal library, the teens moved beyond the tra-
ditional view of libraries as book providers to envision full-serÂ�vice commu-
nity centers. As one of the girls said, “The library is not only about books and 
computers. They should have more programs on Saturdays and Sundays, 
more programs to get the teenagers into the library. Because if they don’t 
those kids [are] gonna be on the street.” With a little bit of creative plan-
ning and orgaÂ�nizing, public and school libraries can fulfill this vision of 
libraries as full-serÂ�vice community centers for urban teens (see chapter 7). 
Teens would then come to hold more favorable views of libraries and librar-
ians, and libraries would ultimately see their teen patronage increase.

Finally, in describing their ideal library the teens demonstrated the 
importance of involving teenagers in planning and implementing serÂ�vices 
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designed for them. This is another way that librarians can support teens’ 
maturation into adulthood: by giving them voice and empowering them 
to mold their libraries around their needs. These teens were excited that 
we were showing interest in their ideas and opinions, and they responded 
with care and thought. It is important for librarians to respect teens’ ideas 
and to show young adults that they can make valuable contributions to 
“adult” endeavors.

Ultimately, by understanding and implementing teens’ recommenda-
tions libraries would be much more able to provide the kinds of informa-
tion and information serÂ�vices necessary to support the healthy growth of 
urban teens in the seven areas of adolescent development: the social self, 
the emotional self, the reflective self, the physical self, the creative self, the 
cognitive self, and the sexual self. The teens have given us the vision. It is 
now up to us to work with them to make it a reality.
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Chapter 4
Developing a Leisure 
Reading Program 
That Is Relevant and 
Responsive to the Lives 
of Urban Teenagers
Insights from Research
Sandra Hughes-Hassell

In recent years researchers, policymakers, and educators 
have devoted increasing attention to the literacy needs of adolescents. 
Many schools have begun to tackle the problem of reading in the middle 
and high school years by initiating adolescent literacy initiatives. A com-
mon element found in well-regarded programs is a focus on building the 
habit of leisure reading (McGrath 2005). Leisure reading is the reading 
students choose to do on their own, as opposed to reading that is assigned 
to them (Mellon 1990). It involves personal choice, choosing what one 
wants to read, and reading widely from a variety of sources—not just from 
books.

Both qualitative and quantitative studies have demonstrated a corre-
lation between success in school and the amount of leisure reading stu-
dents do (Allington and McGill-Franzen 2003; Kaczmarek and Stachow-
iak 2004; Krashen 2004). The amount of leisure reading done outside of 
school has consistently been found to relate to achievement in vocabulary, 
reading comprehension, verbal fluency, content knowledge, and writing 
ability (Reutzel and Hollingsworth 1991; Short 1995; Stanovich and West 
1989). Students who read in their spare time become better readers, score 
higher on achievement tests in all subject areas, and have more content 
knowledge than those who do not (Cunningham and Stanovich 1991). As 
Krashen (1993, 84) notes, “Although free voluntary reading alone will not 
ensure attainment of the highest levels of literacy, it will at least ensure an 
acceptable level.”

Developing a leisure reading program that is relevant and responsive to 
the lives of urban teenagers requires an understanding of the unique moti-
vations, interests, attitudes, influences, and preferred reading materials of 
urban teens. Although researchers have studied the leisure reading habits 
of adolescents, urban youth have accounted for only a small percentage 
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of the respondents. In this chapter, we discuss the findings of a three-part 
study investigating the leisure reading habits of 826 urban middle and 
high school students (Hughes-Hassell 2008).1 The study investigated five 
aspects of urban teen leisure reading: (1) Do urban teenagers read in their 
leisure time? (2) If they read, what do they read, when do they read, and 
why do they read? (3) What topics and types of characters or people do 
they like to read about? (4) How do they obtain their reading material? (5) 
Who encourages them to read?

Methodology

This study was conducted in three parts. Table 4.1 provides demographic 
data for the study participants.

Part 1 was conducted in a small urban middle school in a large north-
eastern U.S. city. Two-hundred forty-five students attend the school, which 
serves grades six through eight as an alternative middle school. Twenty-one 
percent of the students are Caucasian, 73 percent African American, 3 
percent Hispanic, and 3 percent Asian American. Sixty-one percent of the 
students qualify for free or reduced lunch. Results on the most recent state 
assessment of reading indicate that 67 percent of the students are scoring 
at basic or below basic levels.

Part 2 was conducted in a large urban middle school in the same north-
eastern city. The school serves approximately 1,340 students in grades five 
through eight. The student body is largely Latino (66 percent) and African 
American (27 percent). Eighty-six percent of the students qualify for free 
or reduced lunch. Results on the most recent state assessment of reading 
indicate that 68 percent are performing below basic, 23 percent basic, and 
9 percent proficient.

Part 3 study participants were twenty-eight tenth- and eleventh-grade 
students enrolled in three English classes at a small urban high school in 
the southern United States. Fourteen percent of the students were African 
American, 18 percent Hispanic, and 68 percent Caucasian. Four were 
enrolled in English 10A, a standard-level college prep English course; one 

Table 4.1
Study participants

Participants

School 1 
middle 

school

School 2 
middle 

school

School 3 
high 

school Total

Female 	 119 (56%) 	 309 (53%) 	 14 (50%) 442 (54%)

Male 	 95 (44%) 	 275 (47%) 	 14 (50%) 384 (46%)

Total 	 214 	 584 	 28 	826
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in English 10B, a lower-level English class; and twenty-three in Honors 
English 11.

To collect data for parts 1 and 2 of the study, middle school teachers 
administered a five-page, twenty-item questionnaire focused on factors 
related to leisure reading: whether or not adolescents read in their leisure 
time; if they did, what, when, and why they read; the topics and types of 
characters or people they liked to read about; how they obtained their 
reading material; who encouraged them to read; and if they did not read, 
why not. The questionnaire, adapted from the 1999 Smartgirl.com/YALSA 
survey, contained sixteen multiple choice questions and four open-ended 
questions: (1) What was your favorite book when you were in elementary 
school? (2) In middle school? (3) What is the best book you’ve read this 
year? (4) Is there anything else you’d like to tell us about reading? Students 
were also asked to indicate their gender and age.

Part 3 employed a range of qualitative and quantitative data collection 
methods. First, the twenty-eight high school students who volunteered to 
participate completed a survey designed to assess how they spent their lei-
sure time. The survey included questions about their activities outside of 
school and their reading practices and materials. Next, nineteen of the stu-
dents volunteered to keep reading logs for one week in February, March, 
and April 2008, in which they recorded the title of anything they read 
(including websites, social networking sites, instant messaging, e-mail, and 
text messaging), along with the approximate time spent reading each item. 
Finally, these nineteen students participated in individual interviews, 
which focused on their history as readers.

Findings and Discussion

The data collected in this study provide a snapshot of urban teens’ reading 
behaviors, attitudes, and interests. Several themes emerged.

If we expand our definition of reading beyond “literary fiction,” these 
urban teenagers appear to read in their spare time despite the time pres-
sure and social pressure they experience. In general, 72 percent of them 
indicated that they read in their leisure time, although for some readers it 
might be only an occasional pursuit. Twenty-two percent said they read 
“constantly,” and 51 percent indicated they “read when they get a chance.” 
Six percent indicated that they did not read, and the other 21 percent 
said they read only for school. Females were more likely to read for plea-
sure than males (79 percent vs. 65 percent). The majority of the students 
indicated that they read in their spare time for three main reasons: fun 
and relaxation, because they can relate to the characters they are reading 
about, and to learn new things.

Those who did not enjoy reading seemed to prefer other activities rather 
than simply rejecting the act of reading. This was especially true for the 
high school students. Spending time with friends, participating in sports, 
playing video games, listening to music, and surfing the Web were more 
compelling to them than reading. As one young man stated, “There are 
just too many temptations like the computer, the Internet, and talking to 
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my friends.” Their reading logs showed that these high school students 
spent an average of two hours and forty-five minutes per day using My-
Space, instant messaging, and text messaging to keep in touch with their 
friends.

All of the students, even those who reported not reading for leisure, 
appeared to recognize the value of reading. In their comments to the open-
ended survey questions and to the interview prompts, many of the students 
acknowledged the importance of reading to their success in school, col-
lege, and the workforce. Though the majority seemed to view reading as a 
“quest for information” or “means to an end,” some took a more aesthetic 
approach to reading and talked about “getting lost in a book” or “identify-
ing with the characters.” For example, several of the female high school 
students were reading Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight. When asked what was 
appealing about the book, one replied, “Oh my! Those books . . . the char-
acters! Edward is . . . oh, my!” Another young woman explained, “Reading 
moves me emotionally. I develop relationships with the characters and 
they don’t argue back!”

Most of the students view reading as a solitary activity. For the most 
part they do not see themselves as belonging to a community of readers. 
When asked if they ever talked to their friends or family members about 
the things they were reading, most responded that they did not, although 
several mentioned passing good books on to their friends. One exception 
seemed to be series books, such as Twilight, Harry Potter, and Gossip Girl. 
One explanation for this could be that the voices of the teenage protag-
onists are so strong in these series. Another could be the media frenzy 
surrounding these three series in particular. All three have been adapted 
to film. The only discussions our students reported having with teachers 
revolved around the books they were reading for class. Only one student 
mentioned seeing a teacher reading for pleasure at school.

Not surprisingly, the students prefer reading materials that are relevant 
to their lives—magazines that deal with topics of interest to them, books 
about teenagers like them, and the Internet, which they view as not only 
providing more relevant, up-to-date information but doing so in a “social” 
manner. This is consistent with Hynds’s (1990) research, which found that 
when teenagers read for pleasure they are searching for materials that will 
entice them to engage and maintain their interests.

Overall, the students appear to read very little during the summer. 
Only 22 percent reported that they continued to read for pleasure dur-
ing the summer months. This is particularly troubling since research 
shows that summer reading is critical to summer learning, especially for 
low-Â�performing and disadvantaged students, like those in the two middle 
schools (Allington and McGill-Franzen 2003; Kim 2004; Schacter 2003).

Although the teenagers in the two middle schools reported that they 
were engaged in leisure reading, their reading scores remained low. Why? 
The simplest explanation may be that they were not reading as much in 
their leisure time as they reported. Another explanation might involve the 
type of leisure reading they were doing. Although there is evidence that 
light reading provides motivation for more reading (Krashen 2004; Ross 
1995), perhaps the reading of magazines (by far their preferred material) 
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does not correlate positively with higher levels of literacy. Several research-
ers have noted that light reading does not automatically result in an ability 
to read advanced material—the material presented on standardized tests 
(Hafner et al. 1986). Thorndike (1973) found that for middle school stu-
dents the types of reading that correlated best with improved reading com-
prehension were (1) humor, (2) history and biography, science fiction, 
myths, and legends, and (3) adventure and current events. Yet another 
explanation might focus on how educators are using, or not using, these 
students’ preferred reading materials in the classroom. And, finally, per-
haps the assessment instruments we use do not provide a way for students 
such as these, who primarily read magazines, comic books, and Internet 
documents, to demonstrate their strengths as readers. As educators we 
need to consider how we can (1) expand our assessment strategies to allow 
us to understand the strengths developed by the materials urban teens pre-
fer to read and use the results to develop instructional strategies that help 
them become better readers, and (2) change the canon to include more 
culturally relevant titles.

Librarians seem to have minimal influence on the leisure reading 
behaviors of these teens. The high school students reported that they got 
most of their reading material from bookstores, visiting libraries primarily 
to complete research projects for school. This means their interactions 
with librarians are most often related to the research process—locating and 
evaluating resources that support the curriculum—rather than to leisure 
reading. Although the middle school students indicated that they got most 
of their leisure reading material from libraries, when asked who influences 
them to read, only 30 percent mentioned a school or public librarian.

Implications for Librarians

What did we learn from these teens that can be used to support the literacy 
development of urban teenagers?

Model the Social Nature of Reading

As Short and Pierce (1990, 84) note, “Literacy is a social endeavor.” We 
become literate by acting as readers and writers within authentic social con-
texts. Social experiences are especially critical to the literacy development 
of teens. Adolescent literacy grows out of relationships—whether these 
are teen-to-teen, parent-to-child, sibling-to-sibling, teacher-to-Â�student, or 
mentor-to-mentee (Zirinsky and Rau 2001). According to Hynds (1990, 
255), when students “do not envision themselves as members of a literate 
community, they generally do not develop literate behaviors.”

Librarians must provide a variety of options for urban teenagers to 
explore literature and language on a daily basis. One way to do this is to 
capitalize on students’ interest in and use of information and commu-
nication technologies. The Internet has made it possible for students to 
interact with readers from around the world and to communicate with 
authors. Many African American and Latino authors and illustrators have 
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developed web pages for teens to explore (e.g., Nikki Grimes, Gary Soto, 
Jacqueline Woodson, Jess Mowry, and Sandra Cisneros). Nikki Grimes 
extends the following welcome to visitors to her site (www.nikkigrimes 
.com):

There’s no cooler place to be than the land of poetry.
Thanks for stopping by. So glad you found my site.
Now that you’re here, I hope you’ll stay awhile.
There’s lots to see and do, so explore to your soul’s content.

Jess Mowry uses his website (http://timoun.tripod.com/index.html) to 
empower the readers of his books to become critics and writers themselves. 
He showcases the views, opinions, and reviews of his work that come from 
the young people who read it, and he offers advice to them about writing 
and getting published.

On Sharon Flakes’s website (www.sharongflake.com), students can 
watch a video featuring African American teens reading from The Skin I’m 
In (1998) or listen to a podcast of Flake reading from Begging for Change 
(2003). Equally important, Flake, Grimes, and Mowry include a series of 
photographs of African American teenagers engaged in reading and writ-
ing on their websites.

Many school and public libraries offer extensive opportunities for teens 
to take part in communities of readers through their library web pages 
or MySpace pages. Hennepin County (Minnesota) Public Library (www 
.hclib.org/teens/) and Charlotte and Mecklenburg County (North Caro-
lina) Public Library (www.libraryloft.org), for example, provide ways for 
teens to not only discuss books with other teens and adults but also share 
their own writing with a broader audience. Podcasts, YouTube videos, 
blogs, and social networks are just a few of the Web 2.0 technologies they 
employ.

Finally, it is critical that librarians themselves be readers and that they 
make their reading visible to students. Librarians need to display the books 
they are currently reading, visit classrooms to talk about books with teens, 
and, most important, be passionate about our love of reading. Cullen 
(n.d.) reminds us:

If we, as teachers, are not passionate about our subject then we cannot 
expect to [inspire passion in] others. It has been my experience that 
the cynical adolescent pose is merely a thin veneer and that what lies 
beneath is a desire to safely give vent to those feelings of excitement 
and enthusiasm as they discover the world. English teachers [and 
librarians] can provide important role models of people who are 
unashamedly passionate about words, books, poetry, drama, and 
above all, their work.

Give Students Time during 
the School Day to Read

Providing time for students to read during the school day is particularly 
important for economically disadvantaged urban students who often have 
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to work to improve financial conditions at home, and who may not have 
a place or the resources to read materials of their choice outside of school 
(Fisher 2004). This means librarians “need to be stronger advocates in 
middle schools and high schools for incorporating free reading time into 
the school day” (Chance 2000, 22). Sustained silent reading programs 
have been found effective if they are thoughtfully designed and consis-
tently implemented over a prolonged period. Key factors include pro-
fessional development for teachers, access to a wide variety of appealing 
reading materials, follow-up activities that encourage further voluntary 
reading, modeling by teachers and administrators, and informal account-
ability (Fisher 2004; Pilgreen 2000).

Provide the Types of Reading 
Materials Students Prefer

Adults often send the message that the only reading that is reading is read-
ing literature (Beers 1996; Mellon 1990). As we invite urban adolescents 
to read, we must remain open to their reading interests by providing and 
promoting reading materials that are of interest to them. Magazines are 
clearly a favorite leisure reading material. Adolescents are drawn to maga-
zines for a variety of reasons, including the number and quality of pic-
tures, the speed with which information can be gathered from magazines, 
the “coolness” factor, and the reading level (Jones et al. 2004). Librarians 
can promote magazine reading by providing and circulating magazines 
in public libraries, in school libraries, and as part of circulating classroom 
collections. The best way to select magazines is to involve students. Survey 
students, but also browse grocery stores, department stores, and local book-
stores to observe the magazines adolescents are buying. Black Beat, Jet, 
Latina, Low Rider, Sister to Sister, Slam, Teen en Español, Urban Latino, 
Word Up, WWE, and XXL are among the magazines popular with urban 
adolescents. Many of these magazines are also available online, thus 
increasing accessibility, interactivity, and reader participation.

Comic books were also listed as a favorite reading material by many of 
the teens in our study. Many teachers and school library media specialists 
have successfully used comic books to engage reluctant readers (Norton 
2003; Versaci 2001). Marvel and CrossGen have comics available on DVD 
that include original comic book art, enlarged word balloons, voice-overs 
reading the text, and music. This format not only appeals to visual learners 
but also makes it easier to circulate comics.

Two other popular formats related to comic books are the graphic novel 
and manga. Both are good for youth who read English as a second lan-
guage or are reading on a lower reading level, because the simple sen-
tences and visual cues allow the reader to comprehend the story (Jones et 
al. 2004). Selecting graphic novels and manga has become easier now that 
Voice of Youth Advocates, School Library Journal, and Booklist regularly 
feature reviews.

Reading about sports figures, musicians, and other celebrities is also 
popular with urban teens. In addition to magazines and the Internet, non-
fiction books can provide students with avenues for exploring pop culture. 
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For many adolescents, nonfiction serves the same purposes as fiction does 
for other readers (Sullivan 2001). Nonfiction books published today con-
tain high-quality pictures, lots of captions, and sidebars—features that 
make them especially appealing to students who have short attention 
spans, prefer visual media, or are reluctant readers. Graphic nonfiction is 
also popular with adolescents. Similar in format to graphic novels, graphic 
nonfiction covers a range of subjects, as demonstrated by the following 
titles: Malcolm X: A Graphic Biography (Helfer and DuBurke 2007), Still 
I Rise: A Cartoon History of African Americans (Laird and Laird 1997), 
and Dignifying Science: Stories about Women Scientists (Ottaviani et al. 
2000). Visual cues make graphic nonfiction especially appealing to reluc-
tant readers and English-language learners. Although many professional 
journals contain reviews of nonfiction, the real “pop” stuff often does not 
get reviewed (Jones et al. 2004). The best way to locate it is to visit a book-
store or, better yet, have students select titles from an online bookstore.

Finally, it is critical to respect urban students’ culture and heritage by 
providing culturally relevant resources. The kinds of materials that have 
been found to be most effective with adolescent students of minority 
groups are those containing authentic portrayals that students can iden-
tify with—including characters, settings, and situations—or themes that 
students are keenly interested in and that are relevant to their lives (Harris 
1993; Henry 1998). Young adults appreciate interesting reading materials 
that make sense to them (Au 1993; Harris 1993). Texts should reflect real-
ity, but they should also point the way to a different, and better, reality for 
urban teens (Collins 1993; Guild and Hughes-Hassell 2001).

The number of multicultural titles published each year, though still 
inadequate, has increased steadily over the past decade. Authors such as 
Walter Dean Myers, Jacqueline Woodson, Sandra Cisneros, Gary Soto, 
Rita Williams-Garcia, Jess Mowry, and Sharon Flake are specifically writ-
ing YA novels set in urban communities. Novels such as these offer confir-
mation and validation of the lives of urban youth as well as legitimization 
of their inner-city cultures. The best of these books also counteract ste-
reotypes of urban adolescents by creating characters who in the details of 
their lives challenge social expectations borne of stereotype. They do this 
by featuring adolescents—both male and female—who, for example, are 
successful in school and plan to attend college, understand and choose to 
avoid the dangers of drug use, and leave gang life behind (Collins 1993; 
Guild and Hughes-Hassell 2001; Tatum 2005).

Many of the students in our study indicated that they read best in Span-
ish. If our goal is to foster their love of reading, then we need to provide 
materials in their first language. Given their preference for magazines, 
educators who work with urban youth should consider acquiring not just 
books in Spanish but magazines and newspapers as well. This has the 
potential to accomplish two goals—to get students to read, and to engage 
them in conversations about reading with their parents, many of whom 
may speak only Spanish. There are several professional resources that fea-
ture reviews of multicultural and Spanish-language materials, including 
Críticas, an all-Spanish periodical with articles and book reviews; Multi-
cultural Review, a journal focused on race, ethnicity, and religious diversity 
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that provides reviews of books and other media with multicultural themes 
and topics; and the Barahona Center for the Study of Books in Spanish 
for Children and Adolescents (www.csusm.edu/csb/). Created by Isabel 
Schon, the Barahona Center is a comprehensive, bilingual database for 
books published in Spanish-speaking countries or translated into Spanish 
from other languages.

Aggressively Market Books and Other 
Reading Materials to Urban Teens

Many of the students in our study indicated that they enjoyed reading but 
were unable to locate materials they liked. Book talks, podcasts, YouTube 
videos, and book trailers are all excellent ways to introduce teens to appeal-
ing reading material. Tatum (2005) suggests that educators develop lists 
of “must-read” texts for black adolescent males whose literacy needs are 
intertwined with cultural, social, and emotional factors. He argues that to 
develop their literacy black male teenagers need to read texts that address 
their concerns as young black men living in turmoil and can help shape 
their ideas and their identity. His list includes both fiction and nonfic-
tion, among them Walter Dean Myers’s The Beast; There Are No Children 
Here (Kotlowitz 1991); A Hope in the Unseen: An American Odyssey from 
the Inner City to the Ivy League (Suskind 1998); and And Still We Rise: 
The Trials and Triumphs of Twelve Gifted Inner-City Students (Corwin 
2000). Librarians might develop similar “must-read” lists for other cultural 
groups.

Another strategy that has proven effective is to use street literature as a 
bridge to more mainstream YA titles. Many of the teenagers in our study 
indicated that they wanted to read about teenagers like themselves. Street 
literature fulfils this need, but these titles are not often found in most 
school library media centers because of their controversial content. Librar-
ians can use students’ interest in books like Omar Tyree’s Flyy Girl and 
Teri Woods’s True to the Game to introduce them to urban YA titles that 
are less sexually graphic, violent, or morally derisive (Morris et al. 2006). 
(See chapter 5 for a continued discussion of street lit and urban teens.)

Adequately Fund School and 
Classroom Libraries in Low-
Income Urban Communities

For students in low-income areas, school is the primary source of reading 
materials, yet urban school districts are less likely to fund school librar-
ies adequately than their suburban counterparts. Neuman and Celano 
(2001) analyzed school libraries in both low-income and middle-income 
neighborhoods, assessing them in three categories: resources (including 
quantity and condition of books and computers), staffing, and availability. 
Their findings showed that the students who were most likely to benefit 
from school libraries were offered the poorest serÂ�vices and resources and 
the least access. Low-income schools were less likely to have a certified 
school library media specialist. Low-income schools had only two books—
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in either good or poor condition—per student, whereas there were twelve 
books per student, with nearly all the books in good or excellent condition, 
in middle-income neighborhoods. In addition, for every computer in the 
library in low-income schools there were three in middle-income schools. 
Finally, school libraries were open approximately three days per week for 
students in low-income neighborhoods compared with five days a week in 
middle-income neighborhood schools. School districts need to recognize 
that investments in school libraries reach all students in the school and 
that the payoff is improved student achievement.

Similarly, classroom libraries in low-income communities tend to be 
smaller. Duke (2000) found that classroom libraries in low-income school 
districts were about 40 percent smaller than those in high-income school 
districts, with fewer new books being added every year. In high-income 
neighborhoods there are often many bookstores, a fully stocked library, 
and books in the homes. Poor neighborhoods are likely to have fewer books 
and resources in the public library and few, if any, bookstores. As a result, 
students in high-income areas have four thousand times the number of 
books available to them as students in low-income areas (Neuman 1999).

Actively Promote Summer Reading

We know summer reading is critical to summer learning (Heyns 1978; 
Kim 2004), yet only 22 percent of the students we studied reported that 
they continue to read in the summer. Perhaps the first step is to increase 
access to books and other reading materials in the summer for urban 
youth. Access to books has been found to be positively associated with the 
amount of independent reading students do in the summer, yet there is 
large disparity across socioeconomic status and ethnicity (Ferguson 2002; 
Kim 2004; Neuman and Celano 2001; Schacter 2003). To address this dis-
parity, school districts might consider keeping school libraries open in the 
summer—parents could be trained to oversee the libraries—asking pri-
vate foundations for funding to purchase literacy materials for low-income 
youth, and developing packets of materials that students can borrow for 
the summer.

Public libraries can continue to expand their summer reading programs 
to include initiatives that have been found to be effective with urban teens. 
For example, book clubs focused on the reading interests of urban teen-
agers have potential for promoting summer reading. The Teen Street Lit 
Book Club, for example, formed at one of the branches of the Free Library 
of Philadelphia, ran for a total of sixteen weeks—four times as long as 
originally promoted. When asked, “Why do you still want to have the book 
club?” one teen explained that the book club was fun and “kept them off 
the streets with something positive to do” (Morris et al. 2006). Programs 
like this could be offered in the summer at various times during the day 
and evening.

Another program that has proven extremely popular with urban ado-
lescents is the Free Library of Philadelphia’s Teen Author Series (McCaf-
frey 2005). This program connects adolescents with a Who’s Who list of 
American writers, including minority authors like Ilyasah Shabazz and 
Julia Alvarez. Adolescents receive free copies of the authors’ books and get 
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to interact with the authors as they speak about their books, their lives, and 
the process of writing.

Write On! a partnership between the University of North Carolina 
Writing Center and the Durham County Library, is another program that 
could be adapted to support summer reading. The goal of Write On! is to 
promote fun, freedom, and focus through the act of writing for teens in 
grades seven through twelve in order to encourage “intellectual and cre-
ative abilities in the company of other teens and with the guidance of writ-
ing coaches” (Gregg 2008, 3). Each eight-week session culminates with 
publication of a book of poetry and an author party where the teens share 
their writing with their families (see chapter 12 for a detailed discussion).

Partner with Parents to Promote 
and Encourage Leisure Reading

Studies show that parents are important in developing and sustaining the 
leisure reading habits of children and adolescents (Kim 2004; Strommen 
and Mates 2004). Chandler (1999) found that this was particularly true 
for students from working-class backgrounds, who often experience con-
fusion because of a disconnect between literary experiences at home and 
school. Effective readers see reading as a recreational activity, something 
that can be done outside of school for enjoyment. They have homes with 
books and other reading materials and family members who visibly read 
frequently. Chandler suggests the following strategies to enlist parents as 
“literacy-teaching partners” and to create a culture of reading at home: 
survey or interview parents to gather data that will help you select texts 
that match the interests/cultures of the students, design family literacy pro-
grams in which parents can participate, and invite parents to join literature 
discussion groups with their children.

Be in the Students’ Corner

Input, stimulation, and encouragement from adults are key factors in 
helping urban teens develop into successful readers. Alvermann (2001) 
found that teachers enhance students’ sense of competence and self-
worth when they are able to convince them that they care about them as 
individuals and want them to learn. Perhaps more important, the “larg-
est major factor protecting young people from emotional distress, drug 
abuse, and violence—other than the closeness they were able to achieve 
within their families—was ‘perceived school connectedness’” (Pollack 
1998, 250).

Well-trained, caring librarians can also help close the literacy divide. 
In a study of Philadelphia public libraries, Neuman and Celano (2001) 
identified five qualities of excellent librarians:

1.	 They make an effort to know students, call them by their first 
names, and develop a personal relationship that extends beyond 
the child to the family.

2.	 They push students to reach beyond their current abilities and to 
read beyond their current level.
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3.	 They often do “over-the-shoulder” teaching, helping children as 
they learn to use computers and as they work on their homework.

4.	 They do not just point to materials, they teach children how to use 
the materials.

5.	 In the most difficult circumstances, they form writing clubs, chess 
clubs, and reading groups. They plan fieldtrips and other activities 
to attract and retain their young patrons.

Librarians who adopt these qualities as part of their professional practice 
can better understand and respond to the unique needs of urban teens.

As Tatum (2005, 153) points out, “There are no simple solutions; one 
method cannot fix all that needs to be fixed.” However, by collaborating 
with urban teenagers to understand and address their leisure reading inter-
ests, librarians can have a transformative effect on their lives and the lives 
of their families. Giving voice to urban teens—taking seriously their ideas 
and opinions about leisure reading and literacy—may not only help edu-
cators better meet their literacy needs but also empower these teens to take 
an active role in their educations and in their communities.

Note
1. �Aside from the complete study (Hughes-Hassell 2008), the results of 

part 1 (Hughes-Hassell and Lutz 2006) and part 2 (Hughes-Hassell and 
Rodge 2007) have been published separately.
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Chapter 5
Street Lit
Before You Can Recommend It,  
You Have to Understand It
Vanessa J. Irvin Morris, with Denise E. Agosto  
and Sandra Hughes-Hassell

Urban fiction (“street lit”) is a subgenre of African Ameri-
can literature. It initially gained popularity with readers in the 1970s with 
authors such as Donald Goines and Iceberg Slim, whose fiction chroni-
cled the realities of inner-city living. In the past decade, this genre expe-
rienced a renaissance and gained significant readership among urban 
African American readers, particularly women ages 18–35 and teenagers 
ages 14 and up (Morris et al. 2006). The genre claims its literary lineage 
from pulp fiction, with its melodramatic plot lines, trite characterizations, 
and scandalous book covers. Some critics question the teen readership of 
urban fiction because of its graphic depictions of inner-city life, involving 
drugs, sexual exploits, domestic violence, incarceration, and death.

I have seen firsthand the power of urban fiction in promoting multiple 
literacy benefits for teen readers, such as enhanced critical analysis skills, 
the ability to make sociocultural connections between fiction and real-
ity, appreciation for the collaborative writing process, and, perhaps most 
important, the development of the reading habit. Since 2005 I have been 
working with inner-city teenagers reading urban fiction novels at a North 
Philadelphia public library branch. We have formed a teen book club 
that currently has ten core members, ages 15 and up, grades ten and up. 
Many of the members have participated over a period of years—discuss-
ing, exploring, and critiquing their own tastes and understandings of this 
literary genre that often pushes the limits of socially acceptable norms. In 
2007 the book club moved beyond discussing our reading to collaborating 
on our own urban fiction story. Meeting biweekly for two-hour sessions 
from September 2007 to March 2008, we were able to shape outlines for 
protagonists, an antagonist, supporting characters, setting, and plot as a 
working framework for an urban fiction narrative.
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This chapter explains my journey into learning about the literacy ben-
efits of inner-city teens reading street lit in a library book club. It explains 
the contextual importance of street lit, and through the voices of the teen 
readers themselves we learn how important the genre is to them as readers 
of literature, as readers of their lives, and as readers of the world.

My Introduction to Street Lit

When I was an adult/teen librarian with the Free Library of Philadel-
phia during the late 1990s into the 2000s, I served in some of the poorest 
and most crime-ridden neighborhoods of North Philadelphia. It was not 
unusual to see drug paraphernalia on the sidewalks and in neighborhood 
parks or to see African American and Latino teens and adults bringing the 
private (e.g., having sexual relations, doing drugs, acting out domestic dis-
putes) into the public sphere. Teen patrons who frequented the libraries 
were often malnourished, bad tempered, nerÂ�vous, anxious, angry, and yet 
resilient.

The teens who frequented the library were usually latchkey kids looking 
for a safe haven off the streets after school and on weekends. The kinds of 
books that were popular with inner-city teens back then were the Sweet 
Valley High series, Walter Dean Myers’s novels such as Scorpions and 
Monster, and Sharon Flake’s The Skin I’m In.

Then one spring day in 2000, an African American teen girl walked into 
my branch, stood in front of my desk, and the conversation went like this:

Teen: Do you have The Coldest Winter Ever?

Me: Who? What? No, I never heard of that book.

Teen: Y’all should get that book. It’s really good.

Me: Well, who wrote the book?

Teen: Sister Souljah. You know, the rap lady from that old hip-hop group?

Me: Public Enemy. She was a member of Public Enemy.

Teen: Yeah! HER! You gotta get that book!

I blinked at her. Number one, she was a new patron. I knew the teens 
who frequented the library, and this girl had never been in my branch 
before. I was struck by her recommendation; it made me curious about 
what she knew about this book.

I already had Sister Souljah’s autobiography, No Disrespect, in the teen 
collection. It had enjoyed a nice circulation run in urban libraries across 
the country over the preceding years. Also, I remembered Sister Souljah as 
a fellow undergraduate in my African studies classes at Rutgers University 
in the early 1980s. So it was not a hard sell for me to order this new novel 
of hers. I ordered two copies.

I got the books, processed them, and put them on the shelf. By the end 
of the next day, both copies were gone. A few weeks later, a group of teen 
girls came in and asked me, “Do you have True to the Game?” I peered at 
them quizzically and said, “No, never heard of that one.” They all oozed: 
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“Ooooo! You gotta get that book!” So within just a few weeks I was getting 
kids into the library I had never seen before asking for these novels that 
I knew nothing about. I ordered two copies of Teri Woods’s True to the 
Game, along with two more copies of The Coldest Winter Ever. Within 
three days, all of the books were checked out; none of them ever came 
back. It was then that I knew that something was going on with inner-city 
teens and their reading habits, and I was intrigued to understand and to 
accommodate it.

The next title that was constantly requested was Omar Tyree’s Flyy Girl. 
After that it was Shannon Holmes’s B-More Careful, Solomon Jones’s Pipe 
Dream, and Vicki Stringer’s Let That Be the Reason. Urban fiction was 
fast becoming a popular genre, bringing in teenagers who had never been 
to the library before. These teens were knowledgeable about their books 
and were demanding more, and more, and more. We couldn’t order them 
fast enough. By 2005, I began the Widener Branch Library Urban Fiction 
Teen Book Club to promote the genre as a cluster collection within the 
library and to learn what teens were getting out of reading this genre. The 
club was also my opportunity to learn about the genre through readers’ 
eyes. This meant that I, too, became a reader of urban/street fiction.

Meet the Classic Novels 
of Urban Fiction

I consider The Coldest Winter Ever, True to the Game, and Flyy Girl clas-
sics of the street lit genre because they were among the first books on 
the market within this genre and the first titles to be heavily requested by 
library patrons in my library and other branch libraries across the city and 
beyond. Another reason I deem these three titles a “holy trinity” of sorts is 
that, although they were published almost a decade ago, they are still pop-
ular and heavily read by urban readers (and now some suburban readers) 
today. In Philadelphia, but also in every city or town where I have lectured 
about this genre, librarians and teachers report that patrons and students 
are still requesting these same titles.

The Coldest Winter Ever is a tale about a teen girl named Winter San-
tiaga. She is the daughter of the most successful drug kingpin in Brook-
lyn during the 1980s. Winter is accustomed to a high lifestyle, which her 
father easily affords. After the family moves to a Long Island mansion, 
federal authorities catch up with Mr. Santiaga, who is incarcerated for 
drug dealing. The mansion and all his other possessions are seized, and 
the family is left homeless. As her mother succumbs to drug addiction and 
prostitution and her sisters are absorbed into the foster care system, Win-
ter spends a year trying to live on her own. Ultimately she is framed for a 
crime she did not commit and is sentenced to twenty-five years in jail.

True to the Game is the love story of Gena and Quadir, two young adults 
from the inner city who are seeking to make it out of the ’hood. Quadir is a 
handsome and smart young man who gets caught up in the drug game and 
becomes the biggest drug dealer in North Philadelphia. They fall in love, 
and Quadir showers Gena with all the possessions and money she desires. 
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Unknown to Gena, Quadir is making arrangements to quit the drug game 
altogether. He hides millions of dollars as his retirement fund but is killed 
in a shootout at a club on New Year’s Eve. Gena finds the safe containing 
the money and drives into the sunset with millions of dollars in the trunk 
of her car.

Flyy Girl is the story of Tracy Ellison, a teenage girl coming of age in 
the middle-class neighborhood of Germantown in Philadelphia. With her 
parents newly divorced, Tracy has a violent relationship with her mother 
but an understanding one with her father. She spends her teenage years 
flirting, dating, and sexing undeserving young men. Life gets even more 
complicated for Tracy when she meets a drug dealer named Victor, with 
whom she falls in love. She hides the relationship from her family, seeing 
the thuggish young man in secret. Victor is jailed for his illegal activities 
as Tracy graduates from high school. During her freshman year in college, 
Tracy still pines for Victor, even visiting him in prison. The book ends 
with Tracy writing a letter to her father admitting her love for Victor.

These titles set the tone for the urban fiction genre as we know it today. 
All three are still in print and have extended their life spans by morphing 
into sequels and trilogies. Flyy Girl became a trilogy with two subsequent 
titles: For the Love of Money and Boss Lady (2005). In November 2007, 
Teri Woods published the long-awaited sequel to True to the Game, True 
to the Game II: Gena; soon after publication it appeared on the New York 
Times Best Sellers list three weeks consecutively. Sister Souljah published 
Midnight: A Gangster Love Story, the long-awaited sequel to The Coldest 
Winter Ever, in 2008.

The Genre in General

Using Brooks’s (2006, 375) conceptualization of African American litera-
ture, we can agree that urban fiction is a part of the overarching genre of 
African American literature because it is predominantly written “both by 
and about African Americans.” Just as Brooks specifies that African Ameri-
can children’s literature is a small representation of African American 
life, the same is true for urban fiction. Street lit is not meant to represent 
all of African American life. It specifically deals with the harsh everyday 
realities of lower-class and lower-middle-class inner-city neighborhoods 
and the various dramatic activities that take place there in the name of 
survival.

All of these elements are familiar to the inner-city teen reader. They 
are also familiar to the writers of urban fiction. Sister Souljah was a hip-
hop rap artist when The Coldest Winter Ever was published in 1999. Teri 
Woods was an “ex-wifey” (an inner-city drug dealer’s girlfriend) and wrote 
from that stance in True to the Game. Omar Tyree was born and grew up 
in the streets of Philadelphia, and it is this world that he recreates as the 
setting for Flyy Girl. Thus, the tone for the genre begins with the authors 
and the locations from which they come, as well as with sociocultural 
stances based on their own past experiences.
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Textual Features of Street Lit

In this section I discuss the textual features that serve as a blueprint for the 
street lit genre, taking inspiration from Brooks’s (2006) categorizations as 
realized in the three classics of street lit described above.

1.	 Recurring themes
a.	 Teen/young adult protagonist
b.	 Realistic fiction as bildungsroman
c.	 Signifying serializations
d.	 Surviving street culture
e.	 Exposure to cultural history as a source of pride

2.	 Formats/packaging
a.	G enre blending (poetry, rap or song lyrics, letters, etc.)
b.	 Titles: Double entendres
c.	 Moral inclinations: Dedications, notes, and excerpts

3.	 Linguistic patterns
a.	 African American English (AAE)
b.	 Regional dialect
c.	 Standard English

Reader response theory focuses on the reader as the interpreter of a text, 
as opposed to focusing on the author’s intent. It suggests that readers use 
their own experiences and knowledge bases to make meaning from written 
texts, and that meaning varies from reader to reader, just as life experiences 
and knowledge vary from person to person. By focusing on the readers and 
their authentic responses to the novels they read, reader response theory 
serves within this chapter to illustrate how urban teen readers respond to 
street lit from an aesthetic stance, in which they glean personal under-
standing and enjoyment from the texts. It also illustrates how they may 
respond with an efferent stance, in which they pull the text, moral render-
ings, and cautionary warnings from the stories (Rosenblatt 1996).

Recurring Themes

Protagonists
In all three novels, the protagonists are female teens. Many street lit novels 
have female protagonists, which is possibly why this genre attracts pre-
dominantly female readers (Morris et al. 2006). That said, male readership 
of street lit continues to grow, especially as male hip-hop rap artists are 
beginning to publish their own urban fiction novels based on their lived 
experiences, such as 50 Cent’s Blow and Snoop Dogg’s Love Don’t Live 
Here No More.

Realistic Fiction as Bildungsroman
Realistic fiction in YA literature is typically about characters coming of age. 
They generally go through trials and tribulations and emerge socially and 
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morally transformed, usually having learned valuable life lessons. Such 
stories are also regarded as bildungsromans, a term nearly synonymous 
with coming of age.

In each of the three classic novels, the protagonist goes through a 
comingÂ�-of-age journey. As with problem novels within the realistic fiction 
genre, urban fiction tells realistic stories about realistic characters in real 
places. These kinda-tragic-reality-based realistic stories hit close to home 
for many of their readers because of the familiarity with the settings, styles 
of the characters (e.g., hip-hop lingo, name brand clothing popular in the 
inner city), and themes that are recognizable in everyday life (e.g., going to 
school, dodging violence in the streets, dramatic family interactions). But 
it is the protagonists’ journey of identity formation that pulls readers into 
the story and takes them on a journey of aesthetic and efferent stances. In 
these terms, reading street lit can be said to be a quest for literary pleasure 
and personal maturation.

Teens’ literary responses to these novels take on a “personal act of enjoy-
ment [that] has social and political consequences. . . . Students need to 
make sense of the literary dimension of their reading experience and to 
relate it to their extraliterary experience in complex and subtle juxta-
positionings between the world of the imagination and the ‘real’ world, 
between the ideology of the text and that of the reader’s sense of self” 
(Bogdan 1990, 134).

I have yet to meet a teen girl who has read The Coldest Winter Ever and 
not identified with the protagonist. They see themselves in Winter, or they 
understand Winter because she is reminiscent of someone they know or 
see in their daily lives. One book club attendant said, “If I read a book and 
I’m reading about this girl who is dark-skinned, long, dark hair, clothes 
like this and like that, I know that is not me. But [then] I see her when I’m 
walking down the street, so [then] I can relate to it.”

In The Coldest Winter Ever, Winter comes of age by learning at the end 
of the story that her choices are what land her in jail. Still, her own sense 
of inadequacy stops her from counseling her sister, Porsche, who has taken 
on Winter’s old ways of being a ghetto princess. Winter decides she will 
not help her sister by rationalizing:

I wanted to warn her about certain things in life. Usually I’m not at a 
loss for words. But I didn’t feel good enough to tell her what I really 
thought. I knew what she would think: “Winter, you’re just saying 
that ’cause you’re in jail.” . . . “Winter, you’re just saying that because 
you’re jealous.” So instead of saying what I had learned, what was on 
the tip of my tongue, I said nothing at all. Hell, I’m not into meddling 
into other people’s business. I definitely don’t be making no speeches. 
. . . She’ll learn for herself. That’s just the way it is.

In True to the Game, Gena goes through many trials and tribulations, 
such as the murder of her best friend, the isolation her lifestyle imposes, 
and the death of her love, Quadir. Gena witnesses shootings, funerals, and 
the rape of a friend as life lessons leading to greater maturity. In this way, 
urban fiction is accurately mirroring the accelerated maturation process 
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that many inner-city young adults experience in their daily lives. By the 
end of the story Gena is not as naive as she used to be, and she is a surviv-
alist thinker in terms of what her next steps should be after the death of 
Quadir. Here Gena’s emotional journey is complete, but the author leaves 
her riding off into the sunset of the unknown. We can see in this bildungsÂ�
roman technique that, as in The Coldest Winter Ever, the author is setting 
the story to continue as a sequel.

For Tracy Ellison in Flyy Girl, the coming-of-age journey begins at the 
age of 6 and ends when she is a freshman in college. Tracy is focused 
on her emerging sexuality and the choices she makes to understand her 
personal power. We see Tracy and her girlfriends date and break up with 
quite a few young men. Because of a stable family life, Tracy is able to 
come out on the other side of her adolescent exploits and enter college. 
Even though she is still smitten by her drug dealer boyfriend, she is able 
to reflect via a letter to her father on her past mistakes and make plans for 
her future. Again, the author uses the quest journey as a device to set up 
the two sequels to the story.

Signifying Serializations

The serialization of street lit has become commonplace within the genre. 
Though readers had to wait from 1999 to 2007 for a sequel to True to the 
Game, Woods published other titles such as the Dutch series, which was 
introduced to the reading public as a trilogy. Readers read Dutch, Dutch 
II: Angel’s Revenge, and the third installment, Dutch III: The Finale. 
Other popular urban fiction series include T. N. Baker’s Sheisty and Still 
Sheisty, Part 2; Chunichi’s series about her protagonist, Ceazia Devereaux, 
in Gangster’s Girl, Married to the Game, and The Naked Truth; and short 
story compilations such as Around the Way Girls, vols. 1–4, and Girls from 
da Hood, vols. 1–3. Signifying within a novel that additional installments 
will come is almost like a game between the authors and readers in terms 
of gaps that are left in the story to be filled by the readers (Iser 1978); the 
authors return with new stories to fill in those gaps, and readers can see 
if they guessed right or wrong, if their imaginations and own authorial 
intents are in sync with the authors of the texts. It is a constant conversa-
tion—a dance, if you will—between author and reader.

This serialization creates a wide community of readers who are having 
conversations about characters, themes, and plots across regions, dialects, 
and worldviews. These conversations are being held all over the Internet 
on website message boards such as www.aalbc.com, www.allreaders.com, 
and www.streetfiction.org. These conversations are also being held via 
author panel discussions and group interactions in high school hallways, 
phone conversations, personal discussions, and other social outlets, like 
the Widener Library Teen Book Club.

To punctuate this point, I cite a book club meeting at Widener Branch 
Library in North Philadelphia on November 30, 2007:

Ashley: I’ve been reading urban fiction for a long time, ever since I was like 
twelve or thirteen, and it’s true that a lot of the stories are the same. You 
see the same stories over and over again. . . .
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Eddie: But it seems to me that in black literature [the authors] are afraid 
to veer off course, like doing something drastically different with their 
characters, like having maybe a, I dunno, an anorexic, light-skinned-
lookin’ boy on the cover.

Interviewer: That’s because you’re not going to find any anorexic-lookin’ 
light-skinned boys in the ’hood.

Multiple teens: You sure not!

Deena: Maybe one or two! [Laughter]

In this exchange, the teens are critically discussing street lit and con-
necting books in the genre to what is typically observed in their daily lives 
in the inner city (in terms of quantity of reflective identities). We can see 
that Ashley is a “practiced reader” (Harding 1962, 140) of the genre, and 
that Eddie, who freely admits earlier in the discourse that he is not experi-
enced, indeed is not. Focusing on Ashley’s comment, we can see that “the 
reader discriminates; and this is true even at the low levels of trivial fiction, 
though there the discriminations may depend on criteria that better edu-
cated or more practised readers have discarded” (Harding 1962, 140).

To take it a step further, we can perceive the serialization of urban fic-
tion as a style of signifying, which is described as an African American 
literary tradition by Gates in the seminal work The Signifying Monkey 
(1988). Gates talks about repetition and revision of black texts as a means 
of talking to one another in the form of intertextuality. This intertextuality 
as expressed within the urban fiction genre manifests itself in the form of 
serialization of stories where the familiar is made strange and “the strange 
made familiar” (Shklovsky 1966), further inscribing readers with text. This 
leads authors to produce more texts with familiar characters and stories, 
which further inscribes readers and the text. Couple this intertextuality 
of “talking texts” (Gates 1988, 217) with social talk about the genre, via 
avenues such as book clubs, and the contribution of urban fiction to the 
literacy competencies of its readers becomes clear.

African Americans, via a shared history of cultural discourse, are so 
familiar with signifying that such a literary performance on the part of 
African American authors and readers can be said to be intrinsic at vari-
ous levels of artistic expression (Gates 1988). Signifying on the part of the 
urban fiction reader within a book club environment can be looked at as 
a kind of literary response akin to Eeds and Wells’s (1989) breakdown of 
talk that goes on in literature discussion groups: interpreting, hypothesiz-
ing, predicting, and verifying. In the Widener Teen Book Club, we are 
interpreting the genre of street lit. We are also interpreting each other; we 
hypothesize and mediate authors’ intent with our own intent in reading 
and making sense of the genre. We predict how culture informs litera-
ture; we predict action in the story; we even collaborate in writing. We 
verify individual knowledge into a collective knowledge, especially when 
the kids are the experts (e.g., on hip-hop culture, the street lit genre). We 
signify.

Surviving Street Culture
Street culture is evident in all these novels. In The Coldest Winter Ever, 
Winter’s story is about her navigation of the streets while trying to recover 
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from her father’s incarceration and loss of his drug empire and income. In 
True to the Game, Gena falls in love with Quadir, a young adult African 
American male who has been a drug lord for a long time and is now trying 
to retire from the drug game. In Flyy Girl, Tracy falls in love with a drug 
dealer who is ruthless in his treatment of her, yet in her youthful naivety 
she doesn’t see it. All three protagonists have this youthful naivety, bor-
dering on stupidity, in common. Because they delude themselves about 
the realities of their situations, they make unintelligent choices with dire 
consequences.

Female book clubbers often question the maturity and intelligence 
of these kinds of protagonists, responding that they would not make the 
choices the characters did. Just as in reading other literary genres, Wid-
ener book club members use the reading of street lit as an opportunity 
to not engage in living the inner-city life for the moment, and to “perch” 
and reflect on that life. Britton (1984, 325) sees this reflection as critical 
for identity formation. He states that by taking up a spectator’s role in the 
reading of literature “we give shape and unity to our lives and extend our 
experiences in an ordered way.” The book clubbers do engage in gossip 
about their favorite characters at book club meetings. Britton says that gos-
sip is a literary stance in this sense because it is linked with evaluation.

In street lit the stories usually take place during the 1980s and 1990s, 
coinciding with the upturn of the hip-hop movement and also with the 
U.S. government’s stepped-up drug war (Skolnick 1994). Thus the stories 
retell instances of drive-by shootings, disenfranchised residents of urban 
poor communities during the Reagan/Bush era, and the pulse of the hip-
hop industry as well as chronicling the aftermath of the civil rights (1960s) 
and black power (1970s) movements. Our three classic novels are all set 
during that time frame as well. The Coldest Winter Ever is set in the 1990s. 
True to the Game covers a two-year span, from 1988 to 1990. Flyy Girl 
takes place during the 1980s, as illustrated clearly with Tyree’s dedica-
tion “to all sisters and brothers, in memory of the glamorous and exciting 
’80s.” Iser (1978, 74) notes that literature is a “recodification of social and 
historical norms,” which enables readership to see beyond their usual per-
ceptions of the everyday—even when the book may reflect their everyday 
experiences (as in street lit). Many street lit authors such as Washida Clark, 
Vicki Stringer, and Shannon Holmes penned their first novels while serv-
ing jail time for drug-related offenses. Thus, they are telling the stories of 
their lived experiences in history.

There is much repetitiveness in urban fiction, with multiple titles hav-
ing the same themes and plotlines. Following Bogdan’s viewpoint, as these 
kinda-tragic-reality-based stories are crystallized into a literary form they 
become a cathartic framework, as opposed to a “pessimistic” or stereo-
typed presentation. Bogdan confirms that “a tragedy helps us to objec-
tify this knowledge and come to terms with it within the safe confines of 
the imagination” (1990, 111). The Widener book clubbers confirm this 
notion. They commonly say that urban fiction is valuable to them because 
“it teaches us what not to do” (Morris 2007, 12).

So, although surviving street culture is a prevalent textual feature of 
the urban fiction genre, teen readers are not responding to this theme in 
an aesthetic way, as in “Wow! I want to be a drug dealer or drug addict!” 
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Rather, they respond to this kinda-tragic-reality-based textual feature in an 
efferent way, coming to an understanding of “what not to do” (Rosenblatt 
1996).

Expressing Cultural History as a Source of Pride
There are many ways in which the protagonists in street lit can be charac-
terized as representing cultural history as a source of pride. In Flyy Girl, it 
is through the influence of the college girls she meets that Tracy learns to 
appreciate her identity as a young African American woman. She attends 
cultural functions such as the Black Family National Reunion, where she 
wears a kinte cloth outfit reminiscent of traditional African attire.

Sister Souljah inserts herself as a character in The Coldest Winter Ever 
to serve as the conduit for exposure to culture as a source of pride. Souljah 
(the character) lives a moral lifestyle and tries to help Winter by allowing 
her to live in her ethnically decorated home. Souljah (the character) is a 
community activist and knows a popular hip-hop artist. Souljah (the char-
acter), her sister, and Winter share a large brownstone townhome with 
another African American woman who is a medical doctor. In this way, 
Souljah (the author) exposes Winter to cultural history via role models 
and community involvement to foster cultural pride. Readers bring their 
own cultural knowledge to what they read. Thus they see aspects of their 
culture reflected back to them in literature, which serves as a bridge to 
heightened understanding of self and the world.

As a case in point, at the Widener teen book club meetings I facili-
tate discussions that bring out members’ personas and cultural knowledge, 
questions, and misunderstandings, which are then connected to texts to 
serve as a bridge for answering questions. Copenhaver (2001, 346) cites 
Louise Rosenblatt’s admonition: “If we wish young people to participate in 
literature, we have to be concerned about the world they live in, the expe-
riences they bring to the text. We must offer them works to which some-
thing in their own lives, their own preoccupations, and their own linguistic 
habits can serve as a bridge.”

True to the Game incorporates cultural elements via the characteriza-
tion of Quadir. Woods makes Quadir a fully rounded person, aware that 
what he is doing is morally wrong. Woods characterizes Quadir as a Black 
Muslim, one educated in African American history and social politics. 
At one point in the story we see Quadir musing about the slave history of 
African Americans and connecting that historical fact to the conditions of 
inner-city dwellers in the current day of the story. He is anxious to be out 
of the drug game once and for all, although the storyline does not allow 
him to reach his goal.

Formats/Packaging

Genre Blending
One of the most interesting features of the street lit genre is its creative 
incorporation of different literary forms into the narratives. Poetry, let-
ters, rap and song lyrics, and stream-of-consciousness vignettes are often 
blended into the stories. Such devices include a letter from Winter’s father 
in chapter 11 of The Coldest Winter Ever as well as an exchange of letters 
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between Sister Souljah and Midnight in chapter 16, bringing the episto-
lary element to the genre. Poetry is featured in True to the Game, in which 
Gena writes romantic poetry to Quadir throughout the story. Stream-of-
consciousness snippets are interwoven throughout all three narratives, and 
Tracy’s letter, including a poem to her father, ends the story of Flyy Girl.

Titles: Double Entendres
Titles with double meanings are characteristic of street lit. This literary 
strategy speaks to Gates’s (1988, xxv) exploration of “double voicedness” 
in African American literary tradition. Gates says that double voicedness is 
another form of signifying with four textual traditions. The double mean-
ing of titles is not new in African American literary tradition, as Gates 
makes clear. However, whereas African American literary tradition makes 
a play of its book titles against Western literary tradition by “signifying upon 
Western etymology” (1988, 221), urban fiction titles signify upon the dia-
lect of African American English (AAE).

For example, the title The Coldest Winter Ever initially makes one think 
of the winter season. In colloquial discourse, cold in this context means 
“unfeeling and heartless,” but it can also mean “something awesome or 
nice; something worthy of hatin’” (www.urbandictionary.com). In the con-
text of the narrative, we see that Winter can indeed be emotionally cold. 
She is also cold in the “worthy of hatin’” sense early in the story because 
of her privileged “princess” status. As the story progresses we see how the 
double consciousness of Winter’s coldness affords her a life experience that 
becomes deprived, leading us full circle to the dominant English meaning 
of the phrase “the coldest winter ever.”

In True to the Game, this double voicedness again signifies on African 
American dialectal discourse. True in AAE is synonymous with yes, as in 
“yes to the game,” denoting participation in “the game.” Game means 
many things in AAE, such as the ability to get sex and the drug trade in 
the inner city.

The title Flyy Girl is a nod toward protagonist Tracy Ellison as a fash-
ionable, high-maintenance, attractive ghetto girl. The word flyy in urban 
slang means “to look good.” The phrase “flyy girl” signifies on lower-
Â�income African American young adult females who are focused on rep-
resenting themselves as anything other than poor. This is achieved by 
meticulous attention to cleanliness, grooming, and fashionable clothing, 
shoes, hairstyles, and makeup. The extra y seems to signify on the tradi-
tional word fly, as if to ask a list of questions such as “Who is fly?” “What 
is fly?” “Where are you fly?” “When are you fly?” “How are you fly?” and 
“Why be fly?” A flurry of identity-forming questions can be presupposed 
to hint at the foundational theme of Flyy Girl, which is the protagonist’s 
identity formation as an African American teen girl coming of age during 
the decadent 1980s. Other examples of double entendres in street lit titles 
include B-More Careful (Holmes), Ride or Die (Jones), Dime Piece and 
White Lines (Brown), and Riding Dirty on I-95 (Turner).

Moral Inclinations: Dedications, Notes, and Excerpts
Critics complain that urban fiction stories are graphic, sensationalistic, and 
immoral. Still, patterns of moral cautionary messages appear throughout 
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the genre in the form of poetic, foreshadowing dedications (e.g., The Cold-
est Winter Ever), author notes to moralize the story (e.g., True to the Game), 
and chapter excerpts of continuing volumes to show the development of 
the characters and story (e.g., Flyy Girl).

Many novels also provide moralistic insights or characters within the 
narrative (Wright 2006). In The Coldest Winter Ever, the moral tone is 
realized through the characterizations of Sister Souljah and Midnight. In 
addition to the author’s note at the end of True to the Game, morality is 
actualized throughout the novel via the frustrated musings of the charac-
ter Gah Git, Gena’s grandmother. The lessons in Flyy Girl are exempli-
fied via Tracy’s appropriation of the character Mercedes’ style as a “flyy 
girl” and Tracy’s ultimate reflection and personal turnaround at witnessing 
Mercedes’ downward spiral as a crack addict.

Linguistic Patterns

Paralleling hip-hop’s evolution from a marginalized youth cultural move-
ment into a mainstream popular cultural commodity, street lit gained its 
momentum on the streets, out of the car trunks of the authors themselves. 
Woods popularized entrepreneurial publishing when she independently 
published True to the Game in 1999 and pursued book sales on 125th 
Street in Harlem as a street vendor (personal communication, 2007). 
Omar Tyree initially self-published Flyy Girl in 1993, but with minimal 
success until Simon and Schuster offered up the novel in reprint edition 
in 1996. The Coldest Winter Ever was also published by Simon and Schus-
ter in 1999 via its imprint Atria Books.

Indeed, many later street lit authors have created their own best sell-
ers on the streets (e.g., Solomon Jones, Vicki Stringer, and Kevin Weeks). 
Stringer and Woods were so successful in their entrepreneurial efforts that 
they went on to found their own publishing companies, Triple Crown Pro-
ductions and Teri Woods Publishing. Although both are now writers with 
mainstream publishing imprints (Woods with Grand Central Publishing 
and Stringer with Simon and Schuster), they still run their publishing 
companies independently.

This entrepreneurial publishing has entitled authors to total control 
over their stories, writing them in their own language and presenting the 
text in their own way. Thus, urban fiction is generally written at least par-
tially in AAE, with variant regional dialectal forms depending on the set-
ting of the story and characters. The editing and literary fluidity may seem 
off-putting, but this alleged literary “sloppiness” adds to the authentic voice 
of the author telling the story. In fact, urban fiction is preserving AAE form 
in text, especially with expressions stemming from hip-hop culture.

One problem with urban fiction entering the mainstream publishing 
industry is the threat of the loss of authentic AAE. As a case in point, Tracy 
Brown’s first two novels, Black and Dime Piece, were published by String-
er’s Triple Crown Productions. Written in eloquent AAE style with some 
editing problems, Black is a great urban fiction love story about the trials 
and triumphs of protagonists Kaia and Aaron. Brown’s next effort, Crimi-
nal Minded, was published by mainstream imprint St. Martin’s Griffin. 
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Written in straight American Standard English, the result is a stale presen-
tation compared to Brown’s earlier works. As more urban fiction authors 
enlist with mainstream publishing houses, urban fiction may lose some of 
the language forms that give it its street quality and authenticity.

Conclusions

The textual features of urban fiction that Brooks (2006) identified—teen 
protagonist, bildungsroman, signifying serializations, surviving street cul-
ture, exposure to culture, genre blending, titles as double entendre, moral 
tone, and AAE—are consistently represented in the three street lit classics 
discussed here. It is this consistency that appeals to the genre’s readership, 
especially urban teens, since the primary features include teen protagonists 
coming of age in similar settings and speaking similarly dialectal language.

This formula is a natural outcome of the experiences of authors who live 
or witness some of the experiences they write about. Most of the authors 
were born, raised, and lived in inner cities or have served time in prison. 
Discussions of the novels in the genre may actually be an important identity-
Â�formation tool that allows urban teen readers space and time to sort out 
their understandings of the disorgaÂ�nized environments in which they live. 
Allowing urban fiction to give them that space may be a catalyst for readers 
moving up and out of that space or, better yet, reorgaÂ�nizing that space.

Teen readers are responding to this genre in a variety of ways. One 
example is the Widener Teen Book Club. The members who have been 
attending the club for the past two years have moved beyond just reading 
the books and discussing how they reflect their own lives. They are now 
critiquing the books and evaluating the characters’ decisions. The book 
club that started as a reading book club has become a reading, writing, and 
socially active book club. The members are meeting authors and challeng-
ing them in open forums.

These are just a few of the literacy benefits of reading street lit. Does 
engagement with these texts help urban teens succeed in school? This is 
an interesting question that we should explore. Do the teen readers go on 
to read something “better”? Probably not. I have learned from my book 
club members that they go on to read other genres while continuing to 
read urban fiction. As a case in point, at one meeting I asked the partici-
pants what they were reading now and what they had read in the past six 
months. The eight teens in the group listed forty-five titles, including sci-
ence fiction, fantasy, and canonical classics. The titles were not all urban 
fiction titles. And they were not all required school texts. This indicated 
leisure-reading practices with the outcome of reinforced situated literacies 
(Barton et al. 2000).

This story is by no means over. As in the signifying serialization feature 
of street lit, the research for this genre needs to be sequeled, trilogized, and 
serialized, until we all understand and appreciate that transgressive litera-
ture such as street lit contributes to heightened literacies for its readers. To 
echo Copenhaver (2001, 356), “The students themselves have much to 
teach us.”
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Because the reading of this genre holds much promise for teen read-
ers, it behooves librarians to learn as much as they can about street lit, 
approaching the genre with a professionalism that sees it as a literature 
that speaks to its readers in ways that create experiences that become lit-
eracy events. Titles should be purchased with knowledge and care about 
the stories that are told, because these stories are important to many young 
readers. They are important to their understanding of their environments, 
and they are important to their understanding of reading. Thus, street lit 
belongs on library shelves.
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Chapter 6
Urban Teens, Online 
Social Networking, 
and Library Services
June Abbas and Denise E. Agosto

The online social networking trend is huge and growing. In 
June 2008, social networking websites received more than half a billion 
unique visits, with Facebook being the most popular and MySpace being 
the second most popular (www.comscore.com). Ito et al. (2008) have 
argued that social networking and other modes of computer-Â�mediated 
communication are common fixtures in the everyday lives of today’s youth. 
As a result, public and school librarians must consider whether or not they 
should support their use in the library. In this chapter we discuss what we 
know so far about adolescents’ use of online social networking, provide a 
snapshot of how public libraries are responding to the social networking 
trend, and present the results of a pilot study of urban teens and their use 
of these sites. We conclude with related recommendations for public and 
school librarians who serve urban teens.

What Is Online Social Networking?

Online social networking is a relatively new phenomenon. Friendster, 
MySpace, and Facebook—three sites that have been especially popular 
with adolescent users—began in 2002, 2003, and 2004, respectively. But 
what is online social networking? Social networking utilities are a specific 
category of social technology: “Social technology refers to computer-
Â�mediated communication environments that connect people for collabo-
ration, communication, and information sharing. The result is a dynamic 
online community. Weblogs, wikis, forums, instant messaging and e-mail 
are all social technologies that facilitate information sharing and online 
community formation” (Lamb and Johnson 2006, 55).
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Each social networking site has a unique community of registered users 
who create profiles and web pages describing themselves and their inter-
ests, read other people’s profiles and pages, and communicate with other 
users via a variety of technologies, including posting messages on friends’ 
pages, e-mailing, instant messaging, blogging, and more.

The heart of social networking sites is the personal profile, which is a 
part of each user’s personal web page. Typically only a small portion of a 
person’s profile or page is open for public viewing, most commonly a user 
name and possibly a profile picture. After setting up a page, users can invite 
people to become a “friend.” “Friending” someone enables both friends to 
see the full content of each other’s profiles and pages, and friends receive 
status updates on their pages when their friends change their profiles, add 
new content such as pictures and blog posts, join new interest groups, and 
so on. Users often check their pages on a regular basis as a way to learn the 
latest news about their online friends.

Most people use social networking for building and maintaining rela-
tionships with old and new acquaintances and for expressing personal 
interests and personal opinions about society and the world. For example, 
users of Facebook can join groups to express their opinions about every-
thing from fashion (by joining groups such as “Advocates for Eliminating 
Socks with Sandals!!!”) to politics (by joining groups such as “I endorse 
Barack Obama—and I’m telling my friends!”) to food (by joining groups 
such as the “Baked Beans on Toast Appreciation Society”). Often joining 
these special interest groups goes no further than simply signing up to 
express an opinion, but sometimes people use them to meet others with 
similar interests and opinions.

How Widespread Is the Social 
Networking Trend among Teens?

The popular press has often portrayed social networking utilities such as 
MySpace as dominated by adolescents, but these sites are popular with 
adults as well. In a study of MySpace users based on data collected in 
2007, Thelwall (2008) found the median age to be 21, with slightly more 
female than male users. Other sites, such as Webkinz, serve mainly juve-
nile users and combine game play with social networking. Still other sites, 
such as Facebook, which was originally restricted to college students, serve 
a generally older audience. In the case of Facebook, users age 25 and older 
constitute more than half of the user community (www.comscore.com).

This is not to say that social networking has limited appeal to adoles-
cents—quite the contrary. A 2007 Pew Internet and American Life Proj-
ect survey found that more than half of U.S. youth ages 12–17 use social 
networking sites (Lenhart and Madden 2007). It also found that more girls 
than boys use these sites, and that more older teens than younger teens use 
them. According to the study, the most common reason for using social net-
working sites is to maintain existing friendships, with meeting new people 
coming in as a secondary purpose: “The vast majority of teens who use so-
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cial networking sites say they use the sites to maintain their current friend-
ships, while half report using the sites to make new friends” (2007, 5).

This study also found that “the most popular way of communicating via 
social networking is to post a message to a friend’s profile, page, or ‘wall’; 
more than 4 in 5 social network users (84%) have posted messages to a 
friend’s profile or page” (2007, 6). Teens in the study who reported using 
these technologies reported doing so on a frequent basis, with about half 
visiting the sites at least once a day.

In the Pew study, MySpace was the most popular site, with 85 percent 
of responding teens using it more often than any other social networking 
site. Facebook was the second favorite, but it was the first choice of just 
7 percent of the responding teens. No other site was the first choice of 
more than 2 percent of the respondents, indicating that MySpace had a 
near monopoly for adolescent users (Lenhart and Madden 2007). In the 
time since the study was conducted, however, Facebook has gained promi-
nence over MySpace for users of all age groups, so it is possible that it is 
now more commonly the first choice of a greater percentage of teens.

How and Why Do Teens Use 
Social Networking Sites?

Since online social networking is a relatively new trend, studies of adoles-
cents’ use of these tools are limited. Some studies have examined young 
adults’ motivations for using online social networking, such as the Pew 
study discussed above, which found maintaining existing relationships 
to be the most popular reason for use (Lenhart and Madden 2007). In 
a related study, Boyd examined high school students’ use of MySpace; 
when asked why they used MySpace, respondents said that “the answer is 
simple: ’Cuz that’s where my friends are’” (2007, 9). Boyd concluded that 
the use of social networking utilities is predominantly to further preexist-
ing relationships with known friends.

Looking at a slightly older user group, Bumgarner (2007) surveyed 
undergraduate-age Facebook users and found that the most frequent rea-
son for use was social activities. Common social activities included read-
ing friends’ profiles, making comments to friends, and looking at friends’ 
photographs. The second most frequent reason for use was as a directory 
for compiling friends’ contact information. In their analysis of research 
literature dealing with adolescents and online communication, Subrah-
manyam and Greenfield (2008, 119) showed that for all kinds of online 
communication, from instant messaging to blogging to social networking, 
“adolescents use these communication tools primarily to reinforce existing 
relationships.”

On the basis of interviews with more than eight hundred minors and 
more than five thousand hours of observing youth interacting online, Ito 
et al. (2008) came to the same conclusion: the main motivation for using 
digital communication technologies is to maintain preexisting relation-
ships. Thus, all of these studies indicate that social contact is the prime 
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motivating factor for adolescents’ use of social networking sites, and much 
of this social contact is with existing friends.

What Are the Benefits and 
Drawbacks for Teens Who Use 
Social Networking Sites?

Proponents of using online social networking when working with teens 
often point to its potential for supporting adolescents’ healthy socializa-
tion: “Teens are particularly drawn to social technology because it meets 
many of their socialization needs. Young people talk about being unique 
and different from others, but at the same time they seek affirmation from 
their friends” (Lamb and Johnson 2006, 55). As Rapacki (2007) has pointed 
out, teens develop their personal pages as a form of personal expression, 
which is an important component of defining one’s personal identity. 
Both the design and content of user pages enable self-expression and self-
Â�understanding. Rapacki also sees blogging as a modern form of journal-
ing—again, a form of healthy self-exploration and self-expression. Hinduja 
and Patchin (2008) reinforced this idea of social networking as promoting 
adolescent identity building.

Ito and colleagues argued that, not only does engaging in online com-
munication help youth learn rules for appropriate social behavior, it also 
increases their technical literacy and helps them develop self-directed 
learning skills. They concluded that “participation in the digital age means 
more than being able to access ‘serious’ online information and culture; 
it also means the ability to participate in social and recreational activities 
online” (2008, 35).

Although the scholarly research into teens’ use of social networking is 
still limited, there have been many reports of adolescent social networking 
published in the popular news media. Many of these articles have profiled 
cases of online predators using social networking sites to prey on unsus-
pecting minors, such as “Sex Offenders Use MySpace, New Jersey Warns 
Parents” (New York Times, July 4, 2007) and “MySpace.com Subject of 
Connecticut Sex-Assault Probe” (Associated Press, February 6, 2006).

To investigate teen safety on MySpace, Hinduja and Patchin analyzed 
the content of 1,475 teen MySpace profiles to see how common it was for 
teens to make publicly available personally identifying information such 
as phone numbers and addresses. They found that “youth are including 
a variety of types of information on their public MySpace profiles, but 
that the vast majority of youth seem to be responsibly using the website. 
That is, only a small minority included personal or private information. In 
addition, approximately 40% of adolescents restricted their profiles so that 
only friends could access their contents” (2008, 140). As a result, these 
researchers suggested that “the popular media has been quick to demon-
ize MySpace even though an exponentially small proportion of its users 
have been victimized due to irresponsible or naïve usage of the technol-
ogy” (2008, 125).
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In a related study of adolescent safety online and of identity building 
online, Livingstone interviewed teens about their use of social network-
ing sites. She noted that “it would be mistaken to conclude that teenagers 
are unconcerned about their privacy. . . . Teenagers described thoughtful 
decisions about what, how, and to whom they reveal personal information, 
drawing their own boundaries about what information to post and what to 
keep off the site” (2008, 404).

In actuality, the number of dangerous incidents in online social net-
working communities is extremely small, and using these sites is generally 
safe, provided that teens are taught what kinds of personal information are 
safe to post and what kinds are not, and how to deal with potentially risky 
encounters with others online. Teaching this can be an important task for 
librarians.

How Have Libraries Responded to the 
Online Social Networking Trend?

The popular messages about the frivolous nature and dangers of social net-
working have in some cases led to adults’ restricting teens’ access. Many 
public and school libraries have blocked social networking sites from 
library computers because of worries that users, especially minors, might 
put addresses, phone numbers, or other identifying information on their 
pages, putting themselves at risk. Other school and public librarians who 
do not support the use of these tools in their libraries view them as lacking 
educational value.

These arguments are familiar. When e-mail first gained popular usage, 
many public libraries refused to support its use for the same reasons. Now 
that e-mail use is overwhelmingly popular and it is a familiar technology 
to the majority of library users, many public libraries that once blocked 
e-mail have reversed their decisions and now allow patrons to use library 
computers for e-mailing. It is possible that this pattern will repeat itself 
with social networking sites as they gain users and as the general public 
gains widespread familiarity and comfort with these technologies.

Indeed, the past couple of years have seen an increasing number of 
public, academic, and even school libraries creating library pages on 
social networking sites. Some libraries use their pages just for publicity 
purposes, but others use them as reference portals, for communicating 
library news and events to users, and for a host of other interactive pur-
poses. For example, the Denver Public Library’s MySpace page for teens 
offers basic information about the library, a virtual bookshelf with rec-
ommended titles, a blog, a reference portal, and more. As of mid-April 
2009, 956 MySpace users had friended the library’s page. The Belmont 
(New Hampshire) High School Library Facebook page, which features a 
monthly theme, lists new fiction and nonfiction acquisitions and has both 
a discussion board and a wall for posting comments. As of mid-April 2009, 
it boasted 94 fans (users who link the page to their profiles), most of whom 
were Belmont students.1
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Snapshot of Public Library Use 
of Social Networking Sites

To gain a better understanding about how public libraries are responding 
to the social networking trend, and more specifically how they are using 
social networking with teens, we examined the social networking practices 
of a sample of public libraries serving small, medium, and large commu-
nities; we based our sample on Hennen’s (2008) American Public Library 
Ratings.2

We examined the websites of the top ten libraries in each of Hennen’s 
ten population categories, ranging from a serÂ�vice population of more than 
500,000 to one of under 1,000. Although the size of population served 
does not directly correspond to the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition of 
urban, which is based on population density (U.S. Census Bureau 2007b), 
it is logical to conclude that most of the libraries in the larger population 
categories are located in urban areas. (See chapter 1 for a detailed discus-
sion of the definition of urban.) We searched these websites for references 
to library pages on any online social networking utilities. We also searched 
MySpace and Facebook to see if libraries that did not mention social net-
working on their websites nonetheless had pages on either of these sites, 
since they are currently the two largest social networking utilities. The 
results are presented in table 6.1.

As indicated in table 6.1, 60–80 percent of the larger public libraries 
reviewed (those serving populations over 100,000) have at least one social 
networking page on either MySpace or Facebook, with neither MySpace 
or Facebook dominant. It is interesting to note that all of these public 
libraries have library websites and at least 90 percent have teen library 
websites or web pages specifically for teens, but the majority do not have a 
link on their library websites to their social networking pages.

Social networking sites are used at roughly the same rate for the larger 
mid-range public libraries but at lower rates for the smaller mid-size librar-
ies and at even lower rates for the smallest public libraries. Looking across 
the full range of public libraries by size of population served, roughly 
speaking the larger the population served, the more likely the library is to 
have a library social networking page on either MySpace or Facebook.

What Is on Public Libraries’ Social 
Networking Pages? How Are They 
Using These Tools with Teens?

Some librarians have argued that we can use social networking sites to 
advertise library serÂ�vices (e.g., Evans 2006) and to teach youth about online 
safety (Harris 2006). As Harris wrote, “MySpace and other social network-
ing sites are among the fastest growing areas of the Internet. It is unreason-
able to think that they’ll simply go away. Our best bet is to become part 
of the conversation and help youngsters make good, safe decisions as they 
join the online community” (2006, 30).
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Table 6.1
Snapshot of public library social networking by 
population

HAPL Library 
Population

Social 
Networking 

Characteristics

Has 
Library 
Website

Has 
Teen 

Website

Link from 
Library Website 
to MySpace or 

FaceBook

500,000 	 80% �have social 
networking

	 20% �no social 
networking

	 10% �MySpace only
	 10% �Facebook 

only
	 60% both
	 20% �teensite on 

MySpace

100% 100% 	 60% no links
	 40% �have links
	 30% �of the 40% 

have links 
from other 
social 
networking 
pages

250,000 	 80% �have social 
networking

	 20% �no social 
networking

	 10% �MySpace only
	 30% �Facebook 

only
	 40% both
	 20% �teensite on 

MySpace

100% 90% 	 60% no links
	 40% �have links
	 20% �links to 

both
	 10% �links from 

teen page

100,000 	 60% �have social 
networking

	 40% �no social 
networking

	 30% MySpace only
	 10% �Facebook 

only
	 20% both
	 10% �teensite on 

MySpace

100% 90% 	 80% ��no links
	 20%� �links to 

MySpace 
only

50,000 	 80% �have social 
networking

	 20% �no social 
networking

	 10% MySpace only
	 40% �Facebook 

only
	 30% both
	 10% �teen advisory 

board on 
Facebook

	 10% �library book 
club on 
Facebook

100% 100% 	 80% �no links
	 20% have �links
	 10% �links from 

teen page

(cont.)
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Perhaps the strongest reason for supporting social networking in librar-
ies is its great potential for reaching teens (Chu and Meulemans 2008) 
and for making teens aware of library serÂ�vices. Social networking sites can 
be used to promote more traditional library serÂ�vices, such as book circula-
tion, as well as online serÂ�vices, such as writing online book reviews. Many 

HAPL Library 
Population

Social 
Networking 

Characteristics

Has 
Library 
Website

Has 
Teen 

Website

Link from 
Library Website 
to MySpace or 

FaceBook

25,000 	 70% �have social 
networking

	 30% �no social 
networking

	 30% MySpace only
	 10% �Facebook 

only
	 30% both
	 20% �teensite on 

MySpace

100% 90% 	 60% �no links
	 40% have �links
	 30% �links to 

MySpace 
only

	 10% �links to 
both

	 30% �links from 
teen page

10,000 	 30% �have social 
networking

	 70% �no social 
networking

	 0% MySpace only
	 20% �Facebook 

only
	 10% both

100% 90% 	 90% �no links
	 10% �have links

5,000 	 30% �have social 
networking

	 70% �no social 
networking

	 20% MySpace only
	 10% �Facebook 

only
	 20% �teen or 

YA social 
networking

100% 80% 	 60% �no links
	 40% have links
	 40% �links to 

MySpace 
only

	 20% �links from 
teen page

2,500 	 0% �have social 
networking

100% 30% 	 0% have links

1,000 	 0% �have social 
networking

90% 20% 	 0% have links

<1,000 	 0% �have social 
networking

80%   0% 	 0% have links

Table 6.1 (cont.)
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authors have set up MySpace pages where they blog about their current 
projects, let fans discuss their favorite books, and give biographical and 
other personal information about themselves. Libraries can link to these 
sites, post recommended book lists, and enable teens to review their favor-
ite titles online—all methods of getting teens excited about reading and 
using library serÂ�vices.

To explore in detail how a specific sample of public libraries are using 
social networking sites to connect with users, we used the same public 
library sample as mentioned above. We combined some of Miller and 
Jensen’s (2007) ideas for connecting with library users via social network-
ing sites with some of the areas addressed in our survey (described below) 
to put together a list of potentially useful features and serÂ�vices public 
libraries could add to their social networking pages. We then looked at 
what features or serÂ�vices for teens these public libraries included on their 
MySpace and Facebook pages.3

Tables 6.2 through 6.5 provide a snapshot of features on these public 
library social networking pages. The most prevalent features were links 
to library websites, photos of the libraries and of activities that took place 
there, video clips of the libraries and library programs, links to other web-
sites of interest to library patrons, blogs maintained by library staff, and 
announcements of current events being held at the library.

As seen in table 6.2, across the size categories 10–80 percent of the librar-
ies had a link from their library social networking page to the library web-
site. Of the libraries serving more than 100,000, more than half linked the 
two tools this way, indicating fairly strong linkage between the two types of 

Table 6.2
Features of library social networking sites 
by population category: Teen pages and library 
information

Library 
Population

Link to 
Library 
Website

Link to 
Library 

Teen 
Website

Description 
of Services

Library 
Photos

500,000 70% 30% 30% 80%

250,000 60% 30% 30% 70%

100,000 50% 30% 30% 50%

50,000 80% 10% 20% 60%

25,000 60% 30% 60% 70%

10,000 30% 10% 30% 30%

5,000 10% 20% 10% 30%
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online systems. Surprisingly, the majority of the public libraries’ social net-
working pages reviewed did not include separate teen pages, even though 
social networking is often viewed as dominated by young adult users; on 
the average across all population categories, only 30 percent had dedicated 
teen pages. Also of note, only an average of 50 percent across all categories 
included a link to their other social networking pages, if they had pages 
on other sites. The percentages of libraries that included descriptions of 
library serÂ�vices or library photos on their pages varied widely.

Table 6.3 indicates that more than half of the libraries in the largest 
two categories included video clips on their pages, whereas less than half 
of those serving 100,000 or fewer included videos. Audio/MP3 files were 
much less common across the range of libraries. Links to other websites 
were generally more common.

Looking at table 6.4, a rough trend can be seen for library blogs: gener-
ally the larger the population served, the more likely a blog was included. 
There is less of a size-related trend for library event announcements. Pho-
tos and reviews of new books were rare across nearly all of the size catego-
ries, indicating that few of these libraries are using their social networking 
pages to promote traditional book circulation.

Table 6.5 shows that reviews of or information about library data-
bases were even rarer. None of the public library social networking pages 
reviewed included any at all. Photos of library staff were fairly uncommon 
as well, and none of the library social networking pages reviewed included 
a library photo tour.

Table 6.3
Features of library social networking sites by 
population category: Multimedia content and 
external links

Library 
Population

Video 
Clips

Audio/
MP3

Links to 
MySpace or 
Facebook

Links to 
Other 

Websites

500,000 70% 10% 30% 80%

250,000 50% 20% 50% 70%

100,000 40% 40% 50% 60%

50,000 40% 10% 40% 70%

25,000 40% 10% 30% 70%

10,000 20% 0% 0% 30%

5,000 10% 10% 20% 20%
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It appears from this analysis that public libraries in all population cat-
egories provide many different features and serÂ�vices on their social net-
working sites, but they do not focus on teens as their main user group, or 
even as a unique user group. Chu and Meulemans (2008), Evans (2006), 
Harris (2006), and Miller and Jensen (2007) present many good ideas for 
how public libraries can use social networking sites to connect with their 
adolescent users, but it appears that these ideas have been slow to carry 
over into practice.

What about Urban Teens and 
Online Social Networks?

The various studies discussed at the beginning of this chapter give us 
background information about why and how teens use social networking 
sites, how popular they are, and the library policies surrounding them. 
The study of library websites shows us how public libraries serving various 
population sizes are using social networking utilities such as MySpace and 
Facebook to advertise and deliver their serÂ�vices. But none of these studies 
addresses issues specific to urban teens and their online social networking 
behaviors. To learn more about how urban teens in particular are using 
social networking sites, we undertook a pilot study in which we surveyed 
teens in two urban public libraries.

This was a small pilot study (n = 10) to test the survey questions before 
giving the survey to a larger population for a full-scale study. Although 

Table 6.4
Features of library social networking sites 
by population category: Library news and book 
reviews

Library 
Population

Library 
Blog

Event 
Announcements

Photos 
of New 
Books

Reviews 
of New 
Books

500,000 70% 40% 30% 20%

250,000 70% 50% 0% 0%

100,000 50% 30% 10% 0%

50,000 40% 50% 10% 0%

25,000 50% 30% 10% 0%

10,000 10% 20% 0% 0%

5,000 10% 10% 0% 0%
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the findings presented below can shed some light on urban teens’ online 
social networking behaviors, they should not be viewed as being statisti-
cally generalizable to the larger population of U.S. urban teens. It is inter-
esting to note that, when the researchers spoke with parents about having 
their teens participate in the survey, many of the parents reported that 
their teens did not use social networking sites, because of parental con-
cerns about online predators. Other teens mentioned that they texted their 
friends and had no need to use social networking to talk with their friends. 
Only teens who were users of social networking utilities completed the 
surveys, and their responses must be viewed as representative of online 
social networking users’ behaviors only.

Setting and Study Methods

With a 2007 estimated population of 540,321, Oklahoma City ranks thirty-
first among the hundred largest U.S. cities (U.S. Census Bureau 2007a) 
and has a densely populated urban city center. Our survey was conducted 
in two branches of the Oklahoma City Metropolitan Library system. 
These branches, located in densely populated city areas, were selected in 
consultation with the YA coordinator of the library system. According to 
the system website, the Metropolitan Library System is one of Oklahoma 
County’s premier information, education and entertainment resources. Its 
seventeen branch libraries serve about 600,000 people.

Data were gathered during two popular teen events: a gaming day and a 
library lock-in night. Teens ages 12–17 chose between taking the survey on 
paper, administered onsite, and taking it online at the library or at home. 

Table 6.5
Features of library social networking sites by 
population category: Databases and library photos

Library 
Population

Reviews/Info. on 
Databases

Photos of 
Staff

Library Photo 
Tour

500,000 0% 20% 0%

250,000 0% 60% 0%

100,000 0% 20% 0%

50,000 0% 30% 0%

25,000 0% 20% 0%

10,000 0% 0% 0%

5,000 0% 0% 0%
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Survey participation was voluntary and limited to teens who identified 
themselves as users of social networking utilities. Ten urban teens, nine 
females and one male, completed the survey. Two of the respondents were 
12 years old, five were 13 years old, and three were 15 years old.

Focus of the Study and Findings

Overall, the focus of the survey was to determine how and why urban teens 
use social networking sites. Questions were related to the following:

1.	 The purposes and reasons for which urban teens use online social 
networking, and the frequency of their use

2.	 What other media or technologies they use
3.	 What kinds of activities they engage in when using these sites
4.	 What types of content they like to add to their own pages
5.	 What kinds of information they share about themselves on their 

pages
6.	 Whom they friend, how they decide to friend someone, and 

whether or not their friends are people they already know offline 
before friending them online

7.	 Whether or not their parents view their pages and, if so, how often
8.	 Their concerns about their safety or sharing of personal 

information, as well as what they do if they feel unsafe online

Although the pilot study included only a handful of urban teens, their 
responses to why they use these sites can give us a partial picture of the 
motivations for urban teens to use social networking utilities. Reasons for 
use included “to be with friends,” “to talk to friends and to have fun,” “It is 
fun and I can talk about homework or study for a test coming up,” to “lis-
ten to music,” and “to play games.” When asked what kinds of things they 
do when they use social networking sites, the teens reported “chatting with 
friends” and “working on their own pages” as the top activities, along with 
“reading friends’ pages” and “posting messages for friends.”

The teens reported using not just social networking utilities but a wide 
variety of other information technologies, including communicating via 
e-mail, chat, and instant messaging; listening to music both online and 
offline; playing computer or video games; and sending text messages. The 
majority of the pilot study sample also reported that they had read a book 
or magazine recently.

The respondents often multitask while using social networking utilities. 
They indicated that they like to engage in other activities, such as listening 
to music, instant messaging, reading a book or magazine, doing home-
work, surfing the Web, watching movies, or texting on a cell phone while 
using social networking sites.

They reported having the following materials on their social network-
ing pages: text about themselves, message board features, links to friends’ 
pages, chat areas, photos, video clips, audio files, blogs, and links to other 
websites. On their website these teens like to share information about their 
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hobbies and pets, books they are reading, their likes and dislikes, stories, 
movies they have seen or want to see, and school-related information.

Rather than limit their online friends to peers, the respondents have a 
broader base of friends, including parents, grandparents, and other family 
members. They also reported that they tend to know their friends in person 
before friending them online, as opposed to meeting them online. The 
majority of respondents indicated that their parents or guardians reviewed 
their social networking sites at least monthly.

Some of the study participants expressed concerns about their safety 
when using these sites or when sharing personal information. When they 
felt unsafe, they would either tell a parent, tell a friend, unfriend someone, 
or stop using the social networking site.

These pilot study responses are similar to the findings of the Pew (Len-
hart and Madden 2007) and Boyd (2007) studies reported above. Our 
urban teen participants indicated that many of their activities on social net-
working sites were focused on communicating with friends, and that social 
connectivity was the prime reason they use these sites. Based on this very 
limited pilot study data, it seems that urban teens’ online social network-
ing behaviors are similar to those of teens in other demographic groups.

Conclusion: What Does the Social 
Networking Trend Mean for 
Library Services to Urban Teens?

Chu and Meulemans (2008) explained that most young adults spend 
much more time on social networking sites than on library websites, sug-
gesting that librarians can use online social networking to increase library 
reach and visibility. Social networking sites receive, literally, thousands of 
times more hits than library websites, and the two biggest, Facebook and 
MySpace, are two of the most popular sites on the Web. Chu and Meule-
mans concluded that “these data are a compelling reason . . . to meet stu-
dents at their technology of choice—their choice is not the library’s web-
site” (2008, 70). This is not by any means to suggest abandoning the active 
creation and maintenance of library websites, but to highlight the fact that 
libraries need strong representation and serÂ�vices in multiple online arenas. 
It also suggests that library websites should be linked to libraries’ social 
networking pages to offer increased online access points and to offer users 
multiple ways to interact online with their libraries.

A school or public library with a library website, library blog, MySpace 
page, or Facebook profile is a library that has moved into the Library 
2.0 world. Bolan and colleagues have pointed out that moving toward a 
Library 2.0 format, that is, a format that involves patron interaction as well 
as patron creation and management of library information, means plac-
ing increasing trust in patrons. It also means giving some of the control 
over library content to users. “Essentially, librarians have to listen more, 
trust more, and be willing to relinquish some control to allow customers 
of all ages and backgrounds to have the best library experience possible” 
(2007, 41).
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The Importance of Online 
Upkeep and Maintenance

Creating a library profile is just the first step in using a social networking 
site to serve school, public, or academic library patrons. These tools are 
not static information resources. They require frequent monitoring, revi-
sion, and updating. The content should be kept current, and it should 
change as library events and library patrons’ needs change. But what 
should a library do with a library page on a social networking site after it 
has been created? Miller and Jensen (2007) offer suggestions for academic 
libraries interested in using Facebook to connect with undergraduate stu-
dents, and these suggestions can be applied to school and public libraries 
as well. They point out that, although many Facebook users are willing to 
join special interest groups to express an opinion or an allegiance, most 
users rarely return to group pages after initially joining them. These pages 
are consequently poor choices for library promotion and serÂ�vices. More 
effective, according to Miller and Jensen, is for libraries to set up profiles 
and then add friends:

You have to connect with your patrons before you can effectively 
promote your serÂ�vices to them. Fortunately, there are a variety of 
ways to build your community on Facebook. We recommend the 
following:

Friend all of the student workers at your library. This will make •	
you more visible to them and their Friends.
Facebook allows students to list their courses. Join the ones you •	
are doing instructional sessions for and ask all of the students 
in them to be your Friend.
Display your Profile during instructional sessions and invite •	
students to seek you out.
Friend new students at your fall welcome festival by making a •	
laptop available or by taking names on a sheet of paper. Remem-
ber, many freshmen sign up for a Facebook Profile as soon as 
they receive their e-mail address at orientation. (2007, 20)

Miller and Jensen (2007, 20–21) also list ideas for librarians interested 
in getting started in promoting their serÂ�vices using Facebook, including 
posting descriptions of new databases or other new resources, uploading 
the library’s blog, announcing upcoming library programs and events, 
posting photos of new books, posting staff photos and contact information, 
and creating a library photo tour.

The important point here is that merely creating a social networking 
page or profile is not enough to attract and maintain users. The library 
must also actively seek out users and provide them with reasons for want-
ing to use the library’s online serÂ�vices.
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A New Role for Librarians: 
Promoting Teens’ Online Safety

Social networking is an important part of the healthy socialization process 
for many of today’s teens, but online encounters can also be dangerous. 
Librarians can use their knowledge of responsible information practices 
to help teens become safer users. Some of this responsibility lies with the 
companies that host these utilities, some of which have taken increased 
safety measures. For example, the minimum user age for MySpace is 13 
years, and users ages 13–15 are required to set their profiles as private 
(viewable only by friends, not the general public). All the same, most of 
the responsibility of teaching teens safe online practices falls to parents 
and adult intermediaries. Hinduja and Patchin note that

adults can reduce the possibility of youth victimization [online] 
in multiple ways. These include supervising adolescents online 
whenever possible, promoting awareness of online safety and ethical 
use of computers and the Internet, and investigating incidents that are 
potentially injurious. Additionally, parents, educators, and other adults 
in supervisory capacities should work with teenagers to cultivate self-
control, tolerance, and respect, as well as to learn conflict avoidance 
and de-escalation techniques. (2008, 139)

School, public, and academic librarians can do this, especially in urban 
settings where youth may encounter unfamiliar people on a daily basis and 
be more likely to friend them online.

As Lamb and Johnson (2006, 57) have said, “Social networks are some-
thing that educators cannot ignore. They have become part of the culture 
of young people.” Librarians interested in serving teens—urban teens in 
particular—have much to gain from making them part of the library cul-
ture as well.

Notes
1. �See the Denver Public Library’s MySpace page for teens at  

www.myspace.com/denver_evolver, and the Belmont High School 
Library Facebook page at www.facebook.com/pages/Belmont-NH/ 
Belmont-High-School-Library/19239766464.

2. �We realize that the Hennen findings—the HAPL report, as they are 
often called—have been criticized by the some in the library com-
munity, who say that Hennen’s methods for rating library serÂ�vices are 
flawed and that his selection of the “best” public libraries is inaccurate. 
We are neither validating nor disavowing his findings. We are simply 
using the ratings as a method of identifying libraries that serve a range 
of population sizes. To read more about the HAPL report, see www 
.haplr-index.com/HAPLR08_CorrectedVersionOctober8_2008.pdf.

3. �For the purpose of this analysis, the population categories of 2,500, 
1,000, and under 1,000 were not included, since the libraries in these 
categories did not have pages on social networking sites.
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Chapter 7
Urban Teens and Their 
Use of Public Libraries
Denise E. Agosto

Nearly all urban areas of the United States are served by public 
libraries, and many of these libraries offer targeted resources and serÂ�vices 
for young adults. But are we doing enough to support the full range of 
developmental roles that public libraries can fulfill in urban teens’ lives? 
We cannot answer this question without knowing why teens choose to use 
to public libraries in the first place, but research on the topic is spotty. For 
many years, librarians have assumed that teens’ two major reasons for pub-
lic library use are schoolwork and leisure reading. It is possible that these 
are but a few uses in a much wider array that public libraries can support.

In this chapter I review the research relating to teens and public library 
use and report the results of a survey that asked urban teen public library 
users why they use public libraries. I then offer suggestions for librarians 
interested in expanding their support of urban adolescent development 
beyond just schoolwork and leisure reading into many other areas of urban 
teen life.

What the Research Tells Us about 
Public Library Use in General

What do we know about why people of all ages use public libraries? Many 
studies have asked how often people use public libraries, but fewer studies 
have asked why they use them. A 2007 Pew Internet Life Project/Univer-
sity of Illinois survey showed that 53 percent of adults in this country had 
visited a public library during the prior year (Estabrook et al. 2007). In 
characterizing public library roles, the study focused on the public library 
as an information provider and on adults’ use of library resources to address 
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specific information problems, leaving the question of other reasons for 
library use largely unanswered.

This assumption that information needs—and reading and books in 
particular—are the driving force behind public library use is common. 
Wilson (2004, 28) explained, “It is a given that reading is fundamental to 
the business that libraries provide.” Scrogham (2006) suggested that the 
future success of the public library in the United States depends on a con-
tinuing commitment to the library as a place for reading, for books, and 
for exchanging ideas.

It seems that the public agrees with this view of public libraries as book 
providers first and foremost. A 2005 OCLC survey of public attitudes 
toward libraries showed that the public overwhelmingly equates public 
libraries with books. The report concluded, “ ‘Books’ is the library brand. 
There is no runner-up” (OCLC 2005, 7-3). Certainly reading and infor-
mation are fundamental to public library serÂ�vices, but there may well 
be other important functions for public libraries in their communities. 
Assuming that the public will mainly use libraries for information-related 
serÂ�vices is a backward approach to library planning. More effective plan-
ning would entail first asking people why they use libraries (and how they 
would like to use libraries if they could), and then designing serÂ�vices and 
programs to meet those needs and wishes.

What the Research Tells Us 
about Teens’ Public Library Use

There has been equally limited research regarding teens and their reasons 
for public library use. The bulk of what has been done points to teens’ use 
of public libraries to check out books and other library materials, to gather 
information to support their schoolwork, and to use computers and other 
library technologies for information access. For example, Vavrek (2004) 
surveyed teens about their use of public libraries and found that their pri-
mary reason was to borrow books and other materials. Similarly, Bishop 
and Bauer (2002) found the top three reasons to be for research, for vol-
unteer work, and for Internet use. Cook et al. (2005), surveying six hun-
dred teens, learned that they visit public libraries for research purposes, to 
check out books, and to enjoy the restaurants. They found positive percep-
tions of libraries to decline as teens age, and they found girls to rate library 
serÂ�vices more positively than boys.

These studies might at first glance seem to represent an array of differ-
ent roles that the public library plays in teens’ lives. Looking at them more 
closely, however, shows that they focus predominately on teens’ use of 
public libraries for information-gathering purposes.

A few studies have considered why some teens do not use libraries. They 
have produced evidence that teens tend to think of libraries just as infor-
mation providers, and that some teens prefer to use the Internet to look 
for information. For example, Barack and Kenney (2006) reported that 
about one-sixth of respondents to a YALSA survey never used their pub-
lic or school libraries. Many of the teens reported preferring to use the 
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Internet for information. Similarly, Abbas and colleagues found that the 
primary reason middle and high school youth did not use libraries was that 
they preferred to use the Internet to find information. Other top reasons 
included “I don’t like having to return things,” “I don’t like to read,” “Pub-
lic library too far away to get to,” and “I prefer to use the school library” 
(Abbas et al. 2008, 81).

What the Research Tells Us about 
Urban Teens’ Public Library Use

Even less research has focused on the reasons urban teens use public 
libraries. As a part of the Public Libraries as Partners in Youth Develop-
ment project, Meyers (1999) interviewed teens at urban public libraries 
about their views of libraries and librarians. She concluded that most teens 
thought of public libraries as unwelcoming and “uncool,” keeping them 
from becoming more frequent library users.

My study with Sandra Hughes-Hassell (Agosto and Hughes-Hassell 
2005) produced similar findings (see chapter 3 for details). We studied 
two groups of urban teens in Philadelphia. One group worked part-time at 
the Free Library of Philadelphia as homework helpers and programming 
assistants. The other group had no formal relationship with the library sys-
tem. Surprisingly, the two groups expressed equally negative opinions of 
public libraries and public librarians, opinions that prevented them from 
using library serÂ�vices more fully. The teens felt that the libraries welcomed 
children and adults, but not adolescents. One of the Free Library student 
employees said:

My personal opinion of the library? I do real well in school, but I 
never really had to go to the library. They should make it so it would 
welcome not only children but also teens. Because the children’s 
section doesn’t have much for us. [I wish they would] make it so it’s 
not only for children. I never went to the library until I started working 
here. I couldn’t remember the last time I went to the library for my 
own personal use.

These urban teens were also turned off by what they viewed as outdated 
library décor, excessively strict rules for library behavior, unfriendly staff, 
and a lack of books and other materials reflecting their own cultural back-
grounds.

Kimball and colleagues asked more than four thousand students in 
grades five through twelve in the Buffalo, New York, area questions about 
their library and Internet use habits. The results showed that urban youth 
use public libraries somewhat less often than their rural and suburban 
counterparts, but that the urban youth who do use public libraries do so 
more frequently than rural or suburban youth. Survey respondents were 
asked to choose what they might do while in the library. Of the thirteen 
choices provided, all referred to information seeking and use except one: 
“attend library programs and exhibits.” The five most frequently selected 
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choices were “do research for school paper or project,” “borrow books to 
read for fun,” “study or work on homework assignment,” “use reference 
materials such as dictionaries or encyclopedia,” and “use computer, go 
online, or use the Internet” (Kimball et al. 2007, 54).

A Survey of Urban Teens’ 
Public Library Use

Against this backdrop, I designed a survey to investigate two main ques-
tions: (1) Why do urban teens use public libraries? (2) How can public 
libraries expand their serÂ�vices to better meet urban teens’ needs? It was 
distributed to one hundred teens ages 14–17 at two urban public libraries. 
Part One of the survey included basic demographic questions concerning 
age, sex, frequency of public library use, frequency of school library use, 
and availability of home computer access. Part Two included three open-
ended questions: “Why did you come to the library today?” “What kinds 
of information do you look for at the library?” and “What kinds of infor-
mation do you need that you can’t find at the library?” Part Three listed 
areas of information that teens might need and asked how well their public 
library could meet their information needs in each area. In this chapter I 
summarize the results of Part One to supply background information on 
the survey respondents, then focus on the question “Why did you come 
to the library today?” For a discussion of the remainder of the survey, see 
Agosto et al. (2007).

Two Urban Public Libraries

The two urban public libraries were the Elizabeth Public Library, in 
Elizabeth, New Jersey, and the Sellers Memorial Free Public Library, in 
Upper Darby, Pennsylvania. Both areas are urban by U.S. Census Bureau 
standards and are densely populated throughout. With a population of 
129,337, Elizabeth is the fourth largest city in New Jersey.1 It is located 15 
miles southwest of New York City. Its diverse population is an estimated 
57 percent Hispanic and 20 percent African American. Slightly over half 
of the population is foreign born, and nearly three-quarters (72 percent) 
speak a language other than English at home. The median annual family 
income is $43,285, about 26 percent lower than the $58,526 national aver-
age. With its proximity to New York City, Elizabeth is an expensive place 
to live. The median home value is $385,100, more than twice the national 
average of $185,200. Elizabeth is therefore a very diverse community with 
a high proportion of English-language learners and a below-average typi-
cal income level.

The Elizabeth Public Library has one main library and three branches 
to serve this highly diverse urban community. Although the library’s web-
site and newsletters are written in English, the library does offer bilingual 
materials within the collection as well as a Spanish/English bilingual story 
hour and homework help in Spanish. The library website also includes 
links to the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization SerÂ�vice and links to com-
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mon questions asked on U.S. citizenship exams. The survey was adminis-
trated in the main library, which employs a full-time librarian to supervise 
adult and teen serÂ�vices. The Elizabeth Public Library offers a wide variety 
of YA programs, including author visits, an anime club, and a teen advisory 
council.

Upper Darby, Pennsylvania, is 6 miles west of Philadelphia and has a 
population of 84,113. Its residents are an estimated 21 percent African 
American, 9 percent Asian, and 2 percent Hispanic. Just 15 percent of 
the population is foreign born, and 20 percent speak a language other 
than English at home. Across the nation, Americans are 13 percent foreign 
born, and 20 percent speak a language other than English at home, figures 
that closely mirror Upper Darby residents. Housing prices in Upper Darby 
average less than half of those in Elizabeth at an estimated $149,600, yet 
the median annual family income is $60,997, about 40 percent higher 
than in Elizabeth. Thus, both Elizabeth and Upper Darby are densely 
populated and located close to a major U.S. city, but Upper Darby’s popu-
lation is somewhat less diverse and somewhat better off economically than 
that of Elizabeth.

The Sellers Memorial Free Public Library has a main library and two 
branches. The survey was distributed in the main library, which employs a 
full-time YA librarian. The Sellers library offers several programs for teens, 
including a teen blog, a knitting club, and a teen advisory board.

The surveys were distributed to one hundred teens who were visiting 
the two libraries. Of the one hundred surveys, ninety-seven usable surveys 
were returned, for a 97 percent return rate. Although the two libraries 
serve populations that vary somewhat in basic demographic characteris-
tics, the most notable difference being the large immigrant population in 
Elizabeth, there was little overall difference in the responses of the two 
groups of teens. Since teens at both libraries tended to use the two libraries 
for the same reasons, their responses are combined here for discussion.

Who Were the Teens in the Survey?

More girls than boys chose to complete the surveys. Of the 97 respondents, 
54 (56 percent) were female and 43 (44 percent) were male. Accurate 
statistics are not available for the two libraries, but librarians at both librar-
ies estimate that slightly more teen girls than boys use their serÂ�vices. The 
teens ranged in age from 14 to 17, with age 14 being the most common.

The teens were asked to select their frequency of public and school 
library use from four choices: “about once a week,” “about once a month,” 
“a few times a year,” and “almost never.” Table 7.1 summarizes their 
responses. Nearly all (97 percent) of the respondents reported using pub-
lic libraries at least a few times a year, whereas only 65 percent reported 
using school libraries at least a few times a year. These figures indicate that 
the respondents tended to be frequent public library users, more frequent 
users as a group than the average U.S. teen. As a point of comparison, in 
the Kimball et al. (2007) survey of students in grades five through twelve 
in Buffalo, New York, just 69.5 percent of the students surveyed visited a 
public library during the previous year. It is not surprising that the current 
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study found a higher average rate of public library use, given that the sur-
vey respondents were recruited within public libraries.

It is also not surprising that these teens reported much higher public 
library use than school library use, again because the study took place in a 
public library. There was also some gender-based variance in the reporting 
of library use, with the girls tending to use both public and school libraries 
slightly more often than the boys.

Seventy-six respondents (78 percent) indicated that they had access to a 
computer at home. This number is somewhat lower than the Kaiser Fam-
ily Foundation estimate that 86 percent of 8- to 18-year-olds have access 
to a computer at home (Rideout et al. 2005, 10). This lower figure may 
reflect the lower-than-average economic status of the Elizabeth area, since 
fewer teens in Elizabeth reported having computers at home than teens 
from the wealthier Upper Darby. Or it may reflect the fact that some teens 
who did not have access to a home computer had gone to the library for 
access.

Why Did the Teens Use Public Libraries?

The question “Why did you come to the library today?” resulted in a wide 
range of responses from the teens, many of whom gave more than one 
reason. For example, one of the boys wrote that he had gone to the library 
“for a TAB [Teen Advisory Board] meeting and for borrowing books.” One 
of the girls wrote that she had gone to the library “to go over the play and 
to watch a movie for the teen summer program.” Multiple reasons within 
single answers were separated and counted individually, for a total of 163 
reasons for library use.

Table 7.1
Frequency of library use

Response

Public 
Library

School 
Library

Number (%)* Number (%)*

About once a 
week

67 (69) 17 (18)

About once a 
month

14 (14) 27 (28)

A few times a 
year

13 (13) 18 (19)

Almost never 3 (3) 35 (36)

*Percentages do not total 100 due to rounding.
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To analyze the responses, I first put all 163 answers into a simple data-
base. I then used the constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss 
1967; Lincoln and Guba 1985) to orgaÂ�nize the various reasons into groups. 
Also called “the cut and paste technique” (Stewart and Shamdasani 1990), 
the constant comparative method involves repeatedly reading through a 
set of data and cutting and pasting individual pieces of data into multiple 
sets of smaller groups until the set of groups that best answers the research 
questions is found. This set of groups becomes the coding scheme, and a 
model or other answer to the research questions is built from the resulting 
coding scheme.

After repeated rounds of analysis, I found that the best fit of the data to 
the research question “Why do urban teens use public libraries?” involved 
separating the 163 survey responses into thirty-one unique reasons for 
library visits, listed in figure 7.1. The numbers in parentheses after each 

Figure 7.1
Coding scheme 1: Individual 
reasons for library visits

To participate in library club meetings (25)
To check out/return books (20)
To attend library programs/events (12)
To read books/magazines at the library (11)
To check out books for personal interest/needs (8)
To read books/magazines for personal interest/needs at the library (8)
To use computers (8)
To browse books/To see what new books are available (6)
To do homework (5)
To do volunteer work (5)
To socialize with friends (5)
To visit a librarian/library employee (5)
To find books for homework (4)
To make new friends (4)
To play computer games (4)
To find a safe environment (3)
To have fun (3)
To research a personal hobby/interest (3)
To socialize with boyfriend/girlfriend (3)
To use computers for homework (3)
To use computers for personal interest/needs (3)
To accompany friends (2)
To do research related to homework assignments (2)
To find a quiet environment (2)
To gain knowledge (2)
To get computer game codes (2)
To get academic tutoring (1)
To get unspecified information (1)
To improve oneself (1)
To please one’s parents/guardians (1)
To work in the library (1)
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library visit reason indicate the number of times each reason appeared 
among the 163 total reasons. For example, I separated the response “For 
a TAB meeting and for borrowing books” into two reasons for visiting the 
library: to attend the TAB meeting, and to borrow books. These two rea-
sons fell into two of the thirty-one library visit reasons: “To participate in 
library club meetings” and “To check out/return books.”

I then collapsed these thirty-one reasons into eleven categories of rea-
sons for library visits (figure 7.2). Some of these eleven categories represent 
traditional uses of public libraries, such as using libraries for information 
related to schoolwork. Others are less traditional, such as using libraries for 
interaction with peers.

Although each of these eleven categories can be used for planning 
and developing library serÂ�vices and programs, they fall short of providing 
a model of the roles of public libraries in teens’ lives. The final step in 
the data analysis process involved creating such a model. I continued to 
analyze the data, grouping the eleven categories by broader theme, and 
uncovered three main roles of the public library in urban teens’ lives. I 
arranged these three library roles and the eleven library visit categories 
into a visual model, as shown in figure 7.3.

The Library as Information Gateway

Of the 163 total reasons for library visits, 52 percent corresponded to the 
library as information gateway, making it the most common role of the 
public library for these teens. This role refers to the library as provider of 
information and information access, from book circulation, to Internet 
and database access, to reference serÂ�vices, and so on.

Common activities under the library as information gateway included 
checking out and returning books, using library computers to look for 
homework-related and personal-interest information, reading books and 
magazines, and seeking homework assistance. For example, one teen 
wrote that she had gone to the library “to read magazines.” One of the boys 
had visited his library “to do some researching on the computer.”

Figure 7.2
Coding scheme 2: Library visit categories

Teens used the libraries:
For information related to unspecified needs (40)
For organized entertainment (37)
For information related to personal interests/needs (30)
For information related to schoolwork (15)
For interaction with peers (14)
For unorganized entertainment (7)
For refuge (5)
For community improvement (5)
For interaction with library staff (5)
For personal improvement (4)
For financial support (1)
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Within the library as information gateway, the most commonly reported 
category of library use involved looking for information related to unspecified 
needs (40 of 85 responses, or 47 percent). These reasons included “To check 
out books,” “To get information off of the computer,” “To read some good 
books,” and so on. In these cases the teens briefly described the information-
Â�related activities in which they planned to engage, but they did not explain 
why they wanted information or what they planned to do with it.

The next most commonly reported use of the library as information 
gateway was to get information related to personal interests/needs (30 of 85 
responses, or 35 percent). In these cases, teens wrote that they wanted “to 
find a good book to read this weekend,” or that they wanted information 
related to hobbies and interests such as photographs of their favorite celeb-
rities, computer game codes, music lyrics, and other similar items.

The remainder of the reasons for using the library as an information 
gateway described gathering information related to schoolwork (15 of 85 
responses, or 18 percent). For example, one teen had gone to the library 
“to use the Internet to do a summer assignment.” Another needed “to work 
on [his] AP English assignment.” Still another wanted “to find a book for 
[her] summer reading assignment.”

Of the three major library roles, this first one most closely corresponds 
to the traditional view of public libraries as information sources. But focus-
ing on it alone is not enough to provide full serÂ�vice to young adults.

The Library as Social Interaction/
Entertainment Space

Of the 163 total responses, 63 (39 percent) corresponded to the library 
as social interaction/entertainment space. In Serving Urban Teens (2008), 
Brehm-Heeger pointed out that urban teens use public libraries not just as 

Figure 7.3
The role of the public library in teens’ lives

Library as Information Gateway
information for unspecified needs
information for personal interests/needs
information for schoolwork needs

Library as Social Interaction/Entertainment Space
organized entertainment
interaction with peers
unorganized entertainment
interaction with library staff

Library as Beneficial Physical Environment
refuge
community improvement
personal improvement
financial support
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homework resources but as social gathering places. Indeed, for the teens 
completing this survey the libraries served almost as frequently as space for 
social interaction and entertainment as a place to seek information.

Responses corresponding to this library role involved creating and main-
taining social relationships or simply seeking out opportunities for amuse-
ment. Common activities included participating in library club meetings, 
attending library programs and events, using the library as a place to social-
ize with friends, going to the library to meet new friends, using the library 
as a place to meet with boyfriends or girlfriends, playing computer games 
at the library, and going to the library to socialize with library employees. 
As one of the girls wrote, she went to the library “cuz I wanted to see my 
boyfriend and talk to my friends.” Another one of the girls wrote that she 
“came to the library today so that I can have fun and meet new people.”

Within the role of the library as social interaction/entertainment space, 
the most common category of library use was for orgaÂ�nized entertainment 
(37 of 63 responses, or 59 percent). These reasons involved going to the 
libraries to attend programs and special events. For example, one teen had 
gone to the library “to watch a movie.” Another was “there for a weekly 
meeting of the knitting/crocheting club.”

The second most common category of reasons falling under this library 
role was for interaction with peers (14 of 63 responses, or 22 percent). 
These responses involved using libraries as a social meeting place, such as 
visiting the library “to meet my friends,” “to hang out with my boyfriend,” 
“to have fun and meet new people,” and “to talk with my friends.”

The third most commonly listed library use involved using the libraries 
for unorgaÂ�nized entertainment (7 of 63 responses, or 11 percent). These 
responses dealt with going to the library for entertainment purposes, but 
not to attend a scheduled library event. For example, teens wrote that they 
had gone to the library “to play on the computer and read anime books,” 
“to play games,” and “to look for a movie to watch.”

The final category of library use as social interaction/entertainment 
space was the most unexpected: teens going to their libraries to engage in 
interaction with library staff members (5 of 63 responses, or 8 percent). 
For instance, one girl wrote that she had gone to the library to see the YA 
librarian, whom she mentioned by name and called her “Mommy #2.” 
Three other respondents also identified their YA librarians by name, as in 
writing, “I came today to visit [librarian’s name].”

The Library as Beneficial 
Physical Environment

Of the 163 total responses, 15 (9 percent) corresponded to the library as 
beneficial physical environment; that is, nearly one out of every ten survey 
responses indicated that they went to their libraries to take advantage of 
the physical library, as opposed to seeking information, social interaction, 
or entertainment. Librarians should view the concept of the library as ben-
eficial environment as a reminder that for urban teens the library building 
itself is an important resource.
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One-third of the responses corresponding to this role fell into the cat-
egory of using the library for refuge (5 of 15 responses, or 33 percent). 
These teens had gone to the library seeking to escape dangerous home 
environments, to flee unpleasant conditions at home, or to get away from 
noisy conditions elsewhere. For example, one of the boys wrote that he 
“love[s] to read and love[s] the library. It is a quiet place to get away from 
family.” Another sought “a safe place to go after school.”

The idea of public libraries as safe places has engendered controversy 
among librarians and library researchers. Most notably, Bernier (2003, 
198–199) rejected the idea of public libraries as safe places: “Libraries 
cannot deliver safe spaces any better than we can insure that wisdom will 
come to those reading our collections. And we should not promise that 
we can.” Although it is true that public libraries can never be entirely 
safe places, these adolescents felt that their libraries were safer than their 
homes, or safer than other places they could go during nonschool hours. 
For this reason, librarians should work to make their libraries as safe as 
possible with the help of community groups such as police and fire depart-
ments.

Another third of the answers falling under this role referred to teens’ 
using their public libraries for community improvement by doing volun-
teer work there (5 of 15 responses, or 33 percent). As one boy wrote, “I 
came to help. I came for volunteering.”

Still other respondents used the library for personal improvement (4 of 
15 responses, or 27 percent), that is, as a place to gain personal knowledge. 
For example, one of the girls wrote that she had gone to the library that day 
“to improve [her] reading and communication skills.” Another wrote that 
he was hoping to “advance [his] learning.”

Finally, one of the teens was using the library as a place of employment 
and a means of financial support (1 of 15 responses, or 7 percent). She 
wrote that she had gone to the library “to come to work and earn some 
money.”

What Does It Mean for Librarians?
Recommendations for Public 
Libraries Serving Urban Teens

Above all, public librarians should remember that urban teens use librar-
ies for many reasons beyond just schoolwork and leisure reading. Look-
ing back at the model of teen development discussed in chapter 3, we 
recall that there are seven major areas of teen development: the social 
self, the emotional self, the reflective self, the physical self, the creative 
self, the cognitive self, and the sexual self. The traditional view of the pub-
lic library as an information resource clearly supports the development 
of the cognitive self, and it supports development of most of the other 
“selves” in part as well. But to support all seven areas of teen development 
to the fullest extent possible, librarians must broaden their views of public 
libraries beyond just that of information providers. We should think of our 
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libraries as combined information gateways, social interaction/entertain-
ment spaces, and beneficial physical environments, and we should think 
of them as important resources for supporting the broad range of teens’ 
developmental needs, needs that extend beyond just schoolwork and lei-
sure reading.

Public librarians who would like to support the fuller range of urban 
teens’ developmental needs but are not sure how to go about it can use 
the model presented here as a guide for planning and delivering library 
serÂ�vices and programs. The next sections offer programming and serÂ�vice 
examples for each of the areas of the model presented in figure 7.3.

The Library as Information Gateway

Urban teens’ use of the library as an information gateway reminds us that 
we must continue to make information and literacy serÂ�vices a cornerstone 
of public library serÂ�vice. Just like teens in any other situation, urban teens 
need and deserve access to high-quality information resources and serÂ�
vices.

In addition to developing and maintaining high-quality collections of 
books, magazines, DVDs, audio materials, databases, and other computer 
resources, we should also provide literacy support serÂ�vices for teens. Exam-
ples of these serÂ�vices include read-alouds and readers’ theater programs, 
tutoring help, hi-lo reading materials, and computer literacy classes.

Keep in mind that when creating and maintaining library collections 
for urban teens it is also important to include a wealth of culturally rel-
evant information resources. This is especially crucial in urban areas with 
significant foreign-born populations, especially those with language dif-
ficulties. Teens from other cultures can find interpreting materials repre-
senting the predominant U.S. culture difficult. As Sandra Hughes-Hassell 
and I once wrote:

The most responsive collections include not only multicultural books, 
but a wide range of materials including newspapers from the students’ 
countries of birth, bilingual books and videos, music, English-language 
translations of stories from students’ countries/cultures of birth, and 
links to websites that are culturally relevant and, if available, written 
in their native languages. (Agosto and Hughes-Hassell 2007, 145)

A diverse collection is also important for teaching all teens about our 
diverse world and for promoting tolerance of diversity. Diversity of materi-
als applies to both fiction and nonfiction items, and to all media formats as 
well. The Web is an easily accessible, fertile source of authentic informa-
tion representing all types of cultures. Librarians can create pathfinders 
that link to sets of resources from different cultures to bolster the multicul-
tural offerings within their collections, and they can link these pathfinders 
to the library’s website for easy access.

Urban librarians should also check their websites to make sure that they 
offer links to resources in all three of the information gateway subcatego-
ries: information for unspecified needs, information for personal interests/
needs, and information for schoolwork needs. A web page offering access 
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to resources related to information for unspecified needs might include 
basic information about library policies and procedures of special interest 
to teens, such as how to get a library card and whether parents or guardians 
can look at teens’ library records.

To create a web page linking to resources relating to information for 
personal interests/needs, librarians can distribute short surveys within 
the library asking teens about their hobbies and interests. A simple three-
Â�question survey that asks, “What kinds of things do you like to do?” “What 
kinds of materials do you like to read?” and “What kinds of topics do you 
like to learn about at the library?” can produce a wealth of information 
about teens’ personal interests. Librarians can then search for high-quality 
books, magazines, websites, and other resources related to these topics and 
create links to them on the library’s website.

Even better is to create pathfinders on popular topics. Pathfinders are 
annotated bibliographies that briefly introduce a topic, such as skateboard-
ing or science fiction, and then provide tips for searching for information 
related to the topic and suggest books, magazines, websites, and so forth, 
on the topic. They offer those interested in learning about a topic a place 
to start and guidance in investigating that topic.2

Finally, careful collection maintenance and frequent weeding are cru-
cial for increasing teen use of the library as an information gateway. Out-
of-date, torn magazines and books and dead links on the library’s website 
are turn-offs not just to teens but to library patrons of all ages.3

The Library as Social Interaction/
Entertainment Space

The heavy use of the library as a social interaction/entertainment space 
by the teens in this study tells us that librarians should promote and sup-
port the social and entertainment roles of their orgaÂ�nizations if they want 
to provide the full range of serÂ�vices teens want and need from their public 
libraries.

Fulfilling teens’ social and entertainment needs is not just fun or frivo-
lous. Teens need social and entertainment opportunities for self-Â�expression, 
to develop social skills, and to support their healthy development into adult-
hood. Providing book clubs, computer clubs, gaming clubs, and movie 
viewings can create badly needed opportunities for teens’ healthy social 
and emotional development. Public libraries can provide these important 
social and entertainment opportunities for urban teens who lack transpor-
tation to other venues or who lack the funds to pay for activities such as 
movies, summer camps, and social clubs.

The greatest number of responses under the social interaction/enter-
tainment category described teens visiting their libraries to attend orgaÂ�
nized entertainment events. Teens mentioned everything from movie 
showings to manga club meetings to fencing club practice as drawing 
them into their libraries. Many U.S. public libraries do provide orgaÂ�nized 
events for teens, but most could expand these offerings. One of the best 
ways of starting new library programs is to learn about successful programs 
at other libraries. The fifth edition of YALSA’s Excellence in Library SerÂ�vice 
to Young Adults (Alessio 2008) provides planning, staffing, funding, and 
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materials details for a wealth of successful YA programs and can serve as 
a guide for increasing your library’s orgaÂ�nized teen activities. The chapter 
“SerÂ�vices under $100” is especially helpful for libraries with limited pro-
gramming budgets.

If providing a range of programs other than literacy-related serÂ�vices 
seems beyond your area of expertise, there is no need to worry. This is 
where collaboration can really help librarians meet teens’ needs. For 
example, if you learned from teens at your library that they are interested 
in sketching, you could contact your local museum to ask if a museum 
employee or volunteer would be willing to visit your library to offer sketch-
ing classes. You would provide the space and the access to the teens. The 
museum would provide the sketching knowledge. And you could work 
together to plan the program, find program funds, and advertise, increas-
ing the staffing power and visibility of both your library and the museum.

OrgaÂ�nized library programs provide teens with the chance to interact 
with their peers, but equally important is providing unstructured socializa-
tion time. This is why it is so important that teens have a space of their own 
in public libraries. Ideally, that space is a closed-off room where teens can 
play music, eat, play games, and interact without disturbing the rest of the 
library. But if physical space limitations preclude a separate room, then 
blocking off a corner of the library and placing a few comfortable chairs 
there can serve as a substitute for a separate teen space. Or, if the library 
insurance policy permits it, creating a teen garden space on the library 
grounds might serve as a pleasant substitute.

UnorgaÂ�nized entertainment is probably best supported by the library, 
again, by a space dedicated to teen use. Providing a teen space shows ado-
lescents that they are welcomed in the library and gives them a sense of 
ownership. Yet, sadly, even though almost all U.S. public libraries provide 
space dedicated to adult serÂ�vices and to children’s serÂ�vices, many fewer 
have spaces dedicated to serving adolescents. (See chapter 11 for a deeper 
discussion of library spaces for teens.)

Teens in this study visited their libraries because they liked their librar-
ians and felt personal connections to them. It follows that another way to 
bring more urban teens into public libraries is to work to change their unfa-
vorable perceptions of librarians. Recall the studies discussed earlier in this 
chapter that have shown urban teens’ negative attitudes toward librarians 
and libraries to act as barriers to public library use. Both of the libraries in 
the study reported here had highly active YA librarians in place, librarians 
who were successful at connecting to their teen communities. As a result, 
their teen programming was generally well attended, and they had built up 
groups of regulars who frequented the libraries not just to use their serÂ�vices 
but also to visit their favorite librarians.

The Library as Beneficial 
Physical Environment

Recall that teens in this study who used their libraries as beneficial envi-
ronments had gone there seeking refuge, community improvement, per-
sonal improvement, and financial support. Support for this last major role 
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of the public library in urban teens’ lives can be done at several levels, 
from evaluating the safety of the library environment, to creating targeted 
programming related to safety issues, to increasing teen volunteering 
opportunities.

To bolster the library as a refuge for teens, librarians in urban areas 
should keep in mind that, although no public library is a completely safe 
place, it may be the safest place for some urban teens after school and on 
weekends. Library staff might look into ways to make the library building 
safer and more welcoming. Or they might team up with the local police 
department and use the physical space of the library as a place where teens 
can learn about personal safety issues.

The most logical method of supporting the library as a place where 
teens can engage in community improvement is by creating an active teen 
volunteer program. Several teens in this study were eager to volunteer at 
their libraries. Teen volunteer programs help teens (by enabling them to 
improve their communities and by giving them important early work expe-
riences) as well as libraries (by providing inexpensive labor and by increas-
ing teens’ sense of ownership in their libraries). Teens can be instrumental 
in providing homework and technology assistance to children, in supervis-
ing children’s programs, in orgaÂ�nizing and running teen advisory boards, 
and in many more ways. Minkel (1999) suggested that most public librar-
ies are short-staffed when it comes to keeping the library website up to 
date. Teen volunteers can be valuable library website maintenance assis-
tants and help with link checking and other maintenance tasks. This kind 
of technical work can also provide teens with valuable work experience.

Writing in School Library Journal, Suellentrop (2007, 24) noted a 
“recent explosion of teens seeking to volunteer at libraries.” She suggested 
that a teen volunteer program include a variety of volunteer roles and 
counseled librarians to match teens’ talents with their tasks:

Not every task fits every teen. Help teens discover their talents by 
offering them a wide array of possibilities. Outgoing teens can hand 
out programs, welcome patrons to an event, or help visitors with 
computer questions. Artistic teens would love reading to children, 
assisting with storytime, or designing programs and displays. Shy teens 
can make name tags, as well as develop scavenger hunts and word 
puzzles for younger children. Those who are more detail oriented 
can help with inventory supplies, labeling, making sure periodicals 
are in order, and preparing summer reading packets.

Providing volunteer opportunities is also a method of supporting urban 
teens’ use of the library for personal improvement. However, most teens in 
the survey who had visited their libraries for personal improvement were 
seeking educational opportunities. Librarians can support these interests 
by providing high-quality, teen-friendly reference serÂ�vices and by develop-
ing and maintaining high-quality collections. Though most public librar-
ies that target YA serÂ�vices work hard to develop and maintain their YA 
collections, many fewer have an information desk located within the YA 
area. This omission leaves teens to choose between the children’s depart-
ment and the adult department to ask for help. A desk dedicated to serving 
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teens sends the message that teens’ reference questions and other requests 
for help are important and valued, and it goes a long way toward making 
young adults feel included in library serÂ�vices.

Finally, teens’ use of the library as a source of financial support tells us 
that librarians should hire teens from their communities when feasible to 
work in positions such as library pages and other part-time roles. Again 
both the libraries and the teens benefit. Teens can find valuable part-time 
work and early work experience, which can be difficult to acquire, and 
libraries can gain energetic new employees who know the library commu-
nity from an insider’s perspective.

Conclusions

Just as the OCLC (2005) survey showed that the overwhelming majority 
of U.S. adults tend to equate books with public libraries, this survey found 
that most urban teen public library users also strongly associate books with 
public libraries. More urban teens might use their libraries if they real-
ized that libraries do much more than provide books. As a result, one of 
the most important things public librarians can to do to bring more urban 
adolescents into their libraries is to spread the message that libraries mean 
much more than books. It is important to advertise this message both 
within and outside the library with fliers, public serÂ�vice announcements, 
postings on the library website, and notices in blogs, Facebook, MySpace, 
and anywhere else teens are likely to notice. Also important is to deliver 
the message personally to teens by visiting schools, community groups, 
and other places where teens congregate, always repeating the message 
that the public library is much more than just books.

It is not enough just to expand our ideas of public library serÂ�vices 
beyond the library as information provider. We must also actively work to 
broaden the reach of the public library. Outreach, which means taking 
library serÂ�vices beyond the confines of the library building, is crucial to 
getting the message out to teens. Going to places where urban teens feel 
welcome can spread the message that the public library is much more than 
an information resource, and it can counteract teens’ negative perceptions 
of libraries and librarians. As Brehm-Heeger (2008, 191–192) explained:

Outreach activities raise the library’s profile not only among teens but 
also among . . . other orgaÂ�nizations serving teens and lead to invitations 
for the library to become a more active contributor to community 
discussions. This is vital in urban areas because though there are more 
orgaÂ�nizations dedicated to serving teens in urban communities than 
in rural or truly suburban communities, the greater number of orgaÂ�
nizations does not necessarily translate into a coordinated, effective, 
community-wide approach to serving teens.

Librarians do not need to become experts in all areas of serÂ�vice and 
programming that teens need. This is where community collaboration 
becomes so important. Community collaboration expands the reach and 
breadth of the public library while taking advantage of the expertise and 
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resources of all orgaÂ�nizations involved. For example, a library wanting to 
expand its support of urban teens’ social interaction/entertainment needs 
might consider teaming up with a local community theater to provide act-
ing lessons at the library. Everyone involved gains something from the 
other partners: the library, the theater, and the teens themselves.

Once urban teens begin to understand that their libraries provide much 
more than schoolwork and leisure reading materials, and once they see 
that their librarians are excited about having them use library serÂ�vices, they 
are much more likely to become active library users and library supporters. 
Their healthy development into adulthood is likely to benefit from this 
change, and public libraries will then be playing a larger role in support-
ing the full range of urban teens’ needs.

Notes
1. �Demographic data cited in this section were drawn from http://fact 

finder.census.gov.
2. �For more information on how to create pathfinders, visit the 

Wenatchee School District’s “Pathfinders: Guides to Information 
Resources” at http://home.wsd.wednet.edu/WSD/Instructional/learn 
teach/libraries_media/Pathfinders/path.htm, and the Springfield 
Township High School Virtual Library’s “Template for Creating 
Pathfinders” at www.sdst.org/shs/library/pathfinder.html.

3. �For help in learning how to weed your collection, see Slote (1997).
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Chapter 8
Public Library Websites 
and Urban Teenagers’ 
Health Information Needs
Sandra Hughes-Hassell and Dana Hanson-Baldauf

Think back to adolescence. Sure, we know. If you are like most 
of us, that time of life is perhaps best left for distant, dusty, back-of-the-
closet yearbook memories. Along with big hair, leg warmers (parachute 
pants for you fellas), and annoying flair-ups of acne (always on school pic-
ture day), life was filled with excitement and drama, embarrassments and 
insecurities, rebellious struggles for independence, and loads and loads of 
questions—questions about life, love, sex, and changing bodies.

Unfortunately, if you were growing up any time before the 1990s, reli-
able answers to sensitive and often embarrassing questions were often hard 
to come by. Eavesdropping on older sibling conversations and sharing sto-
ries around the middle school cafeteria table were often the mainstays 
of information retrieval. Thank goodness for young adult novelist Judy 
Blume. Although books such as Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret 
and Then Again, Maybe I Won’t have earned her recognition as one of the 
most banned children’s authors in the United States, for many of us they 
paved the way into adulthood by answering many of the questions we were 
too embarrassed to ask anyone else. Television was also significant in our 
education on life. Who could ever forget those great afterschool specials 
on ABC? Does anyone remember Helen Hunt’s riveting performance as a 
strung-out teen barreling out of that plate glass window in Angel Dusted? 
It sure scared us!

Health Information on the Internet

Fortunately, when it comes to finding answers, today’s teens seem to have it 
a little easier than we did “back in the day”—thanks largely to Q&A collab-
orative websites like WikiAnswers and Yahoo! Answers and search engines 
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such as Google, Yahoo, and Ask.com. A recent Pew Internet study (Esta-
brook et al. 2007) reported that more people, including teenagers, would 
rather turn to the Internet to find answers to everyday problems than seek 
advice or information from family members or professionals. A 2006 Pew 
Internet report indicated that at least 75 percent of today’s teens utilize the 
Internet specifically to look up health-related information (Rideout 2001). 
A more recent study conducted by YPulse, ISIS (Internet Sexuality Infor-
mation SerÂ�vices), and the market research firm Peanut Labs found that 
over 50 percent of young people ages 13–24 are accessing health and well-
ness information on the Internet (O’Malley 2008). WebMD was cited by 
over 15 percent of the respondents as their favorite source, and 17 percent 
indicated that they use online confessional sites or message boards to share 
personal health-related information.

The following, all pasted directly from answers.yahoo.com, is a small 
sampling of what some teens are concerned with and asking today in 
online environments, along with a few of the answers they are finding:

I’m fifteen and a freshman in high school. I don’t want to sound stupid or 
something, but I’m really starting to hate my life. I’ve lost so many friends 
and I’m always feeling out of place. It seems like I can’t even make friends, 
I don’t even know what to do. I used to have so many, but now I feel like an 
outcast. Sometimes I just want to run away. What do I do?

Answer 1: �Just wait until you become a high school senior. That’s 
when it all comes boiling down.

Answer 2: �Stay strong and start doing things that interest you. 
Never feel like you have to follow the crowd.

Answer 3: �GET OVER IT!

My boyfriend is a drug user and I’m pregnant could the baby have prob-
lems? We both are seventeen years old, and I am pregnant. My boyfriend 
(who got me pregnant) chews tobacco, does pot and weed. I am so nerÂ�vous 
that our baby will be retarded or be addicted to drugs. I have never done 
drugs before. But we have made out while he chewed several times and 
often times even swallowed his spit. On several occasions I had sore throats, 
stomachaches, and I was spitting blood. He smokes around me too and has 
had for a while now.

Answer 1: �YOU have the problem—him! I suggest you dump 
him and see a medical practitioner that can help you 
end the pregnancy immediately. Shouldn’t you be in 
school somewhere, instead of throwing up from swal-
lowing tobacco spit? PLEASE—find better things to do 
with your time!

Answer 2: �No probably not but I would just stay clear and try and 
convince your partner to stop taking drugs as if the 
social serÂ�vice find out your baby is going to have a sur-
roundings of drugs then the baby may be taken away 
from you until the environment is safe for the healthy 
unborn child 
**good luck with your pregnancy**



Public Library Websites and Urban Teenagers’ Health Information Needsâ•… 103

What should I do if I am suffering from anorexia for the second time?

Answer 1: �Eat a creamcake. If your sick, then your anorexic.

Answer 2: how did you become anorexic e-mail me plzzz

Answer 3: just stuff yourself with food

Answer 4: Eat more! Food is Good.

How do I come out to my parents as a gay teen? I’m fourteen so I need 
advice from older people. But no one try to make me straight

Answer 1: �Congrats on knowing yourself at this age. As for com-
ing out, start out simple, maybe with friends. They are 
usually more understanding at first. If you are positive 
that you want to though, go for it. I hope that they are 
intelligent individuals that will not go crazy. If you are 
unsure what their reaction may be there is no need to 
rush. If your living situation would be in trouble, wait 
until you live on your own. Do what you feel is best for 
you though and I wish you all the luck.

Answer 2: �Jeez I feel for you . . . and your dad. . . . he’s going to 
be devistated. . . . as a father that is one talk you pray 
never happens. . . . oh well, you gotta do what you 
gotta do. . . . I’d take a walk thru the mall and check 
out all the hotties in their short skirts one last time and 
make sure there isn’t any hope for you first dude.

It is no surprise that the Internet has become an indispensable tool for 
individuals seeking health information. As lack of access to affordable and 
high-quality health care reaches levels of national concern, individuals, 
increasingly, are turning to health-related websites as a first-stop triage tool 
for diagnosis and treatment of conditions and ailments (Borzekowski and 
Rickert 2001). Among the most vulnerable and affected by the health care 
crisis are urban youth living at or below the national poverty level, who 
quite often have limited access to good information and resources regard-
ing health care and health-related serÂ�vices. For example, McKee and 
Fletcher (2006) found that a disproportionate number of urban adolescent 
girls, especially non-U.S.-born girls, lack a usual source of care and regular 
health care provider. Similarly, with regard to urban adolescent males, it 
seems that very few inner-city health care facilities offer focused sexual and 
reproductive health information and serÂ�vices to young men. This is espe-
cially disconcerting given evidence of risky sexual behaviors among urban 
adolescent males and the increased risk of sexually transmitted diseases, 
HIV/AIDS, and unplanned fatherhood (Lindberg et al. 2006).

Despite the lack of health-related serÂ�vices geared toward urban youth, 
studies of everyday life information seeking have shown that information 
pertaining to health-related issues is a frequent need among urban teens. 
Hughes-Hassell and Agosto (2007) found that urban teens had questions 
not only about their own health, such as “What is more comfortable, a 
tampon or a pad?” and “How does one go about getting free insurance?” 
but also about the health conditions of their families and friends. Issues 
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related to human sexuality, including sexual safety and sexual identity, 
were also common.

Although the search for answers to health-related issues has become 
much easier over the past few years given the availability and ease of the 
Internet, unfortunately (as you may have garnered from our informal 
online investigation), the “answers” found on websites such as Yahoo! 
Answers and WikiAnswers may be about as accurate and useful as the 
information we gathered around that cafeteria table years ago.

Although there are websites that offer high-quality health-related infor-
mation, young adults continue to have difficulty with their searches. Key-
word searches on various search engines such as Google and Yahoo may 
not yield reliable and informative answers teens are seeking either. Search-
ing challenges are attributed to difficulty formulating questions because of 
broad use of terms or misspellings (Lyons et al. 1997; Wallace et al. 2000), 
random and unsystematic web searching (Bilal and Kirby 2002; Fidel et 
al. 1999), the inability to determine credibility of websites, and encounter-
ing blocks as a result of filtering software (Gray et al. 2005; Richardson et 
al. 2002).

Moreover, although many studies have highlighted the Internet’s avail-
ability, anonymity, and affordability as key reasons teens turn to it for 
answers to their health-relate questions (Barak and Fisher 2001; Gray et al. 
2005), issues related to online privacy and confidentiality remain a con-
cern and prevent many teens from seeking sensitive information in the 
online environment (Vargas 2005).

So where do libraries fit in? A recent report indicates that young adults 
are some of the most prevalent patrons of library serÂ�vices, using libraries 
more for problem-solving information than their elders (Estabrook et al. 
2007). Given this finding and the challenges teens face when searching 
for health information online, it seems obvious that public libraries might 
take the lead. Libraries, particularly public libraries, have a long history 
of providing consumer health information to adults in their communities. 
Over the past few years, this serÂ�vice has transitioned online as libraries 
provide Internet access to electronic consumer health information (Smith 
2006). Additionally, many public libraries have developed websites specifi-
cally for teens serving as centers for reference, educational support, popu-
lar materials, community information, and library programming (Hughes-
Hassell and Miller 2003; Jones 1997). Including links to useful health 
websites may alleviate some of the frustration teenagers face when search-
ing for reliable health information on the Internet (Vargas 2005).

Study: Public Library Websites 
and Health Information

Are urban public libraries using their teen web pages to provide health 
information for young adults? To answer this question, we conducted a 
study of 101 websites of some of the largest metropolitan public libraries 
in the United States to determine the extent and scope of online health-
related information geared specifically toward teenage patrons.
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Study Design

Five research questions guided our study: (1) What percentage of urban 
public library websites for teenagers provide consumer health informa-
tion? (2) Which health topics are commonly included? (3) Which web-
sites are recommended? (4) What percentage of the recommended web-
sites were designed specifically for teenagers? (5) Who are the primary 
sponsors of the recommended sites?

Our sample included public library websites from the two largest met-
ropolitan areas in each of the fifty states and the District of Columbia. 
Each website was accessed between April and June 2007 to determine if it 
contained a link to a page specifically developed for young adults. If a YA 
page was found, we examined it for health-related information. For each 
recommended health-related website, we recorded the web address, spon-
sor, and topics covered. We also examined each of the recommended sites 
to determine if they were developed specifically for a teenage audience.

Findings

To begin, we found that of the 101 library websites we surveyed, only 
seventyÂ�-two included a web page specifically geared toward their young 
adult patrons, and only thirty-six of those web pages included links to 
online health-related resources and information. The libraries most likely 
to provide health-related information for teens through their websites were 
those serving communities with low poverty rates (<10 percent) and those 
with poverty rates between 25 and 30 percent. Only 30 percent of the 
libraries in the highest-poverty communities had YA websites that featured 
health-related information. A regional comparison showed that libraries in 
midwestern states were less likely to provide health information for teens 
by means of the library’s YA website than those in other areas of the coun-
try (table 8.1).

The topics included as health information by each library varied greatly. 
Table 8.2 presents the categories and specific health-related topics most fre-
quently included on the websites. Some of the libraries recommended web-
sites that clearly dealt with health-related issues, such as diet, disease, drug 
abuse, exercise, and pregnancy. Others included websites that at first glance 
might seem unrelated to health, such as Choosing a Piercer, which provides 
guidelines for ensuring that individuals have a “safe piercing experience,” and 
Tattoo Facts, which includes a section entitled “What is bad for my tattoo?”

A total of 290 distinct sites were recommended to teens seeking health-
related information. The number of health-related websites recommended 
by each library ranged from one to ninety-three, with the average being 
seven. The sponsors of the websites were primarily nonprofit orgaÂ�nizations, 
including government agencies, community-based orgaÂ�nizations, profes-
sional associations, foundations, universities, hospitals, public television 
stations, and youth advocacy and educational orgaÂ�nizations. More than 
half of the recommended sites were developed specifically for a teenage 
audience. Table 8.3 provides the titles, web addresses, and sponsors of the 
ten most frequently recommended sites.
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Many of the recommended sites not only provided factual informa-
tion in the form of articles or answers to frequently asked questions but 
also included interactive components such as chats, threaded discussion 
forums, and hotlines that provide teens with the opportunity to commu-
nicate with experts and other teens about health issues. For example, Sex, 
Etc. provides a weekly live teen chat with sexual health experts, and Teen-
Growth includes a section titled “Crisis Call” that includes phone num-
bers for various crisis hotlines across the United States.

Implications for Practice

Now we return to the original question. How common is it for urban 
public libraries to use their teen web pages to provide health informa-
tion? Unfortunately, not as common as we had hoped. Only slightly more 
than one-third (36 percent) of the library websites examined for this study 
included links to online health-related resources and information for 
teens. So where do we go from here?

Teenagers are making decisions every day that impact their health and 
well-being. The most recent Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System 
report showed that during the thirty days preceding the survey 43 percent 
of the students surveyed had drunk alcohol, 20 percent had used mari-
juana, and 23 percent had smoked cigarettes (CDC 2006). Thirteen per-
cent of the teens reported being overweight, 80 percent admitted that they 
did not eat healthy diets, and 67 percent said they did not attend physi-
cal education classes daily. Additionally, 47 percent of the high school 
students surveyed reported having sexual intercourse; 37 percent had not 
used a condom. Public libraries can support the needs of these teenagers 
by providing links to health-related materials and orgaÂ�nizations as part of 
their YA library websites.

Table 8.1
Library YA websites and health 
information for teens, by region

Region

Libraries 
with a YA 
Website

Libraries 
Providing Health 
Information on 
the YA Website

Midwest 65% 23%

Northeast 66% 38%

South 63% 36%

West 75% 38%
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Table 8.2
Health topics most frequently included

General 
Category Specific Topics

Growth and 
development

Anatomy
Puberty (physical and emotional changes)
Appearance and self-care (teeth, skin, hair, etc.)

Self-expression Body piercing
Tattoos
Identity

General health and 
well-being

Activism
Choosing a doctor
College/career choices
Dieting
Disabilities
Disease, infections, and 

conditions
First aid
Fitness and exercise
Health care rights

Health insurance options
Injury prevention
Internet safety
Media literacy
Medicine safety
Nutrition
Racism
Sports
Steroid use

Emotional and 
mental health

Anger management
Anxiety and stress
Body image
Bullying
Counseling/therapy
Dealing with death
Dealing with divorce
Depression
Eating disorders
Living in crisis
Love and relationships

Peer pressure
Phobias
Relationships (family/

friends)
School/social issues
Self-esteem
Self-mutilation (cutting)
Shyness
Suicide

Physical safety Bullying
Date violence
Domestic violence
Gang-related activity
Homelessness
Incest
Internet safety

Physical abuse
Rape/sexual assault
Runaways
Sex trafficking
School violence
Terrorism

Sexuality and sexual 
health

Abortion
Abstinence
Adoption
AIDS/HIV
Anatomy
Birth control
Homosexuality
Puberty
Reproduction
Reproductive rights
Safe sex

Sex vs. love
Sexual activity 

(intercourse, 
masturbation, etc.)

Sexual identity
Sexual violence
Sexually transmitted 

diseases
Teen pregnancy
Teen parenting

(cont.)
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One of the factors that may be preventing libraries from using their 
library websites to support teen health information seeking behavior is 
concern about the quality of information. As Block (2001, 21) points out, 
“Librarians have always been extra-conscientious about handing out medi-
cal information because we know that the consequences of wrong infor-
mation can be deadly.” Though the quality of web-based health informa-
tion is much higher today than it was a decade ago, it is still necessary to 
evaluate the websites that are recommended (Gillaspy 2005).

Fortunately, several orgaÂ�nizations have established quality criteria. For 
example, the Health on the Net Foundation (HON) developed a code of 
conduct that addresses the principles of reliability and credibility of health 
information on the Web (www.hon.ch). Websites that post the HON icon 
are monitored for their compliance with these features. The Health Infor-
mation Technology Institute of Mitretek Systems, Health Summit Work-
ing Group (www.ahrq.gov/data/infoqual.htm) developed a set of criteria 
that can used by health care professionals, librarians, and individuals to 
evaluate health information on the Internet. These include

Credibility. Includes the source, currency, relevance/utility, and edi-
torial review process for the information.

Content. Must be accurate and complete, and an appropriate dis-
claimer provided.

Disclosure. Includes informing the user of the purpose of the site, as 
well as any profiling or collection of information associated with 
using the site.

Links. Evaluated according to selection, architecture, content, and 
back linkages.

Design. Encompasses accessibility, logical orgaÂ�nization (navigabil-
ity), and internal search capability.

Interactivity. Includes feedback mechanisms and means for exchange 
of information among users.

Caveats. Clarification of whether site function is to market products 
and serÂ�vices or is a primary information content provider.

General 
Category Specific Topics

Alcohol and drugs Alcohol
Dependency and addiction
Drinking and driving
Drug laws and legislation
Getting help
Recreational and prescription drugs
Steroid use and abuse
Tobacco

Table 8.2 (cont.)
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Table 8.3
Most frequently recommended health-related 
websites for teens

Website 
Title

Number 
of Library 
Websites 

Recommending Website URL Website Sponsor

TeensHealth 22 http://kidshealth.org/
teen/

Nemours Foundation

Go Ask Alice 17 www.goaskalice 
.columbia.edu

Columbia University’s 
Health Promotion 
Program

TeenWire 14 www.teenwire.com Planned Parenthood

TeenGrowth 12 www.teengrowth.com TeenGrowth 
team comprises 
world-renowned 
pediatricians, 
educators, and 
Internet professionals 
committed to 
improving the lives of 
adolescents

SEX, ETC. 9 www.sexetc.org Center for Applied 
Psychology at 
Rutgers University

Health 
Information 
for Teens

9 www.fda.gov/oc/
opacom/kids/
html/7teens.htm

U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration, 
Department of Health 
and Human Services

girlshealth 
.gov

9 www.4girls.gov Office on Women’s 
Health in the 
Department of Health 
and Human Services

i wanna 
know

8 www.iwannaknow.org American Social 
Health Association

freevibe 
.com

6 www.freevibe.com National Youth 
Anti-Drug Media 
Campaign, a 
program of the Office 
of National Drug 
Control Policy

National 
Eating 
Disorders 
Association

5 www.nationaleating 
disorders.org

National Eating 
Disorders Association
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There are also resources that librarians seeking to provide health infor-
mation for teens can use to identify appropriate sites. Among these are 
Health Information for Youth: The Public Library and School Library 
Media Center Role (Lukenbill and Immroth 2007), the Internet Public 
Library’s Teenspace (www.ipl.org/div/teen/), and the Health Information 
Project at the Mid-Hudson Library System (http://hip.midhudson.org). In 
her monthly column in School Library Journal, Gail Junion-Metz often 
reviews health-related websites for youth as well.

Limiting the number of recommended health-related websites so that 
they can be carefully screened and monitored is also important. For exam-
ple, one of the libraries included in our sample provided links to ninety-
Â�three different websites. Among those was Teenadvice.org (www.teen 
advice.org). This site consists of sponsored links to websites that at first 
glance appear to be appropriate. On closer inspection, it becomes apparent 
that, although many of the sites are sponsored by reputable orgaÂ�nizations, 
others are not. For example, there is a link to Love.Dada.net (a.k.a. Inti-
mate Dating), which enables individuals to “flirt, chat, and meet millions 
of singles online or on your cell.”

Another strategy to consider is providing links only to community-based 
orgaÂ�nizations. The Public Library of Charlotte and Mecklenburg Coun-
ty’s Life Info site (www.libraryloft.org/needHelp.asp) contains the follow-
ing note to teens: “As a young adult, it may be hard to find accurate helpful 
information about issues that affect your life. This website offers a small 
collection of orgaÂ�nizations within the community that may help you with 
your problem. Use it on your own or with friends and family to start you 
on your way to getting help.”

As Vargas (2005) argues, libraries should also help teens evaluate health 
websites. Teens are even less likely than adults to pay attention to items 
such as authority and currency, and a quick, cursory look at the homepage 
of a website, or reliance on the URL domain, is not sufficient. Vargas rec-
ommends that libraries point users to the following two resources:

Evaluating Health Information, on MedlinePlus (www.nlm.nih.gov/
medlineplus/evaluatinghealthinformation.html), a sixteen-Â�minute 
tutorial that teaches consumers how to evaluate health informa-
tion on the Web.

10 Things to Know about Evaluating Medical Resources on the 
Web, on the National Center for Complementary and Alternative 
Medicine’s website (http://nccam.nih.gov/health/webresources/), 
including who runs and pays for the site, how the site chooses 
links to other sites, and what information about a user the site col-
lects and why.

Moving beyond the Young 
Adult Website

The National Network of Libraries of Medicine (http://nnlm.gov/outreach/
consumer/htthlit.html) suggests that libraries do more than just provide 
technological access to consumer health information. One project that 
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does this is the Health Information Project at the Mid-Hudson Library Sys-
tem (http://hip.midhudson.org). Each summer, teen interns between the 
ages of 14 and 19 are hired to review DVDs/videos, websites, and books 
for inclusion in the system’s six substance abuse/health information center 
libraries. The teens receive training in media literacy and website evalu-
ation. In the fall following their internship, the teens make presentations 
at local schools and orgaÂ�nizations. Through this project the teens learn to 
work independently and to evaluate health-related information. They also 
gain knowledge about health issues facing today’s teens and recognize the 
importance of talking to friends, family, or peers about topics of concern. 
As Clapp and Lindsley (2005) explain, parts of the project can be imple-
mented in any library with members of teen advisory councils, teen volun-
teers, or teen staff members.

Here are a few more initiatives to consider, drawn from Lukenbill and 
Immroth (2007) and the National Network of Libraries of Medicine:

Developing partnerships with school librarians, health teachers, and 
school nurses to share information and support health-related 
tasks in the K–12 curriculum, such as evaluating online health 
information and credibility of online sources.

Partnering with community-based orgaÂ�nizations, such as the Boys & 
Girls Clubs, to develop outreach programs to discuss health infor-
mation topics.

Asking physicians and other health care workers to select topics and 
formats that should be included in the collection, suggest local 
health resources and events the library should advertise, and 
develop columns for the library’s newsletter.

Providing health information classes at the public library to teach 
health-related topics.

Working with consumer advocate orgaÂ�nizations on outreach pro-
grams to vulnerable teen populations.

Participating in and lobbying for research on teen health literacy 
topics.

Conclusions

Improving the Health of Adolescents and Young Adults: A Guide for States 
and Communities (CDC 2004) outlines a community-based approach to 
promoting the health and well-being of America’s teens. Recognizing that 
societal institutions have a significant influence on adolescent health, the 
publication argues that health promotion and prevention strategies should 
not be implemented in isolation but should be a collaborative effort across 
multiple orgaÂ�nizations. As this chapter’s study shows, libraries, as members 
of the broader community, can support the health information needs of 
urban teenagers and, by doing so, can assist these teens in making sound 
decisions about their health—decisions that can affect the rest of their 
lives.
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Chapter 9
Spacing Out with 
Young Adults
Translating YA Space Concepts  
into Practice
Anthony Bernier

They are “a disruptive force that interrupts the study of serious read-
ers.” Constantly “talking and giggling.” Always eating in the library. Steal-
ing library materials. Preening and strutting. They are interested only in 
“trivial things” and creating “chaos” in the library. When contemporary 
librarians hear this passage, they guiltily recognize it as an everyday screed 
against young people. So they laugh nerÂ�vously when it is revealed that 
these complaints were actually made in the nineteenth century by male 
librarians in the United States against middle-class white women (Van 
Slyck 1996).

Female library users not only were accused of disrupting proper library 
order but were thought to be threatening the very social fabric of respect-
able society itself. Exasperation at these outrageous behaviors reached a 
head in the 1880s. In response to all these pesky women, public libraries 
attempted to minimize their impact on “serious” library users and began, 
grudgingly, to give “ladies” a room of their own as it were, their own space. 
In this “room of their own” they could talk and giggle, preen and strut, 
and pursue their “trivial” little interests without disturbing “serious and 
scholarly” gentlemen.

The point here is that women were gradually accepted as entitled agents 
in the public world. And libraries made space for them. Later, as women 
gained an increasing share of professional status and authority as librari-
ans, those women made space for children. A half-century later in U.S. his-
tory, and under various racially segregated schemas, libraries incorporated 
nonwhite patrons and later still fully incorporated nonwhite citizens in 
nonsegregated libraries. Libraries gradually made space for non-English-
speaking populations and supplied materials in their respective languages. 
They made space for handicapped patron access. They made space for 
computers. Indeed, libraries are constantly changing the concept of who 
“counts” and what activities “matter.”
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Although young adults are widely recognized as constituting nearly 25 
percent of all library users in the United States, the vast majority of librar-
ies devote more space and design attention to bathrooms than to young 
people’s spatial needs. Worse, there is no scholarly research connecting 
young adults to the civic space of libraries. There are no metrics, no evalu-
ation standards, and no best or comparative practices. This chapter inau-
gurates such a scholarly exploration.

Library buildings, like all urban public spaces, represent and manifest 
ideals about who counts and what activities matter in a community. Public 
library buildings certainly trumpet values about being open and demo-
cratic spaces. At the heart of this chapter, however, is the realization that 
urban young people have yet to be considered part of that community or 
civic ideal.

U.S. libraries have historically been ambivalent about urban youth. 
Since the turn of the nineteenth century, even as they increasingly needed 
to attract youth populations to justify their public purpose, librarians openly 
expressed hostility toward youth, considering them “on probation” from 
the moment they walked in the door (Garrison 2003; Van Slyck 1995). 
And libraries continue to be challenged by them. Immigrant youth fre-
quently come from homes where traditions of public library serÂ�vice remain 
remote from parental experience and expectations. Further, together with 
youth coming from urban intergenerational poverty, many young peo-
ple share relatively small living spaces. Historically this has placed more 
utilitarian value on urban public spaces. Under these circumstances, for 
instance, it is not unusual for parents to send their offspring into public 
places together—entrusting younger children to the custody of their teen-
aged youth. The spatial implications here reveal that a library design not 
considering this common scenario risks placing youth in role conflict with 
building design based on a cliché about how all teenagers desire as much 
distance from children’s space as possible. Even many of today’s marquee 
YA spaces are guilty of this design concept flaw.1

These same urban youth benefit disproportionately from the library’s 
function as intergenerational public space as well. Separating these young 
adults from the general population for much of the day in age-segregated 
school environments, public libraries offer them a unique intergenera-
tional social experience. They are at least nominally treated as legitimate 
library users. They observe, interact with, and are served by information 
professionals; they gain access to the full array of library materials; they 
share the library with children and adults alike, as well as being afforded a 
noncommercial space in which to establish and build social competence 
with other youth. Indeed, in public libraries less materially well-off urban 
youth gain the opportunity to observe up close the workings of middle-
class concepts of publicity as well as professional public serÂ�vices being 
delivered immediately and tangibly more on their own terms than those 
dictated in other adult-centered public spaces. For many urban youth the 
public library serves as a “gateway institution” not simply to information 
but to the larger civic world, where these goals might bed.2 It is simply not 
enough, though, to rely on virtual spaces when imagining age-appropriate 
young adult public space (Crawford 2007; Hodkinson and Lincoln 2008; 
Hughes-Hassell et al. 2008).
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The remedy, of course, is for libraries to express this civic value in their 
public space. To get there, libraries must address the central question of 
how they can deliver developmentally appropriate library space for young 
people.

Probably because of long-prevailing institutional preoccupation with 
collections, library standards have largely conflated the concept of young 
adult space with the mere shelving of printed materials for young adults. 
They commonly rely on a meager allocation of shelf space within, or adja-
cent to, children’s sections or on repurposed paperback racks. Sometimes 
a YA magazine collection appears in the children’s section; sometimes 
it is interfiled with adult magazines. For all of our professional claims 
to making materials consistently accessible, such ad hoc practices have 
existed in libraries for decades and illustrate how we have systematically 
marginalized the young adult experience. Historically, libraries have con-
sidered young adults entitled to neither space for their needs nor an equi-
table share of the library’s common environments (Chelton 2002; Kelly 
2007). Classic Carnegie buildings, for instance, only bifurcate into “sides” 
for children and adults. New buildings frequently do little more. Adults 
then widely interpret the consequent underutilized library resources and 
youths’ negative perceptions of libraries as antipathy and apathy. SerÂ�vice 
barriers for young people can further be seen in the physical features of 
generations of new and refurbished library buildings, policies, and proce-
dures and in the ways in which young people socially experience libraries, 
“as aristocratic, authoritarian, unfriendly and unresponsive” (Rubin 2004; 
see also Marston 2001).3

On the other hand, there is growing awareness of this decades-long 
inequity as libraries begin to see how they can add public value by provid-
ing young people with developmentally appropriate spaces. Inspired by 
the Los Angeles Public Library’s purpose-built landmark Teen’Scape proj-
ect (Bernier 2000a) and aided mightily by the subsequent introduction of 
“YA Spaces of Your Dreams”—a column in every issue of Voice of Youth 
Advocates (VOYA)—as well as the appearance in 2002 of a guide to redec-
orating YA areas (Taney 2002), libraries are learning that YA spaces deserve 
a place within the broader context of the public spaces that libraries offer 
their communities.4 The most recognized YA serÂ�vices advocate, Patrick 
Jones, noted that the emergence of YA-specific spaces ranked among the 
most exciting innovations in the field. “Libraries,” he said, “are saying this 
serÂ�vice is important, and they want to profile it. This is a huge change” 
(Gorman 2006).

The first “post-occupancy study” of YA space in library literature 
appeared in the November–December 2006 issue of Public Libraries 
(Cranz and Cha 2006). An architecture professor at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley conducted a two-phase ethnographic study examining 
the degree of young adult customer satisfaction achieved in a new branch 
facility. This is probably the first branch library ever to offer a purpose-built 
YA space in a new library building. Not only were young people central in 
the design and décor of this space, but local youth were the study’s primary 
subjects.

In the Teen’Scape project in Los Angeles, the dedicated VOYA column, 
the published guide, and expanding expert recognition we see evidence 
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that libraries are becoming increasingly aware of a historic inequity. Never-
theless, these are only very qualified advances. The regular VOYA column 
reproduces brief anecdotal and simple narrative descriptions. And even 
under the best circumstances, with some libraries attempting to advance 
the more recent serÂ�vice paradigm of “youth development,” the results are 
seldom distinguishable from conventional library designs (Jones 2002). 
Libraries may ask architects or designers, librarians, and even young peo-
ple to come together as a team to create a spatial solution, but a kind 
of “triangle of half-knowledge” then develops. Architects frequently know 
little about the functioning of libraries or young people. Librarians gener-
ally do not possess architectural backgrounds and do not know a great deal 
about how young people enact spaces of their own. And young people 
usually know little about the functioning of libraries or architecture. The 
resulting “triangle” is destined, even with the best intentions, to produce 
mediocrity.

So, although these early efforts are important, no systematic evidence-
based research, guidelines, methods, or metrics exist to facilitate develop-
mentally appropriate YA spaces. The lack of empirical research on young 
adults extends beyond YA space, of course, as Jenkins’s (2000) seminal his-
torical review of youth serÂ�vices research observed. Furthermore, libraries, 
informed by predominant and erroneous media representations, a seem-
ingly endless flow of moral panic about youth behavior, and the routinely 
exaggerated and inaccurate claims found in adult nonfiction literature, 
news media, and public policy—even, tellingly, in library bond campaign 
literature linking reduced crime with library serÂ�vices—institutionally con-
vey a belief that young people present more problems than they are worth.5 
Therefore it should come as no surprise that libraries perpetually under-
fund YA serÂ�vices, underdevelop professional capacity, and undertheorize 
a YA serÂ�vices research agenda, as well as manifesting a rather uninformed 
vision of youths’ space needs. Libraries need and deserve research on how 
to serve young adults better.

The fledgling efforts made to date have been done without data or 
history, without systematic evaluation of best practices, skill capacities, 
institutional infrastructure, evaluation, or theoretical grounding. For the 
profession, this lack of systematic spatial knowledge yields a raft of chal-
lenging questions (Chelton 2001; Kelly 2007):

What data should be collected, and how?•	
How do youth conceive of and enact public space?•	
What do library leaders need to know to effect successful YA •	
spaces?
To what degree do age-appropriate YA spaces add design value to •	
libraries?
How can libraries better identify and incorporate youths’ spatial •	
preferences?
What age-appropriate aesthetic overlaps exist between what is •	
enticing for young adults and what is acceptable to libraries?
What attitudes and concerns do professionals (including archi-•	
tects) and adult patrons exhibit about YA spaces?
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•	 How does the presence/absence of a separate YA space influence 
recruitment or retention of professional YA staff or serÂ�vice capacity?
What are the most important factors that can improve library •	
space (e.g., seating options, access to technology, allowing food)?
How can young people’s needs to develop social capital in space •	
be balanced with the space libraries need for materials and serÂ�
vices?
How can libraries improve current spaces or policies based on •	
information about youth behavior?
What are the best techniques for involving young people in space •	
design, and how can young people best be included in the com-
munity design review process?
What are the best evaluation metrics for current and new spaces?•	
What is spatial equity for young adults?•	
To what degree do libraries “design out” young people because •	
they suffer under the same misconceptions about contemporary 
youth behavior as does the larger society?

Further, without more systematic knowledge and research, introduc-
tory YA courses in library schools, focused as they are on YA literature, do 
not meaningfully engage the complex topic of space or its connections to 
serÂ�vices, programs, or developing relationships with young adults.

Libraries design and implement spaces in ways that contradict or con-
flict with nearly every aspect of normal and developmentally appropri-
ate young adult public behavior. The consequence of these institutional 
deficits is that libraries, inadvertently or not, create what I have elsewhere 
described as a “geography of no” (Bernier 1998, 2000b, 2003). Youth are 
told “no” for doing or wanting things entirely appropriate for young peo-
ple, such as sitting convivially in small groups. Instead, libraries enforce 
one-to-a-chair policies.

The Applicability to Practice

The ultimate goal of this chapter is to advocate the administration of equi-
table library serÂ�vices for youth and increase their profile in the library’s 
serÂ�vice portfolio. The assumption is that spatial equity often brings with it 
other dimensions of serÂ�vice equity.6 But although we do have some anec-
dotal evidence, the field has yet to produce empirical evidence or guide-
lines to establish or substantiate best practices. Therefore the short-term 
objective here is to develop a conceptual framework in which to apply 
some preliminary standards to achieve developmentally appropriate YA 
spaces informed by an accurate portrait of today’s youth. Such findings 
will help library professionals assess, imagine, and evaluate current spaces 
and involve young people in future redesigns.7

This chapter exploits my experience as a YA specialist librarian since 
the mid-1990s, my role as a scholar of public space, and preliminary find-
ings I have developed as a design team member and consultant to five 
library architecture firms. I present a language of youth-specific experience 
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in library spaces, menus of adaptable ideas, and preliminary evaluative cri-
teria within the context of three rubrics or levels for offering YA library 
space. For each of the three levels, I discuss the what, the how, and the 
impacts anticipated in developing purpose-built YA spaces. Each level 
builds on the previous, so that the third level includes almost everything 
introduced up to that point (see figure 9.1).

Level One: Decorative Practices

The first level of treating library space amounts to applying some basic 
decorative practices. The point is to improve dramatically the visual expe-
rience young people encounter with even modest spaces and collections.

The what of this treatment requires increasing the shelf space that 
already exists by aggressively and strategically weeding current collections. 
Conventional definitions of YA space are limited to linear shelf feet, and 
most libraries today at least segregate some specific “YA literature.” Unfor-
tunately this commonly means only the fiction material. Once the shelves 
have been weeded and pruned, the staff should study and enact visual 
merchandising (face-outs, posters, and a host of related techniques). Fur-
thermore, libraries should make a concerted effort to incorporate graphic 
representation of local youth art, experience, and culture into any new 
space project in a variety of ways, ranging from buying commercially 
available popular cultural images, to posting local high school achieve-
ment, to rotating curated youth-produced artwork, writing, and photogra-
phy regularly.

The how of achieving decoration-level treatments involves upgrading 
and cultivating professional and paraprofessional shelving techniques. It 
requires that staff create and employ a variety of shelf decoration tech-
niques and that they share and develop these techniques with all appro-
priate coworkers. Staff should study the preferences of local youth and 
borrow from those preferences and practices. The best option is to involve 
young people in both identifying these things and enacting them.

The impacts on the library of decoration-level treatment require that 
YA materials continually undergo aggressive weeding and that shelf mer-
chandising be maintained by both professional and paraprofessional 

Figure 9.1
Three levels of YA space design intensity
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staff. Underperforming materials can be interfiled with other collections, 
reÂ�assigned, or discarded. This requires staff training or retraining and main-
taining a tight focus on collection and shelf maintenance. Staff will also 
be broadening conventional definitions of youth participation, including 
young people not simply in the selection but also in the merchandising of 
the collection. These measures do not require any supplemental funding, 
and staff members are not asked to make major accommodations in the 
library’s overall spatial operation. Still, the impact on circulation will be 
immediate and very positive.

Level Two: Makeover

If there is more than mere shelf space to work with, the YA makeover level 
adds furniture and fixtures to the decoration-level treatment discussed 
above. Among the most important elements in a makeover, however, is 
that young people’s own developmental needs are inscribed into the new 
space, most notably through the inversion of the library’s traditional privi-
leging of materials for a heightened accommodation of young people’s 
social experience.

Unlike library audiences of adults and children, young people are not 
primarily attracted to the library for its holdings (Gross 2001).8 If librar-
ies wish to deepen their connections with young people, they must enact 
the aesthetic and developmental preferences of that age group spatially, 
just as they do for adults and children. Implementing a makeover without 
incorporating young people’s developmental needs may ultimately offer 
only heightened spatial competition with other, more powerful library 
user groups such as adults. A makeover that fails to take into account these 
considerations runs the very real risk of raising expectations only to disap-
point them, because young people lose the competitive struggle between 
the spatial enactments that are sanctioned and those that continue to be 
marginalized.

The what of the makeover-level treatment seeks to establish a distinct 
footprint in an existing building, a separate spatial identity or portal, to 
use an architectural term. Portals can be porous to varying degrees, from 
soft partitions like curtains or screens to harder partitions like bookshelves, 
doors, and walls. The function of a portal is to delineate a YA space from 
the other serÂ�vice areas in the library.

A prevailing and erroneous cultural assumption persists about the loca-
tion of a specific YA space in a public library. The assumption that teenag-
ers want to be as far from the children’s section as possible requires some 
revision. Although it is true that young adults do want and deserve their 
share of distinct library space, they do not require three floors of separa-
tion. This is particularly true, for example, with respect to communities 
containing large populations of immigrant families. Parents often send 
their offspring to the library together and place the children under the 
control of their teenagers. Thus, locating the children’s department on 
the first floor and the YA space on the third places these young people 
in an unnecessary quandary: do they stay with the children on the first 
floor or drag them into the YA area with older youth? A better solution 
for a makeoverÂ�-level treatment is to ensure that the YA space footprint 



120â•… FOCUS ON RESEARCH: RESEARCH RELATING TO URBAN TEENS AND LIBRARIES

establishes its own identity even if it is located adjacent to the children’s 
room, where young adults can utilize library resources without conflict or 
disobeying their parents.

A separate YA space makeover usually includes freshly painted walls 
and perhaps ceilings. It may include new windows or new window dress-
ings, new carpeting, and the addition of accent lighting. A makeover might 
also include a “signature shelving unit” or other technique for uniquely 
inscribing a perimeter, or what architects call an implied barrier, to help 
define the YA space.

Above all, however, a makeover should include new thinking about 
seating. The best approach is not simply to order new seating elements 
but consciously to avoid standard institutional “table and chair solutions.” 
Here the emphasis should be on a variety of seating options. Consideration 
should be given to the kinds of seating and postures assumed by young 
people when they are most comfortable. This would include the introduc-
tion of ottomans, stools, and carpet-covered seating platforms and even 
facilitation of floor seating.

The how of the makeover-level treatment includes at least six different 
dimensions identified so far: staff issues, greater youth participation, and 
the introduction of YA-specific technology, collection issues, staff space, 
and administrative support.

Developing and deploying staff capacities for planning, selecting, and 
scheduling the necessary design activities are an obvious and critical 
dimension of a makeover. Library staff may not have much experience 
working with facilities management personnel and their various require-
ments. Involving non-YA staff is also important to ensure the success of a 
makeover. They should be involved in, prepared for, and kept informed 
of coming changes. This is particularly true when the makeover is the 
first move a library is making toward spatial equity for young people. It is 
common for non-YA staff to misunderstand or express varying degrees of 
trepidation about the prospect of devoting valuable library resources to an 
otherwise marginalized patron group. Being involved in and apprised of 
the steps and stages of the project helps all staff make the necessary adjust-
ments. It is also a good idea to show non-YA staff other successful YA space 
projects.

A second dimension of the how of the makeover includes a much greater 
infusion of youth participation in the drafting and revising of a space’s 
plans. Staff members should devote time to cultivating youth input on 
choices of furniture as well as floor and wall coverings, colors, and other 
fixtures. They should first prepare a list of acceptable options and then ask 
young people to discuss and decide on the final choices. This can occur 
informally or more formally through surveys (both print and digital) and 
well-run focus groups.

A third dimension is the introduction of YA space-specific technology. 
This includes an increasingly wide range of options. At the lower end, 
installing a simple music system helps provide a more youth-centered 
atmosphere, particularly when the library does not own a large music col-
lection, because young people can be invited to bring their own music 
into the library via their PDA devices. At the higher end of the technol-
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ogy spectrum, libraries can install multiple computer stations capable 
of accommodating shared experiences (rather than one person per sta-
tion) and video screens for watching movies, playing games, and learning 
research skills, among other options.

The introduction of YA-specific technology also offers the library an 
opportunity to accommodate various learning styles better. Offering access 
to textual and graphic materials through a variety of technical modes allows 
youth with learning-dominant audio, visual, or kinesthetic styles to utilize 
library resources better (Dunn et al. 1989; Silver et al. 2000).

A fourth dimension of the makeover suggests a different function for the 
library’s YA materials collection. Conventionally, libraries shelve YA and 
curricular materials together, irrespective of their circulation performance 
or potential. This is another manifestation of a library-centric practice of 
privileging collections over a more youth-centric vision of this public space. 
Instead, the collection should reflect highly desirable YA materials and the 
poorer performing materials should be relocated, perhaps interfiled with 
adult collections. Thus the YA space becomes more of a showcase for very 
popular materials as well as something of a “launchpad” librarians can use 
to connect young people to the deeper library collections throughout the 
facility.

A fifth dimension treats an articulated space for professional staff more 
seriously than can a merely decoration-level treatment. Although not nec-
essarily requiring a reference or serÂ�vice “desk,” YA professionals should be 
allotted sufficient space for basic work tools, resources, and materials.

The final necessary dimension of the makeover is substantial adminis-
trative support. Makeovers can have a significant fiscal impact, so library 
administration should be cultivated and focused from the start of the proj-
ect. Not only is administrative support required to help develop and allo-
cate the funding sources for the makeover project, but administration is 
also key in keeping non-YA staff and the community informed of progress. 
Administrators might, for instance, invite YA staff to make presentations 
at the library’s Friends group or write a column in the library’s annual 
report.

The impacts of the makeover-level treatment are considerable. Unlike 
the decoration-level treatment, the makeover commonly requires a year 
or longer. In many cases architectural drawings or sophisticated design 
skills are helpful, though not mandatory. Also, depending on the degree of 
change instituted, fiscal impacts can range widely. Buying a few new otto-
mans, for instance, hardly requires a major capital outlay. Staff impacts 
can be challenging, however, as staff adjust to a more spatially inclusive 
serÂ�vice model.

One commonly reported impact on serÂ�vice may well be the need for a 
more active YA volunteer program. As young people develop connections 
with their space and relationships with staff, the desire to participate in 
the shaping of the library’s serÂ�vice as a volunteer may result. Staff develop-
ment in volunteer administration is a good idea as a new space opens.

The innovations from the decoration-level treatment that are integrated 
into the makeover also continue to affect the library. Greater involve-
ment of young people, the continued use of collection merchandising 
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techniques, and the attempt to create a separate spatial identity ensure a 
much higher profile for the YA space.

Level Three: New Design and 
the Coming of “4dspace”

A purpose-built YA space designed as part of a brand-new library facility 
is still extremely rare. Indeed, none of the current marquee or “model” 
YA spaces fit that description. So far they have been redesigned into exist-
ing library structures.9 Thus much of the following remains theoretical. 
Nevertheless, we can draw some important conclusions from what we 
already know. Finally, libraries can take one step further by introducing 
young people to the increasingly pervasive “fourth dimension”: digital-
technologyÂ�-enhanced spaces certain to appear during their lives.

The what of a YA space at the new design level includes developmen-
tally appropriate YA library spaces containing all of the decoration and 
makeover-level treatments. These elements include privileging young 
people’s social experience over materials and shelving units in addition 
to establishing a clear edge/perimeter/identity and a high profile for the 
graphic representation of local youth art, experience, and culture.

Beyond these basic elements, a new design should derive from a com-
prehensive and professionally rendered new building process and pro-
gram.10 Conceptual design and building programs at this level require 
deep and iterative collaboration with architects and design professionals. 
Furthermore, because few design professionals have significant experi-
ence working directly on public spaces designed for or with young people, 
it is incumbent on library staff to both support young people and serve as 
intermediaries to ensure that their participation and contributions to the 
building’s planning and program process address youths’ developmental 
needs and maximize their preferences.

Furnishing a YA space, as with any new building, must be addressed sys-
tematically and thoughtfully. Young people should be prominent decision 
makers on major options and selections, including seating options, imple-
mentation of new information and communications technology, and the 
degree of incorporation of young people’s aesthetic values and amenities 
of value to them such as vending machines, storage space for their back-
packs, and other appropriate creature comforts.

New design-level treatments should also consider the broad teaching 
roles that thoughtful spaces can assume in the lives of young people. For 
example, working closely with design professionals, libraries can deliver 
enticing spaces appealing to young people no matter what their dominant 
learning mode.

Furthermore, YA spaces, because of their arguably greater freedom from 
design conventions and common expectations of what libraries “should 
be,” can more easily incorporate newer “green” spatial solutions.11 Recy-
cled rubberized floor treatments, for instance, have already emerged as 
a preferred choice of young people. This practice can also demonstrate 
these options to other, perhaps more reluctant, library user groups.
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Finally, the increase in pervasive technological and immersive commu-
nications, particularly in the lives of young people, suggests that libraries can 
help pioneer the interactive hybrid architecture called “4dspace” (fourth-
dimension space) (Architectural Design 2005; Bullivant 2005). Fourth-
dimension space interprets digital and communications media in physi-
cal form and promises to blur conventional separations between work and 
play spaces, between the retrieval of information and its uses, and between 
reading and producing literature. In approaching this spatial digital turn, 
we can experiment with new immersive and gestural interface media such 
as Wii gaming and Second Life, exploiting higher degrees of interactions 
between information, young people, and imagined spaces. But we can also 
enlist the creative intelligence and energies of architects and designers to 
enrich physical spaces with higher degrees of this interactivity.

The how of a new design-level YA space requires a substantial (and still 
rare) institutional commitment. Administrative support must be evident 
from the start. Top administrative oversight regarding the degree and qual-
ity of youth participation is essential. A library executive would ideally 
ensure that youth participate even in the selection, or at least the evalua-
tion process, of the project’s architect. Furthermore, administrators should 
ensure that the architect includes young people in each step of the major 
phases of design and construction (reviews of original proposals, concep-
tual designs, construction documents, etc.). Administrators should also 
make sure that staff, community support groups, and other concerned 
agencies (e.g., city facilities department personnel) are informed about 
and welcome young people’s participation. Finally, the administration 
should effect appropriate staff skill-capacity building to incorporate a YA 
serÂ�vice profile fully from the start of the project.

Library staff should also anticipate a higher degree of exposure to a 
variety of new skills. The YA staff should become and remain familiar with 
the planning and scheduling of the project’s major phases. They should 
facilitate meaningful discussions among young people, the design profes-
sionals, facilities staff, and library administration. Contemporary YA profes-
sional competencies, for instance, now call for the incorporation of young 
people in envisioning and executing a YA serÂ�vice profile (YALSA 2003). 
But given that few YA professionals possess substantial experience working 
closely on new building projects or serving as effective youth advocates 
during the design and construction of a new building, YA staff will also 
gain valuable professional exposure to a wider range of experience.

The impacts of a new design-level treatment require much more sub-
stantial roles than the previous two levels. The design of a purpose-built, 
developmentally appropriate YA library space does not necessarily require 
different factors or considerations per se than the makeover-level treat-
ment. However, the degree of implementation and heavy youth participa-
tion do require more time, skill, and professional collaboration than either 
of the first two levels.

Not surprisingly, designing a new building requires years of prepara-
tion and hard work on the part of many people both inside and outside 
of the library. The years of community and staff meetings should include 
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a changing cast of young people at every major stage. The young people 
may not be involved to the extent, degree, or frequency that the profes-
sionals are involved. But exposing them to the developing community 
resource of a new library at various strategic junctures, negotiated from 
the start with the architect and design professionals, should be a serious 
consideration. Representative young people should be trained to read and 
discuss conceptual and design drawings as well as to assess and advance 
their own ideas.

Funding, of course, is also a consideration, but it does not necessarily 
add astronomical expense to the overall project, particularly if the space is 
conceptualized from the beginning and approached like any other part of 
a new facility. Some elements are YA space–specific, such as furniture or 
shelving units or a higher degree of technological sophistication. But every 
department, region, or zone of a new library has its own specific require-
ments. The important consideration here is that the youth-specific needs 
are articulated and considered from the beginning.

Among the more complex impacts on a new design-level treatment, 
for several reasons, is the introduction of significant youth participation. 
Neither libraries nor design professionals are necessarily wired to involve 
young adults as partners or constituents. Participatory youth innovations in 
professional YA specialist librarianship still present a rather new paradigm 
in contrast to decades of either considering youth “at risk” or not at all. 
Understandably, non-YA professionals are even further behind in these 
considerations. And architects and other design professionals frequently 
involve clients as little as possible, to say nothing of considering young 
adults as clients and partners.

But involving young people, from the selection of the architecture firm, 
through the construction phases, and even through post-occupancy evalu-
ation, is essential to producing a developmentally appropriate YA library 
space. Staff may require special training to attract, facilitate, and sustain 
youth participation during the years a new building design requires. Vari-
ous approaches to youth participation may be indicated; various modes 
of communication and input are needed. And there are differing intensi-
ties of participation as well, ranging from tightly facilitated focus groups 
through more loosely orchestrated and virtual participation.

As in other levels of YA space design, non-YA staff should be included 
in a new design-level treatment. Once again, introducing the concept that 
young people deserve status as partners along with other constituencies 
can require a cultural shift for many library professionals. That partner 
status entitles them to an equitable share of the library’s public space can 
challenge even the preconceptions of young people themselves. Thus it 
is incumbent on the library’s administration, YA staff, and design team 
to model, demonstrate, and perhaps even defend the proportional time 
and fiscal resources required to involve young people in YA space design 
meaningfully.

An even more challenging and progressive posture on young adult par-
ticipation in the new design is participation across the entire new build-
ing project, not simply the YA space. Indeed, young people, if they are 
well prepared, have proved they are capable of contributing meaningful 
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insights into many phases of a new building design. One such project 
is under way currently in Berkeley, California. Eight young adults were 
selected on a competitive basis, were trained, and are now being supported 
by their local YMCA board to work as the entire new building project’s 
primary clientele.12 If adopted by libraries, such a vision of youth partici-
pation promises to yield multiple and complex benefits for youth develop-
ment as well as raising the profile of young people in the library and in the 
community at large.

Conclusions

Considering our own young people as fully entitled citizens is something 
long overdue. That we are only now developing a youth-inclusive language 
for a public space so proud of its aspirational creed, “free to all,” is both 
shameful and optimistic. But we are indeed at a new beginning. Though 
urban libraries have been slow to take into account the serÂ�vice opportu-
nities inherent in providing youth with spatial equity, the landscape of 
YA information serÂ�vices is changing rapidly. Increasing numbers of young 
people gravitate to the more adaptable “spaces” of virtual and immersive 
worlds as well as to ever-cheaper, ever-smaller, ever-more-Â�versatile com-
munication devices. Consequently libraries face keen competition, as 
well as new opportunities, in attracting the attentions of youth in currently 
conceived physical public spaces. Further, the rapid increase in nontradi-
tional school environments in the United States also will impact library 
serÂ�vices. The alternative, continuation, and small-school site movements, 
combined with the nation’s growing population of homeschooled youth, 
offer additional new ways for libraries to attract young people.

To return to my first concern, how libraries can deliver developmentally 
appropriate space for young people, the answer depends to a large degree 
on particular circumstances. But all libraries can do something to improve 
their appeal to young people and entice them with a more positive regard 
for the materials and serÂ�vices we work so hard to offer them. Libraries 
can do this even if the effort is only paying more attention to decorating 
modest existing spaces. And many libraries can do more than “something” 
to manifest a higher regard for youth in library space by recapturing a 
piece of library real estate and giving it a makeover. I call on libraries to 
experiment with and conduct research on what spatial practices, methods, 
and techniques will best incorporate these otherwise marginalized library 
users.

Notes
1.   �This early pattern of establishing renovated or new YA spaces at some 

remove from children’s departments can be seen at the main libraries 
in Los Angeles, Phoenix, and Seattle, among others.

2.   �This notion of an intergenerational public space is similar to the 
notion of the commons argued by Kathleen de la Peña McCook 
(2004, 221).
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3.   �For other studies on decades-old young adult attitudes and libraries, 
see Cook et al. (2005). See also Benton Foundation (1996) and Wal-
lace Foundation (1999).

4.   �VOYA is published bimonthly by Scarecrow Press. The column fea-
tures examples of library space redecoration projects submitted by 
practicing YA librarians.

5.   �For a sampling of the more popular books consistent with this claim, 
see Garbarino (1999), Hardy and Laszloffy (2005), Pipher (1995), 
Prothrow-Stith and Spivak (2006), Simmons (2002), and Twenge 
(2006). For recent discussion on moral panics about youth behavior, 
see Hajdu (2008) and Osgerby (2004).

6.   �The dedication of specific space for library serÂ�vice to children prefig-
ures the young adult circumstance. In the instance of the develop-
ment of the central library of the St. Louis Public Library system in 
1912, the hiring of the first children’s specialist librarians was pre-
ceded by “space dedicated specifically for children” (Kimball 2007).

7.   �More broadly, because the concept of space brings together issues of 
culture, history, power, and policy, the implications for dissemination 
of this research promise to inform (if not inaugurate) discussions in 
architecture, urban planning and design, education, justice studies, 
and public administration as well as youth-related domains of pub-
lic policy. Finally, because youth space in general is a new arena for 
systematic study, this research has the possibility of teaching other 
design professionals how to think better about young people in public 
space. And in this scenario, libraries do not follow, they actually lead. 
As argued by several scholars, the concept of youth space per se has 
been perpetually ignored by the design and spatial arts. From among 
many examples, see Aitken (2001), Childress (2000), Sibley (1995), 
and White (1990).

8.   �Furthermore, although libraries have been discussing a flagging inter-
est in books for some time, there is now an increasing recognition 
that libraries need more than books to attract today’s young people as 
well. See Swope (2008).

9.   �The most notable YA spaces remain the Teen’Scape department of 
the Los Angeles Public Library and Teen Central at the Phoenix Pub-
lic Library. Both of these model spaces resulted from redesign proj-
ects in existing buildings.

10. �The term program is used here in the architectural sense as a descrip-
tion of the actual floor plan of the space with all its detail.

11. �Architects, for instance, are increasingly familiar with the Leadership 
in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certification system. 
Developed in 1998 by the U.S. Green Building Council, LEED pro-
vides a suite of standards for environmentally sustainable construc-
tion. See Sullivan (2007).

12. �The Teen Task Force reviewed, scrutinized, interviewed, and selected 
the architectural firm (Noll and Tam in Berkeley, California) from 
proposals submitted by sixteen original firms.
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Chapter 10
Youth Development 
and Evaluation
Lessons from “Public Libraries as Partners 
in Youth Development”
Elaine Meyers

In 1998 I left the security of Phoenix Public Library, where I served as 
the coordinator of Children’s and Teen SerÂ�vices, for an undefined tenure 
with the Urban Libraries Council and the Wallace Foundation’s “Public 
Libraries as Partners in Youth Development” (PLPYD) initiative. The siren 
call that lured me was the promise of professional evaluation combined 
with an unfamiliar discipline called “youth development.” Unlike many 
who have heeded a siren call, I was not disappointed by my adventure. 
Indeed, the experience has reshaped my thinking about serÂ�vice to urban 
teens using youth development as an essential lens and has confirmed my 
belief that our programs are best designed, refined, and justified on the 
basis of solid evaluation that is outcome based.

Evaluation often comes with a stiff price tag, and the Wallace Founda-
tion invested in a five-year PLPYD evaluation for an expenditure of over a 
million dollars. In this chapter, I review the learning from the four evalua-
tion documents produced as part of the project, discuss the core elements 
of youth development, review a best practice case study in the Tucson 
Pima Public Library, and conclude with principles from the initiative that 
shaped serÂ�vice at the Phoenix Public Library during my late tenure there. 
The learning from PLPYD offers insights not only for urban libraries but 
for any library that wants to join its community in providing a web of sup-
port for teens—one based on solid evaluation and youth development.

Wallace Foundation’s Evaluation 
Phase One: Documenting Need

In 1999, ALA and the Wallace Foundation released Programs for School-
Age Youth in Public Libraries (ALA 1999) at the ALA midwinter meeting. 



130â•… FOCUS ON BEST PRACTICE: MODEL PROGRAMS FROM U.S. PUBLIC LIBRARIES

The release was the precursor to the announcement of a significant invest-
ment in documenting and encouraging the role of public libraries in the 
well-being of youth in their communities. The research was conducted 
in February 1998, with questionnaires sent to 1,500 public libraries in 
the United States. These 1,500 libraries included all 461 libraries serving 
populations of 100,000 or more as well as a sampling of libraries serving 
5,000–100,000.

By May 1998, 83 percent of recipients had returned surveys with infor-
mation about their current public library programs for youth. Wallace was 
particularly interested in information about six common types of library 
programs: reading programs, cultural programs, community serÂ�vice/lead-
ership programs, computer classes/workshops, homework assistance, and 
career development. Respondents who offered these programs were then 
asked the same set of questions about each type of program. Libraries were 
also queried about their serÂ�vice to low-income youth and the nature of 
community partnerships created to support youth.

This original research produced several key findings relevant to urban 
teens and served to shape the goals of PLPYD. Key findings are captured 
in the publication’s executive summary. The first finding was that public 
libraries did offer the six common types of afterschool programs defined by 
the research design. These programs clustered by age of the youth being 
served, with reading programs common for primary (90.7 percent) and 
middle school (72.2 percent) students, and cultural and homework assis-
tance programs generally also aimed at primary school students. Middle 
school youth were the primary target for computer classes and workshops 
(72.6 percent) and community serÂ�vice/leadership (82.6 percent). High 
school youth were the primary target of the career development programs 
(81.9 percent) (ALA 1999, 1–3).

The survey also determined that, of the many roles possible for youth to 
take in planning and implementing library programs, they were most com-
monly used for recruitment and cleanup. Youth were not integral to pro-
gram planning or implementation. Program schedules and frequency var-
ied from homework and community serÂ�vice programs being offered once 
a week or more to computer and career programs offered two to eleven 
times a year. The public libraries’ top program objectives were promoting 
reading for pleasure (64.7 percent) and helping youth become better users 
of the library (45.9 percent). Public libraries collaborated on programs 
most often with schools (70.8 percent) and park districts or recreation cen-
ters (37.5 percent) (ALA 1999, 1–3).

A second and complementary Wallace publication was released later 
in 1999: Challenges and Opportunities: Public Libraries as Partners in 
Youth Development (DeWitt Wallace–Reader’s Digest Fund 1999). Wal-
lace challenged public libraries to serve youth more effectively. Citing 
the survey findings, Wallace wondered why only one out of three of the 
1,248 libraries returning surveys provided computer classes or workshops. 
It noted that fewer than 25 percent of public libraries offered homework 
assistance or career programs. Although reading and cultural programs 
were the most prevalent in libraries, they overwhelmingly served elemen-
tary school students, with far fewer programs targeting high school stu-
dents. Even though low-income communities were the most frequently 



Youth Development and Evaluationâ•… 131

targeted population, very few libraries designed programs to reach youth 
in low-income communities.

The document concluded with a profile of ten libraries (see table 
10.1) that had received planning grants to develop multiyear proposals to 
respond to low-income communities’ needs and to design programs that 
addressed technology, cultural and serÂ�vice programs for older teens, and 
new serÂ�vice models that would more fully engage teens beyond recruiting 
and cleaning up for programs.

The Urban Libraries Council was chosen to administer the PLPYD 
grant and to provide technical assistance to nine of the ten original librar-
ies taking part in the program. The Council’s core belief that urban librar-
ies are urban assets and its leadership in forecasting and spotting trends in 

Table 10.1
Participants in PLPYD planning grant

Library
Population 

Served in 2000
Number of 
Branches

Brooklyn Public Library
Brooklyn, New York

2.5 million 60 and Central 
Library

Enoch Pratt Public Library
Baltimore, Maryland

650,000 21 and Central Library 
and bookmobile

Fort Bend County Libraries
Richmond, Texas

350,000 8 and Central Library

Free Library of Philadelphia
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

1.5 million 54 and Main Library

King County Library System
Seattle, Washington

1.7 million 47

Oakland Public Library
Oakland, California

375,000 15 and Main Library

Public Library of Charlotte 
and Mecklenburg County
Charlotte, North Carolina

695,000 23 and Main Library

San Antonio Public Library
San Antonio, Texas

1.1 million 23 and Central 
Library and 
Bookmobile

Tucson–Pima Public Library
Tucson, Arizona

817,000 26 and Main Library 
and Bookmobile

Washoe County Library 
System
Reno, Nevada

340,000 15
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public library serÂ�vice aligned with Wallace’s passion for principles of youth 
development and innovation. I was selected as the national director for the 
initiative at the end of 1998.

Core Elements of Youth Development

Over the course of the PLPYD initiative, a variety of youth development 
philosophies, languages, and frameworks were discussed and reviewed. 
The most prominent included Karen Pittman’s Forum for Youth Invest-
ment (www.forumforyouthinvestment.org), Peter Benson’s 40 Develop-
mental Assets (www.search-institute.org/assets/forty.htm), and, in Wash-
ington, D.C., the National Training Institute for Community Youth Work 
(www.nti.aed.org). Libraries were encouraged to use their local youth 
development framework (if one existed) as the most likely model to assure 
communication among partners and civic bodies. Among PLPYD initia-
tive sites, Tucson, Arizona, and Fort Bend, Texas, adopted the 40 Devel-
opmental Assets because of its community relevance. Again, finding the 
language that best resonates with one’s own community is a necessary first 
step in program planning based on principles of youth development.

For the sake of discussion and training, I developed a simplified youth 
development model and used this framework in Teens and Libraries: Get-
ting It Right (Walter and Meyers 2003). The acronym POP!!! summarizes 
the key elements inherent in any youth development plan—program, out-
comes, and participation.

A developmental way to conceptualize program begins with a belief 
that for impact programs must have duration and intensity. Program 
design includes a variety of serÂ�vices, supports, and opportunities defined 
in the following manner:

Services: provision of resources, knowledge or goods to young 
people

Supports: things done with young people—interpersonal relation-
ships addressed by expectation, guidance, and boundaries

Opportunities: activities, roles, and responsibilities taken on and 
done by young people—chances to explore, express, earn, belong, 
and influence

A single event is not a program but a single serÂ�vice. We need to think holis-
tically and consider a full range of serÂ�vices, supports, and opportunities in 
planning teen programs. These programs need to be outcome based.

Outcomes remain a growth area for many libraries, and teen serÂ�vices 
reflect the reluctance to provide meaningful outcome measures that shape 
both program content and evaluation. Outcomes most commonly cited 
for teens include these:

Youth contribute to their community.•	
Youth feel safe in their environment.•	
Youth have meaningful relationships with adults and peers.•	
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Youth achieve educational success.•	
Youth have marketable skills.•	
Youth develop personal and social skills.•	

Outcomes reflect a change in knowledge, skill, attitude, behavior, or con-
dition and are the true test of our value in the community. Outcomes 
qualify the library impact in the lives of teens. We must be intentional in 
selecting outcomes and testing our effectiveness in program models that 
result in positive changes resulting from our interventions.

Participation promises that teens will be engaged in the development 
of serÂ�vices for their peers. This premise was captured in the “for teens by 
teens” motto of Phoenix Public Library’s “Teen Central” space and serÂ�
vices and is reflected in countless best practices where teen councils or 
teen advisory groups help libraries with a range of programs, collections, 
and volunteer and community serÂ�vice programs. The Youth Council of 
Northern Ireland has documented a participation scale that enables librar-
ies to gauge the level of participation for teens. It also suggests that teen 
librarians would do well to set realistic goals for teen participation with the 
ultimate realization that some teens should attain self-mastery as a result 
of working with the library. The participation scale includes the following 
(from National Training Institute 2000):

None. Library staff has unchallenged and complete authority.

Tokenism. Library staff set agendas and make decisions. One or two 
young people may be consulted, with or without the staff neces-
sarily taking heed of their views.

Consultation. Library staff consult youth, but parameters are set by 
staff.

Representation. A select number of young people are put forward as 
representing their peers, usually via a committee system but with 
varying degrees of accountability.

Participation. Youth set agenda, decide on issues and activities, and 
have joint accountability with library staff.

Self-managing. Youth manage their group with little or no adult 
guidance.

Forum for Youth Development 
Provides Structure and Insight

In 2003, the Forum for Youth Development published Public Librar-
ies as Partners in Youth Development: Lessons and Voices from the Field 
(Yohalem and Pittman 2003). In this document, the authors captured the 
key elements of each of the nine PLPYD projects:

Brooklyn Public Library: A variety of programs have the Teen Advi-
sory Group as a key partner, including Book Buddy, Teen Explor-
ers, and Teen Time.
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Enoch Pratt Free Library: Youth Internship Program has teens using 
community serÂ�vice for homework and program assistance.

Fort Bend County Libraries: Low-income Tech Teens provide tech-
nology assistance and programs in libraries.

Free Library of Philadelphia: Teen Leadership Assistants work in 
existing afterschool enrichment programs.

King County Library System: Techno Teen program promotes high-
level tech training for teens and introduces a wide range of library 
work to promote library careers.

Oakland Public Library: Teen tutors in the PASS! (Partners in Achiev-
ing School Success) program receive a wide range of career and 
interpersonal skill training as well as tutoring skills.

Public Library of Charlotte and Mecklenburg County: Teens Suc-
ceed! enables teens to set up their own copy center in a branch 
library serving low-income families.

Tucson–Pima Public Library: Teen spaces and teen employment 
opportunities as well as new library advocacy roles are created.

Washoe County Library System: Teen employment programs include 
creating a Spanish Dial-a-Story team, promotional video, and 
technology wizards to assist the public.

Yohalem and Pittman (2003) created an invaluable tool for libraries that 
want to scan their teen serÂ�vices in the light of the Forum for Youth Invest-
ment’s basic and universally accepted youth development framework. 
Their checklist “Libraries as Positive Developmental Settings” (table 10.2) 
is an essential filter for programs, policies, and strategic planning.

Chapin Hall Center for Children’s 
National Evaluation of the Program

New on the Shelf: Teens in the Library (Spielberger et al. 2004) is a sum-
mary of key findings from the evaluation of the PLPYD initiative. When 
PLPYD was launched in 1999, the Chapin Hall Center for Children at 
the University of Chicago was contracted to conduct a four-year study of 
the initiative. The purpose of the Chapin evaluation was not to assess indi-
vidual sites but to derive lessons that were relevant to the library field as a 
whole. The evaluation focused on identifying which types of youth pro-
grams and implementation strategies were effective in engaging youth and 
furthering the goals of PLPYD, a cost analysis, and the identification of 
sources for future financing and the benefits to youth, libraries, and com-
munities realized by the initiative. Evaluation data included interviews 
and surveys of youth, library staff, and community informants; program 
observations; and administrative records at all sites.

In the introduction to the report, Chapin Hall highlighted three key 
findings (Spielberger et al. 2004, iv):
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Table 10.2
Libraries as positive developmental settings

Benefits Zone Features Danger Zone

Physical space is safe; 
youth feel comfortable 
and welcome; building 
is open weekends and 
evenings.

Physical and 
psychological 
safety

Physical hazards are present; 
youth feel unwelcome; 
building hours are 
inconsistent.

Some spaces and 
activities are designed 
with teens’ needs in mind; 
managed consistently 
with mutual respect for 
youth and adults.

Appropriate 
structure

Spaces and activities are too 
restrictive (e.g., not allowing 
groups to meet, talk); 
activities are inconsistent, 
unclear, or change 
unexpectedly.

Designated areas are 
available for youth to 
interact with peers; youth 
feel supported by staff.

Supportive 
relationships

Youth do not have 
opportunities to interact with 
peers; youth feel ignored or 
not supported by staff.

Youth are encouraged to 
join groups and activities, 
and materials reflect 
youth interests.

Opportunities 
to belong

Youth are excluded from 
activities; programs, 
activities, and materials do 
not reflect youth interests.

Library staff have high 
expectations of youth and 
encourage and model 
positive behaviors.

Positive social 
norms

Library staff allow negative 
behaviors to go unaddressed 
or make some teens feel 
unwelcome, rather than 
helping them conform to 
expectations.

Youth-focused programs 
and activities are 
challenging and based 
on youth input; youth 
are encouraged to take 
active roles in the overall 
functioning of the library.

Support for 
efficacy and 
mattering

Youth input is not considered; 
activities are not challenging.

Staff help youth 
identify interests and 
opportunities to develop 
and practice skills in 
the library and in the 
community.

Opportunities 
for skill building

Youth do not have 
opportunities to develop and 
practice skills in the areas of 
interest.

(cont.)
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Public libraries have the potential to design youth programs that pro-
vide developmentally-enriching experiences to teens and have 
a positive effect both on youth serÂ�vices and on the library more 
broadly.

Implementing and sustaining these projects is complicated, time-
consuming, and expensive.

The success or failure of particular programs depends on the library’s 
resources and the degree to which these programs are an integral 
part of the institutional mission and goals of the library.

In short, high-quality programs are attainable with adequate staff, resources, 
and alignment with the library mission. The evaluation found that all nine 
programs met outcomes, and that teens developed a wide range of techni-
cal and social skills, contributed to their communities, developed positive 
relationships with peers and adults, and impacted the quality and rele-
vance of the library program in the community.

Strategies for Success and 
Sustainability: Tucson Case Study

Chapin Hall’s final finding that the success or failure of a project depends 
on its integration with the core mission and goals of its institution seems 
obvious to us. Yet how many of our efforts in teen serÂ�vices begin with vet-
ting our system’s core mission and values? Frequently we do not think 
of programs holistically—as integrated serÂ�vices, supports, and opportuni-
ties—but as a random series of events and activities based on current fads or 

Benefits Zone Features Danger Zone

Library offers 
opportunities for families; 
homework help is 
available; provides space 
for youth and community 
meetings and activities; 
works with schools.

Integration of 
family, school, 
library, and 
community 
efforts

Library does not offer 
opportunities for family 
activities; homework help is 
not available; no partnerships 
with schools and community 
organizations.

Library offers information 
on health and social 
service resources, 
helps assess options, 
may make referrals; 
transportation, snacks, 
small stipends available 
for special programs.

Basic care and 
services

Library is not equipped to 
make social service referrals; 
snacks, transportation never 
available.

Source: Yohalem and Pittman 2003, 12. Reproduced with permission.

Table 10.2 (cont.)
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funding opportunities. Best practices in the PLPYD initiative were rooted 
in the core mission of their institutions. A review of one PLPYD site, the 
Pima County Public Library (PCPL), illuminates the holistic approach 
of any best practice and shows how sustainability is built into programs 
with mission alignment, teen-identified needs, and strategic partnerships 
for sustaining new programs.

Mission Alignment

The City of Tucson was already invested in youth development and had 
an established Tucson program evaluation and grants office when PCPL 
began its planning grant year. The city had an active Metropolitan Educa-
tion Commission and hundred-member Youth Advisory Council/Tucson 
Teen Congress to assist in Tucson’s PLPYD planning phase—to name two 
among a variety of city partnerships that supported youth. The teens of 
Tucson and Pima County worked with city and library staff to create a 
unique vision statement for youth: “To create a partnership of advocacy 
among youth, the library, and the community which will inspire youth 
creativity, strengthen youth leadership, and support self determination to 
secure a successful future in a safe, fun, educational, and enjoyable space” 
(Teens and TPPT 1999). This vision statement complemented the library’s 
mission and clarified the work planned in the PLPYD years.

Focus on Teen-Identified Needs

As the PLPYD project unfolded, conversations with teens all over the 
country validated Tucson’s plan to create unique space for teens. Whereas 
PLPYD centered on program development, the teens in every conversa-
tion in the initiative cities mentioned the need for a space just for teens. 
One of the most innovative products of the planning year was a concept 
for a youth space designed by the teens. Tucson library staff worked with 
numerous local teen advisory groups and a specific group from Cholla 
High School that had created an illustration of an ideal youth career/
recreation center.

Creating a place just for teens was an excellent investment, especially 
relevant in the current economic times. The description of their space 
captures the wisdom of both library staff and Tucson teen partners:

We’ve learned that young people have their own definition of what 
is a welcoming and safe environment. The library must train staff 
to be more knowledgeable about adolescent developmental stages, 
more responsive to teens’ needs and interests. Library buildings need 
to be modified and made more youth friendly. Young adult serÂ�vices 
librarians need to reevaluate the ways information for teens is orgaÂ�
nized and delivered. It is important to provide print, non-print, and 
electronic resources. (Teens and TPPL 1999, 9)

Since the end of the Wallace grant, all PCPL branches have teen spaces. 
(See chapter 9 for continued discussion of the importance of unique library 
spaces for urban teens.)
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Strategic Partnerships 
for Sustainability

Many sites developed teen employment programs and created unique job 
descriptions and opportunities, but Tucson was unique in working with 
the city’s human resources department. Staff knew that sustainability 
would require modifications to the civil serÂ�vice library page job descrip-
tion to accommodate younger teens and that younger teens would need 
staff support to succeed in new jobs. They were able to change the age of 
employment to teens younger than 18 years (16- and 17-year-olds for part-
time work and 14- to 17-year-olds for five-week summer internships) and 
to provide training for adult staff who would be supervising teen pages and 
summer interns.

This approach created a culture of youth employment that remains 
today. In fact, when the city and county libraries merged, the library was 
again faced with a civil serÂ�vice system that would not hire pages younger 
than 18 years. The library culture of teen employment motivated library 
staff to work with city and county One Stop Career Centers to broker 
employment for younger teens. Currently teens can find out about jobs on 
the library web page and then work with One Stop Career Centers, which 
provide the library with assistance in teen recruitment, intake, testing, and 
process paperwork and time cards for all teen employees. The mission of 
serÂ�vice to teens, commitment to teen space, and teen employment is alive 
and well today—five years after Wallace Foundation funding.

PLPYD Practices in 2008: 
Phoenix Case Study

The lessons from PLPYD provide insight on managing teen serÂ�vices for 
library systems today as they did during the four years of PLPYD practice. 
When I returned to the Phoenix Public Library in 2003, teen serÂ�vices had 
changed dramatically. A state-of-the-art “Teen Central” space had opened, 
and teen councils and teen serÂ�vices were flourishing. Teens appeared as 
library advocates at budget hearings to thank city council members and 
city staff for the improved serÂ�vices and spaces. Teen spaces were being 
planned or were under construction in all Phoenix branches, and fre-
quent visitors came from around the country to consult on teen spaces. 
The Phoenix Public Library 2002 Strategic Plan began with a statement 
of guiding principles that included “make serÂ�vice to children and teens 
a priority.” A new grant for techno-teens provided employment for teens 
who reported increases in a variety of skills based on their employment. 
Library teens had started a new “Read What You Want Book Club” in 
Teen Central and participated in a countywide readers’ advisory training 
sponsored by the Arizona State Library. There were no changes or stresses 
to bring PLPYD learning into focus until the central library began a pro-
cess to renew and reinvent serÂ�vices under the leadership of a new central 
library deputy in 2007.
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“Renewing Phoenix” was a citywide challenge from the Phoenix city 
manager that began in 2007 when the manager asked city agencies to 
“provide an inventory of core serÂ�vices and programs to include costs and 
performance measurements. Departments were asked to relate serÂ�vices to 
department goals, objectives and mission statements” (http://phoenix.gov/
MGRREPT/index.html). This renewal resulted in recommendations for 
change at the Burton Barr Central Library, including the development of 
a technology program for teens and a reorgaÂ�nization of existing serÂ�vices for 
teens and children into a Youth SerÂ�vices unit that included the new teen 
technology center.

A team was assembled to create a Library Services and Technology Act 
(LSTA) planning grant to develop a serÂ�vice plan for the teen technology 
center. Initial conversations on the center recalled PLPYD principles, 
and the ensuing search for a local outcome-based structure produced the 
“Framework for 21st Century Learning.” This framework was created by 
the Partnership for 21st Century Skills—a national professional develop-
ment program to strengthen education in the United States. Arizona’s 
K–12 Center was one of eleven inaugural orgaÂ�nizations to receive training 
in the skills. The 21st Century Skills framework met the criteria for local 
outcomes and meshed perfectly with the library’s goal of lifelong learning 
and a key principle to “promote creativity and reward innovation to maxi-
mize Library resources, programs and serÂ�vices.”

The Framework for 21st Century Learning identified student outcomes 
(represented by the arches of the rainbow in figure 10.1) and support sys-
tems (represented by the pools at the bottom).1 This model allowed the 
Phoenix team to see the library as a “learning environment” support sys-
tem and to identify the “life and career skills” as the outcomes for the new 
technology center. Life and career skills are flexibility and adaptability, ini-
tiative and self-direction, social and cross-cultural skills, productivity and 
accountability, and leadership and responsibility. Another possible skill set 
for this project was “learning and innovation skills”—creativity and inno-
vation, critical thinking and problem solving, and communication and 
collaboration.

The Center was named 21st Century Learning Center for the purpose 
of the planning grant, and it was selected as a 2008 Arizona LSTA Award 
recipient. In the course of the planning grant, teens were interviewed in 
focus groups, program models were tested, and a national youth develop-
ment expert and member of the Arizona K–12 committee from Arizona 
University’s Family Studies and Human Development Division, Lynne 
Borden, consulted with library staff on refining program outcomes that 
would be used in the final serÂ�vice plan.

While staff worked on the innovative new teen technology center, 
another series of events tested the library’s commitment to youth devel-
opment. The local high school district implemented an early-release 
Wednesday that ended the school day at 11:30 a.m. This coincided with 
an early-release day at the local middle school, resulting in over 1,200 
students arriving at the Burton Barr Central Library between the hours of 
noon and two on the first Wednesday of early release for the high school. 
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The teens were at the library to socialize, use computers, complete home-
work, and “just hang out.” These are tasks that the library usually managed 
successfully on a daily basis, but the surge of teens created a chaotic and 
unsafe environment for all. The need to restore safety necessitated moving 
staff to different positions within the library. For the first time in library 
history, Teen Central was closed because room capacity was exceeded, 
and the local police were called because of fighting in the parking lot. 
The crowd was managed for the day, and subsequent events resulted in 
the library spearheading a change in school policy, serving as a case study 
for PLPYD principles.

The day after the “teen surge,” a series of meetings with library and 
community partners began. The head of the Phoenix Youth and Educa-
tion office opened a dialog with key school personnel at both the high 
school and middle school. The city librarian spoke directly with the chief 
of police and superintendent of the high school district. Police officers, 
school resource officers from local high school and middle schools, and 
school administrators attended meetings at the library to discuss solutions 
to the overcrowding and resulting unsafe conditions. Library staff wrote 
a letter to parents of local high school students telling them of the pride 
the library took in serving teens and enlisting their help in making sure 

Figure 10.1
Framework for 21st Century Learning: 
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their teens adhered to principles of safety and conduct when visiting the 
library. School personnel and police officers were assigned to the library 
to assist with safety on early-release days. All unassigned library staff were 
enlisted to help maintain serÂ�vice and safety throughout the building on 
early-release days as crowds continued to come to the library. The high 
school district began to discuss other options for teacher training and the 
timing of early-release days.

The library met the needs of staff stressed by the events with a new 
training program, “Safe @ the Library: Working with Teens That Don’t 
Follow Our Rules.” The training was created by a branch manager, who 
had experienced similar conditions, and me. The core messages included 
the following:

Youth development provides insights for effective responses to •	
teens.
Our code of conduct and policies on reporting incidents are aids •	
to maintaining safe environments.
We have community partners with expertise who share our goals •	
and can help.
There are effective ways to communicate with teens with role-•	
playing examples.
What are your questions and concerns?•	

The prereading for this training included Karen Pittman’s “Library as 
a Positive Developmental Setting” from the Forum for Youth Investment 
(www.forumforyouthinvestment.org). The training was appreciated by 
staff, who used the information not only on early-release days but daily 
as they served teen customers. The end to this story was a solution by the 
high school district to change the time for teacher in-serÂ�vice training to the 
morning. Teens came to school two hours late and were released at their 
regular dismissal time—an elegant solution that let teens sleep a little later 
and maintained afterschool routines.

How Does PLPYD Apply Today?

In the process of writing this chapter, I remembered a comment from a 
colleague who responded to our “new” information at a conference early 
in the PLPYD initiative. After hearing about youth development, she said, 
“You know this really isn’t new stuff.” At first I was taken aback by her com-
ment, but on reflection I realized the truth in her statement. Effective teen 
programs have always engaged teens as leaders, used their skills and tal-
ents, and provided them opportunities to develop new skills and avenues 
to serve their communities. We have worked to freshen and clarify past 
practices in our discussions of youth development and in the many best 
practices and partnerships begun and still implemented by PLPYD. The 
value of well-planned teen spaces began at the Los Angeles Public Library 
before PLPYD began. Teen spaces will be even more important as librar-
ies reinvent their roles in the community as places for conversations and 
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meet expectations to provide informal educational support imposed by 
dynamic technologies and their myriad applications. We work best using 
the most current insights provided by program evaluations and customer 
feedback. The ideal test for any program is meeting outcome goals set for 
our internal and external customers.

I conclude with a quote from creativity guru Roger von Oech in his 
twenty-fifth anniversary edition of A Whack on the Side of the Head. Von 
Oech has developed a principle he calls the “Thuban Phenomenon,” 
which refers to the changing of the star that directs us to true north. Over 
a 26,000-year cycle our current “north star,” Polaris, will no longer assist 
us in finding true north because of Earth’s wobbling on its axis. Polaris will 
be replaced by the star Thuban—the former north star that guided us from 
roughly 4000 to 1800 B.C. Von Oech states: “The right idea can become 
the wrong idea, but under certain circumstances it can become the right 
idea once again” (2008, 84). I believe that regardless of what we call the 
principles of youth development, or whatever system we use to describe 
feedback, they are the right ideas for serving urban teens effectively. We 
can hope that they will be ideas that return and resurface, leading to excel-
lence in programs and serÂ�vice for urban teens.

Note
1. �Detailed discussion of the Framework for 21st Century Learning, 

along with this graphic image, are available at www.21stcenturyskills 
.org/index.php?Itemid=120&id=254&option=com_
content&task=view.
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Chapter 11
The Loft at ImaginOn
A New-Generation Library  
for Urban Teens
Michele Gorman, Amy Wyckoff, and Rebecca L. Buck

Located in the heart of the city’s urban cultural district, Imagin-
On: The Joe and Joan Martin Center is an award-winning library for young 
people in Charlotte, North Carolina. Unique in the country, this joint-use 
facility is a collaborative venture between the Public Library of Charlotte 
and Mecklenburg County (PLCMC) and the Children’s Theatre of Char-
lotte. The 100,000-square-foot facility houses a library for children; a teen 
library that includes an animation, film, and music production studio; a 
technology education area; interactive exhibits; a fully equipped, state-of-
the-art computer lab; classrooms; rehearsal spaces; and two professional 
theaters that seat 570 and 250. ImaginOn’s goal is to provide excellent and 
developmentally appropriate programs, collections, and spaces for young 
people from birth through age 18. Together, the library and the children’s 
theater share a programmatic mission at ImaginOn: to bring stories to 
life through extraordinary experiences that challenge, inspire, and excite 
young minds.

ImaginOn’s teen library, commonly referred to as the Loft at Imagin-
On, is now one of the premiere library spaces for teens in the United 
States. Located on the second floor of ImaginOn, the 4,000-square-foot 
space includes comfortable chairs, café tables and stools, booth seating, 
other lounge space, and a bank of desktop computers. The entire Loft is 
Wi-Fi accessible, and laptop computers are available for in-house use with 
a library card. Adjacent to the Loft is “Studio i,” a 1,225-square-foot film 
and music studio where teens create original live action and animated 
films and music compositions.
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History

ImaginOn opened to the public in October 2005, but planning began 
almost a decade earlier. In 1997, Bob Cannon, executive director of 
PLCMC, and Bruce LaRowe, executive director of the Children’s Theatre 
of Charlotte, were both running out of space in their buildings. They began 
to explore the notion of a shared facility for young people that would serve 
both orgaÂ�nizations. As planning proceeded, it became clear that these two 
partners engage youth in complementary ways. They realized they could 
share both a building and a mission, and ImaginOn was born. Holzman 
Moss Architecture, together with Gantt Huberman Architects, designed a 
fully integrated facility that captivates the minds and imaginations of chil-
dren and teens.

Audience and Vision

The largest city in North Carolina, Charlotte has a population of a little 
less than 700,000. PLCMC serves not only Charlotte but the surrounding 
county, for a total serÂ�vice population of approximately 903,000. Accord-
ing to the Charlotte Chamber of Commerce, the racial composition of 
the city is approximately 55.1 percent white, 32.7 percent black, 7.4 per-
cent Hispanic, and 3.6 percent other. The estimated median household 
income in 2008 was $46,163.

Although ImaginOn does serve a cross-population of users as both a 
tourist destination and a popular location for fieldtrips for middle and 
high school students from throughout the county, the city center location 
makes it a hub for urban teens who live or go to school in the downtown 
area looking for something to do in the afternoon, on weekday evenings, 
and throughout the weekend. In fact, a majority of the Loft’s collections, 
programs, special events, and serÂ�vices are developed specifically to meet 
the needs of urban teens. One of the Loft’s regular teens described it as “a 
place without too many rules where you guys realize I’m growing up and 
need a place to hang out, relax, make music, check my MySpace page, 
and talk to friends.” Another teen mentioned that he felt the Loft was a 
haven because “home wasn’t too great” and he needed “a place to hang 
out where there was no yelling or anger.” At the same time, a local home-
schooled teen described the Loft as his “second home” and a place where 
he could meet other people his age.

These teens are living proof that the Loft’s goal of being a refuge for 
young people in the community who want a place to hang out, recre-
ate, and be comfortable without prejudice is possible. In keeping with 
the YALSA vision, the staff of the Loft understand and respect the unique 
needs of teens and always strive to provide them with equal access to infor-
mation and up-to-date and innovative serÂ�vices, programs, and collections. 
They also attempt to include teens in the decision-making process for 
everything from planning programs and developing the collection to hir-
ing teen-serving staff members and evaluating events and serÂ�vices. Loft 
staff also make it a point to collaborate with local youth-serving agencies to 
meet the needs of teens throughout the county.
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As a direct result of this vision, the Loft staff strictly enforce a teens-only 
policy with all visitors, allowing only teens between the ages of 12 and 18 
to stay in the Loft for extended periods. The policy is not anti-adult, but it 
is pro-teen. The staff work hard to create a welcoming and friendly envi-
ronment for teens that is both safe and developmentally appropriate, and 
the teens-only policy allows staff to assure parents and other adult careÂ�
givers that their teenagers are as safe as possible in this library space. Loft 
staff ask visitors under 12 or over 18 to limit their visits to this “teen-only” 
space to browsing the collection, dropping off or picking up a teen, or tak-
ing a first-time tour through the space.

ImaginOn as a whole is intended to serve youth. In keeping with this 
goal, the building does not provide public computer access for anyone 
over the age of 18. The Main Library, less than two blocks away, has a com-
puter lab open to adults. In response to requests from parents, ImaginOn 
provides free wireless Internet access, and visitors of any age may use their 
personal laptops to get online. There is also a parent lounge where adults 
can use their laptops or read while they are waiting for teens using the Loft 
or finishing an activity at ImaginOn.

Space

The Loft was designed with input from a teen advisory council made up of 
teens who described the ways they wanted to use the library. Their vision 
for this library was very different from libraries they had experienced in the 
past, which contained rows of shelves and quiet study spaces where teens 
were expected to come in, get a book, maybe do some homework, and 
leave. Instead, the advisory council wanted the Loft to be a place where 
teens felt comfortable spending time, engaging staff and other teens in 
conversations, and asking for help when they needed it. In other words, 
they envisioned a new-generation library that offers teens all the benefits 
of a public library (free materials, engaging programs, homework help, 
readers’ advisory, etc.) without the shushing, laundry list of rules, or space 
overrun with grown-ups and younger children. Was this vision realized? 
Based on teen feedback, usage statistics, and staff observations, the answer 
is undoubtedly yes. One of the Loft’s regular teens summed up this fulfill-
ment of the initial council members’ vision for the Loft when he told a 
staff member, “You guys aren’t a real library. I mean, you are, but you let 
us do what we want, and you’re awesome, and it’s a fun place to be.”

In keeping with the teens’ initial vision of creating an inviting space 
where teens will want to hang out, all the furniture in the Loft is comfort-
able yet durable. Booth seating (resembling old-school seating from a clas-
sic diner, with a modern twist) is ideal for teens working on group projects, 
playing one of the Loft’s board games, or just hanging out and talking. 
Windowed walls between the booths provide privacy for teens working or 
socializing but still allow staff an unfettered view of the Loft as a whole. 
Teens can use window markers to write and draw on the windows in the 
dividers between booths, and several of the bookshelf ends are fully func-
tional chalkboards. These customizable aspects of the Loft allow teens to 
express themselves and to claim the space visually. They also serve as a 
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legitimate outlet for graffiti art, a problem many urban libraries experi-
ence.

Overall, the Loft is an active space on most afternoons and weekends. 
There are quiet pockets where teens can read, do homework, or just reflect, 
but unlike traditional library spaces neither staff nor rules mandate quiet. 
Instead, the space is intended to be a place where teens can interact with 
their peers, talk among themselves, and generally have a good time. All 
staff members at the Loft are hired based on a demonstrated dedication to 
working with teens and improving their lives through library serÂ�vices. To 
create an environment where all teens feel comfortable, the Loft has a set 
of rules that are simple but essential to all that takes place in the space: 
“Respect Yourself. Respect Others. Respect the Space.” These rules are 
enforced at all times in the Loft. Not surprisingly, the rules have taken on 
a life of their own, with teens self-regulating and letting staff know when 
someone in “their” space is disrespecting another teen, a staff member, or 
the library itself.

A bank of computers adjacent to the reference desk is one of the most 
popular spots in the Loft. Here teens are often seen helping each other 
with homework assignments, playing games online, and checking or 
updating their Facebook and MySpace pages. All computers are equipped 
with Internet access, the Microsoft Office Suite, and advanced graphic 
design and multimedia software including Photoshop, Dreamweaver, and 
Flash. Wi-Fi access and in-house laptops allow teens to get online wher-
ever they feel most comfortable. Teens can also move furniture to accom-
modate their needs, including impromptu study sessions, group meetings, 
or large groups of friends looking for a place to hang out. This makes the 
Loft a more functional space, but it also gives teens ownership by allowing 
them to adapt the environment as they see fit.

In Studio i, teens take advantage of a wide range of visual and audio 
techniques, including blue screen technology, stop-motion animation, 
paper cutout animation, Claymation, shadow puppet animation, and digi-
tal music production. Studio i also includes a foam-walled sound booth 
that allows teen movie-makers and musicians alike to record without 
interference from other sounds in the room. All computers in Studio i are 
equipped with professional-grade graphic design, music composition, ani-
mation, and editing software, including Stop Motion Pro, Pinnacle Studio 
9, Acid Music Studio, Garage Band, and Photoshop Elements. On any 
given day, teens working alone or in groups spend hours in the studio cre-
ating videos, laying down tracks, and ultimately producing original works 
of self-expressive multimedia.

Collection

Loft staff maintain a collection that is not only visually appealing but 
diverse enough to satisfy a wide range of interests. The Loft’s collection 
includes fiction and nonfiction for teens, classic literature, study guides, a 
script library selected in partnership with staff from the Children’s Theatre 
of Charlotte, the latest movie releases on DVD, books on CD and MP3, 
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music CDs, graphic novels, manga, comic books, and teen magazines. 
The Loft staff encourage teens to submit suggestions for purchase, and 
these recommendations help staff tailor the collection to the changing 
needs and interests of local teens. The Loft’s YA fiction collection includes 
predominantly teen books but also adult titles of interest to teens, includ-
ing Alex Award winners, best-selling authors and titles, adult titles that are 
often selected for book clubs by mainstream media, popular adult genre 
fiction (e.g., James Patterson, Stephen King, Patricia Cornwell, Terry 
Pratchett), and adult classics.

The Loft’s nonfiction collection includes a large number of adult titles 
in addition to nonfiction books specifically created for a teen audience to 
ensure that teens find a wide variety of information and sources about vari-
ous topics. Weeding is frequent to ensure that the collection is current and 
that the books within the collection are still of interest to teens. The Loft’s 
reference collection is up to date with the latest college, scholarship, and 
test prep books, and Loft staff members make every effort to assist teens 
with print reference materials as well as the electronic databases available 
through the PLCMC website.

Youth Participation

In addition to developmentally appropriate spaces and a well-developed 
and diverse collection, meaningful teen participation is encouraged in all 
areas of the Loft’s library serÂ�vices to teens, from developing and renovat-
ing the space, to weeding and adding to the collection, to developing new 
and exciting programs. It is this meaningful involvement, coupled with 
age-appropriate programming, spaces, and materials, that allows the Loft 
staff to help meet the developmental needs of teens, including the Search 
Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets—“concrete, common sense, positive 
experiences and qualities essential to raising successful young people” 
(Search Institute 2007). Staff use these assets as cornerstones on which 
to build, continually developing and evaluating their library serÂ�vices and 
programs to help teen library patrons as they move from adolescence into 
adulthood.

Meaningful participation in the Loft takes on many forms, with teens 
actively engaged in creating and presenting programs, performing during 
special events, and selecting new movies and graphic novels for the col-
lection from vendor catalogs. Teens also help with everyday upkeep of the 
physical and virtual space, including creating innovative displays, develop-
ing original content for the teen website, contributing content to the Loft’s 
MySpace or Facebook page, keeping track of which volumes are missing 
in a manga series, and stapling comic books that have been ripped. High 
school students have the opportunity to intern in Studio i year-round, gain-
ing not only technical skills but also experience working with and teaching 
the public. In addition, teens have opportunities to get involved in more 
passive ways, including suggesting titles for purchase, answering surveys 
about library serÂ�vices for teens, or voting songs onto the Loft’s weekly top 
ten playlist on MySpace. One of the most popular opportunities for teens 
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to get involved in a meaningful way is our annual teen summer volunteer 
program, in which they can log hours for school credit or simply volunteer 
as a way to pass the time, get involved in the community, and feel useful.

Programming

Programming for teens lies at the heart of the Loft’s serÂ�vices. Loft staff 
members know that not all teens are interested in books or reading, and 
many will never visit the library if reading is the only option for spending 
time there. To create nontraditional library programs that are responsive to 
teens in the community, the Loft staff encourage teens to share feedback 
and ideas for future programs. A suggestion box is also available so that 
teens can submit their ideas anonymously. Programs begin with a pro-
posal prepared by Loft staff members outlining costs, marketing, time line, 
potential community partners, and developmental rationale. This process 
ensures that all programs are well thought out, offer a wide range of experi-
ences, are appropriate for teens, and are true to the mission of ImaginOn 
and the library as a whole.

The majority of programs at the Loft are designed to help urban teens 
grow, learn, develop a positive identity, and express themselves. For exam-
ple, “Rock the MIC!” a monthly “open mic” competition where teens 
perform in front of their peers, helps teens build self-esteem by providing 
a safe and nurturing forum to express their feelings and share their work. 
Several dozen teens show up each month to hear their peers and to vote on 
the winner of the competition. Similarly, the Loft’s “Explosive” Step Team 
provides teenage girls from Charlotte an opportunity to develop dance 
skills, build their confidence, and perform. Participating team members 
visit the Loft weekly to practice their routines and prepare for future per-
formances across the city. A culinary program called “Delicious Dish” 
teaches basic cooking skills and allows teens to practice these skills in a 
setting where they are encouraged to take risks and try something new. 
The library is a safe environment for teens to begin to develop their talents 
and to make decisions about their personal goals for the future.

One of the Loft’s most popular programs—and national winner of Voice 
of Youth Advocates’ Most Valuable Program of 2008 award—is the “6R 
Movement” (Gorman 2008). Inspired by ImaginOn’s silver LEED certi-
fication and status as the first county-owned green building in Charlotte, 
programs in the 6R Movement emphasize reducing, reusing, reclaiming, 
redesigning, recycling, and renewal. The goal of the Movement is to keep 
these six “Rs” in mind with everything teens do—from waste disposal and 
repurposing of old materials to finding imaginative ways to extend the life 
of existing items. A 13-year-old 6R program participant explained, “I want 
to be involved in the 6R Movement because it’s fun! I also want to help 
the environment because I don’t want the ozone layer to completely dis-
appear because that’s a harsh living environment.” Teens not only learn 
the importance of recycling but also have opportunities to display their 
creativity, work with their peers to complete projects, and create products 
that they can take home and show off to their family and friends. Partici-
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pants have created chairs out of old phonebooks; a corkboard out of bottle 
corks; a table surface from broken CDs; wallets out of cassette tapes, play-
ing cards, and half-gallon drink containers; jewelry and key chains from 
old computer hardware; lamps from plastic CD spindles; bookmarks out 
of computer motherboards; and clocks out of old vinyl records.

Programs in the Loft also focus on literacy, creating lifelong learn-
ers, and planning for the future. The Guys Read Book Club encourages 
reluctant readers to think about reading in a new way. These club meet-
ings, held at local middle schools in Charlotte, focus on building literacy 
skills and allowing teen males to bond with each other and with the dis-
cussion leader, who demonstrates his own passion for reading. Loft staff 
members also work closely with ImaginOn’s technology education depart-
ment to plan programs that build technological competencies. The goals 
for these programs are to provide teens with opportunities to learn new 
things, build skills, and play and experiment with emerging technologies. 
Some of these shared initiatives and special events include ongoing teen 
DJ classes with a professional DJ as well as classes that address graphic 
and multimedia design, video game design, robotics, digital photography 
and editing, cloud computing, digital storyboarding, and more. Teens can 
also participate in programs that directly impact their futures, including 
college and career fairs and informational sessions about finding alterna-
tives to college, getting into college, filling out FAFSA forms, and securing 
other financial aid for school.

The Loft staff embrace teens’ interest in video games and frequently 
host gaming tournaments as well as impromptu gaming free play. The Loft 
offers Dance Dance Revolution, Guitar Hero, Rock Band, and Little Big 
Planet and hosts a monthly session of the dice-based tabletop role-playing 
game Dungeons and Dragons. Teens at ImaginOn also have the oppor-
tunity to participate in library-sponsored, online video game tournaments 
several times a year, competing with teens from other libraries throughout 
the country.

The Loft’s presence on Teen Second Life (TSL, http://teen.secondlife 
.com) is another example of how PLCMC is providing a new generation of 
library serÂ�vices to teens. TSL allows libraries to reach teens online, where 
they are already spending a great deal of their time, and it helps libraries 
stay relevant. Library-sponsored programs in TSL allow teens to use their 
creativity and technological skills to construct their own surroundings and 
to interact with each other in a safe online environment.

Other civic engagement programs explore current local, national, and 
world events. Each year Loft staff encourage teens to participate in the 
annual budgeting process with the county by attending information ses-
sions and holding up signs of support for the library. In October 2008, the 
Loft hosted “Participate in ’08,” a nonpartisan teen rally to encourage voter 
participation and civic engagement. The rally featured several teen civic 
groups, each with the goal of informing the greater public that teenagers 
do have opinions on politics and care about how adults’ decisions today 
impact people of all ages tomorrow. Groups such as the Junior Statesmen 
of America, Kids Voting, Generation Engage, and Mecklenburg Youth 
Voice each presented their message of youth involvement. The partnership 
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with the local chapter of the Junior Statesmen of America (JSA, a nation-
wide, nonprofit, nonpartisan political orgaÂ�nization for high school stu-
dents) was so successful that the teens in the group decided to make the 
Loft at ImaginOn their official home—meeting every other Wednesday in 
the back corner of the Loft. In fact, Charlotte’s JSA is the only chapter in 
the entire country to meet in a public library.

Like the Loft’s collaboration with the JSA, many of the library’s teen 
programs are enhanced by partnering with other local youth-serving orgaÂ�
nizations. Partnerships not only bring new patrons to the Loft but also 
enable the Loft staff to offer programs that feature information or skills that 
are outside the in-house knowledge or resource base. Annually, the Loft 
hosts “Prom Project,” a program born out of a partnership with Girl Talk 
Foundation. Since the program’s debut at ImaginOn in 2005, more than 
two thousand teen girls have attended special etiquette, hair, and makeup 
sessions and then “shopped” for new or gently used dresses, shoes, bags, 
and accessories—all at no cost to the teens. All dresses and other materials 
are donated by the community, shining a spotlight on how it is possible 
to get the community engaged and contributing to the overall health and 
well-being of teens.

The Loft also partners with Teen Health Connection (THC), a local 
orgaÂ�nization that provides a safe, family-centered environment where teens 
can receive medical and mental health serÂ�vices and health education, for 
“Hot Movies, Hot Topics!” Each summer this weekly program focuses on 
hot new movies that address issues of interest to teens, such as teen preg-
nancy, making choices, domestic abuse, race relations, friendship, suicide, 
death, and depression. After each film screening, one of the THC health 
educators facilitates a talk-back session on relevant issues.

Finally, a few of the Loft’s programs are simply about creating a fun and 
inviting space where teens know they are welcome. Each year PLCMC’s 
Teen Read Week Party brings thousands of teens to ImaginOn for an after-
hours bash that features a live DJ, local radio personalities, teen perfor-
mances, free food and drinks, video games, a dance contest, prizes, and 
for many a first-time introduction to the library as a place where teens are 
understood, welcomed, and valued.

Conclusion

The Loft at ImaginOn is PLCMC’s flagship program. It provides nontra-
ditional library serÂ�vices to the urban teen population of Charlotte, North 
Carolina. A developmentally appropriate space, a well-developed and 
diverse collection of print and electronic resources, and a focus on pro-
grams that appeal to the population of users served by the Loft allow staff 
to provide a continually new generation of library serÂ�vices to a new gen-
eration of library users. Meaningful teen participation is encouraged in all 
areas of the Loft’s library serÂ�vices to teens.

The response to the Loft space has been immensely positive since 
ImaginOn opened its doors in 2005. It is a place where teens can hang 
out during their free time and feel safe—physically safe, and also safe to 
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try new things and express themselves without judgment. Programs facili-
tate positive interaction in an effort to create bonds between community 
members and to promote cultural competence through an understanding 
of other individuals.

As an example of the impact the Loft has on the lives of teens in Char-
lotte, here is an interaction between two teens overheard by a staff mem-
ber during a 6R program:

Teen 1: Do you two go to school together?

Teen 2: No.

Teen 1: So how do you know each other?

Teen 2: I just met her at ImaginOn . . . like how I meet everyone.

This conversation is not unusual. Teens from all of Charlotte’s neigh-
borhoods come uptown to use the Loft at ImaginOn, as do teens involved 
in Children’s Theatre productions and classes. The shared space brings 
together teenagers from different neighborhoods and backgrounds to meet 
and befriend one another on this unique common ground.

Want to Find Out More?

The Loft’s MySpace Page: www.myspace.com/libraryloft

The Loft’s Facebook Page: www.facebook.com/pages/Charlotte-NC/
The-Loft-at-ImaginOn/53823725107

ImaginOn: www.imaginon.org

PLCMC: www.plcmc.org

PLCMC’s Teen SerÂ�vices Flickr Photo Stream: www.flickr.com/ 
photos/libraryloft/

PLCMC’s Teen SerÂ�vices YouTube Video Site: www.youtube.com/
ImaginOnTeens/

PLCMC Teen SerÂ�vices: www.libraryloft.org
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Chapter 12
Before It’s Reading, 
It’s Writing
Urban Teens as Authors in the  
Public Library
Autumn Winters and Elizabeth J. Gregg

Here in This Place
Here in this place, we are no less than wonderful young
People
This is the space where we express what we feel in our
Soul
and the thoughts that run through our mind.
This is our chance to confess what simply lies on our
chest.
Here in this place, we can rest from all the stress that life
Brings us.
Week after week we impress each other with our
creativity.
For it is our responsibility to show our community that
Young people can be amazing, because we are no less
than that.
Here, we are like one family and together we have fun.
Here, behind closed doors we are the teenagers of Write On!

Mahogany Woods, from Behind Closed Doors

In 2006, Durham County Library partnered with the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) Writing Center to start Write 
On!—a writing workshop for teenagers. Write On! teaches young people 
to redefine their relationship with the written word by turning them into 
writers as well as readers. This commitment to teen literacy through writ-
ing has created a life-altering experience for two dozen teens and twenty 
tutors at the Durham County Library that has lasted for more than three 
years. Here’s our story.

Writing Instruction as Community 
Service: Write On! Is Conceived

Write On! is the creation of Kim Abels, former director of the UNC 
Writing Center and current assistant director for Education, Outreach 
and Administration at the Kenan Institute for Ethics at Duke University; 
Julie Wilson, currently the Writing Center coordinator at Warren Wilson 
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College and a doctoral student in the UNC-CH School of Education 
at the time of Write On!’s inception; and Kristal Moore, also a doc-
toral student in the UNC-CH School of Education. Abels, Wilson, and 
Moore were interested in the idea of writing instruction as community 
serÂ�vice. They were influenced by the work of two other academic writ-
ing center/public library partnerships: the Salt Lake Community College 
Community Writing Center (www.slcc.edu/cwc/) and the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison Community Writing Assistance program (www.wisc 
.edu/writing/AboutUs/SerPlaces.html).1

Wilson was also influenced by the 826 Valencia model of drop-in writ-
ing workshop created by author Dave Eggers (www.826valencia.org). 826 
programs offer free project-based workshops on creative topics not usu-
ally covered in school curriculums—comics, college admissions essays, 
journalism and zines—as well as drop-in homework help. According to its 
website, the 826 mission “is based on the understanding that great leaps 
in learning can happen with one-on-one attention, and that strong writing 
skills are fundamental to future success.” Wilson was particularly inspired 
by the emphasis 826 placed on writing outside of the typical school cur-
riculum. She explained:

I sat in one afternoon during their afterschool program and was 
impressed that students could choose to do homework or some other 
kind of activity, or they were just as welcome to hang out, eat snacks, 
talk with friends, chill, etc. We tried to have this kind of atmosphere at 
the library, where students could choose to write. 826 also reinforced 
our sense that seeing their pieces in print, in published volumes, is 
motivating to writers.

And Abels added:

We had a sense that the pedagogy that we were using with the UNC-
CH undergrads would work in other areas. At the Writing Center, 
we taught writing as a collaborative point of view. We used the idea 
of meeting somebody where they are in their process. We were 
very comfortable with the idea of figuring out what might engage a 
particular group of students.

Philosophy of Write On!
“In school I never get writing back with anything positive written on it.”

First and foremost, Write On! is not school. According to Abels, “In 
school, you write to avoid. You think ‘I gotta write something!’ and you 
turn it in and hope. We wanted to show that what you write can matter.” 
Write On! accomplishes this task by providing a loose structure based on 
feedback and revision. Tutors are referred to as “coaches” and create a sup-
portive, trusting atmosphere like that in a college-level writing workshop. 
Peer feedback trumps adult evaluation. Students are expected to share 
their writing with the group and to provide constructive feedback for their 
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peers. Kristal Moore instituted a practice of “passing the mic” to formalize 
respectful behavior within the group. One person “has the mic” at a time, 
so the attention of the entire group is directed toward that person. When 
critiquing a fellow writer’s work, students are expected to keep their com-
ments specific and to offer praise along with criticism. The feedback sheet 
shown in figure 12.1 is used to guide the critique and discussion.

Within this loose structure, students are given a great deal of freedom. 
They can respond to prompts however they like, even with art. More than 
anything, they are expected to take ownership of their ideas and to expand 
on them. Coaches provide prompts for each session; typically one coach is 
responsible for a week’s activities and pulls ideas from library or personal 
resources to implement in the workshop. For example, a coach may col-
lect various photography books from the library’s collection and ask writers 
to choose an image to reflect on. The prompts serve as jumping-off points 
for writers and can be adapted to the previous week’s activities or to a topic 
that writers wish to address. Again, this flexibility allows writers to control 
the direction and scope of the workshop’s content.

Coaches are explicit in discussing and modeling the type of behavior 
they expect from the group. Ground rules are created as a group exer-
cise, written down, discussed, and then followed consistently. The coaches 
complete writing exercises and share their work with the students, mod-
eling the kinds of work and feedback they expect. Student writers who 
have previously participated in Write On! sessions also help introduce new 
participants to the workshop approach. Often they remind others of rules 
and make sure to support new writers’ work. In this sense they become 
even more involved in the structure of the workshop and understand their 
positions as behavior models for new participants, owning and legitimizing 
the practice.

Figure 12.1
Sample feedback sheet

1.	 What impression or idea does the piece leave you with?

2.	What is working well in the piece?

3.	What do you think about the first sentence? Does it grab your attention?

4.	What do you think of the last sentence? Does it leave a strong impression?

5.	What are the most memorable words in the piece?

6.	Are there any vague words that you think the author could replace with more 
descriptive ones?

7.	D oes the piece leave you with any questions that you would like the author to 
answer? Anything you want to hear more about?



156â•… FOCUS ON BEST PRACTICE: MODEL PROGRAMS FROM U.S. PUBLIC LIBRARIES

Despite what parents may think when they sign their teens up for the 
free program, Write On! never uses grammar skills and drills or sentence 
structure exercises. Abels explains that the coaches instead emphasize that 
“the reason to care about your commas is to be able to get someone else to 
understand your idea.” This focus on meaning dovetails with the impor-
tance of peer feedback. Abels adds, “Reading and revision is the only way 
you can really improve your writing. If a teen writer shares a piece and 
realizes, ‘Oh, I was trying to say this and they didn’t hear that,’ it helps 
them clarify their writing. It’s the way that real writers work.”

Write On! at the Durham 
County Library

Durham County Library (DCL) consists of a main library, seven branch 
libraries, and a bookmobile. We are moving toward a model that focuses 
on regional libraries, with two regional libraries currently in serÂ�vice and 
two more under construction. The main library is located in downtown 
Durham, an area currently being revived after a long period of suburban 
growth. It was built in 1980 and is scheduled to undergo renovation in 
2012.

DCL serves a population of over 240,000 within the county. Our patron 
base is 51 percent white and 40 percent African American within the 
county; within the Durham city limits, the population of African Ameri-
cans and whites is nearly equal. We also have a rapidly expanding Hispanic 
population in Durham. More than 17,000 students attend public high 
schools in Durham County. Forty-seven percent of students under age 18 
are eligible for free or reduced lunch. According to an August 2008 study 
of disconnected youth in the Research Triangle, 28.5 percent of youth in 
Durham live in poverty, the highest rate in the Triangle region and 9 per-
cent higher than the national average (MCD Incorporated 2008).

DCL employs one full-time YA librarian and two YA/reference librar-
ians as well as a youth serÂ�vices division manager who oversees the serÂ�
vices for children and teens. In 2008 we held 822 YA programs system-
wide, with a total attendance of 12,700. Programs held at the three largest 
branch libraries include Wii gaming sessions, anime clubs, teen advisory 
boards, and teen craft programs. Write On! currently runs only at the main 
library.

Initial Planning for Write On!

Wilson and Moore performed an initial community assessment, funded 
by the UNC-CH Center of Teaching and Learning, in 2005 to find out 
what literacy-based community serÂ�vices were already available in the area 
surrounding UNC-CH. They discovered that orgaÂ�nizations such as the 
Durham Literacy Center and the Orange County Literacy Council were 
doing a great deal of work with low-literacy adults. One unfilled niche 
seemed to be everyday literacy programs for adults, much like the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin community writing help model (www.wisc.edu/writing/
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AboutUs/SerPlaces.html). Under this model, tutors assist adults with cover 
letters, job applications, eulogies, community newsletters, and any other 
type of writing.

For one semester, Wilson and Moore tried out a few partnerships in the 
Chapel Hill area. Both were variations of afterschool writing assistance for 
a preestablished group of teens. Given that they were working with teens, 
they tried both homework help and creative writing activities. Neither 
partnership lasted, so they began looking for another home.

Again drawing on the University of Wisconsin model, Wilson and 
Moore decided to contact DCL to find out if our adult patrons could use 
writing assistance. Fortunately that initial call was routed to Karlene Fyffe, 
Youth SerÂ�vice division manager. Fyffe had recently hired Autumn Winters 
as the system’s first full-time YA librarian. Fyffe and Winters were strug-
gling to connect with teens who were not frequent library users. One thing 
that was succeeding for teens on a micro-level was poetry programming, 
so Fyffe was receptive to Wilson’s idea for a writing workshop. When Win-
ters, a former English major and veteran of college-level writing work-
shops, found out about the idea, she was equally enthusiastic. She was 
already focused on the idea of the library as an avenue for self-directed 
teen learning and was delighted by the prospect of a noncurricular writing 
workshop.

Planning for Write On! at the main library began in August 2005. Wil-
son and Winters met a few times during the fall to discuss the program. 
Wilson attended formal training with 826 Valencia in hopes of establish-
ing 826 Durham, which would be funded and supported by the 826 Valen-
cia Foundation. Winters began working with teen advisory board member 
Stephanie Humphreys on planning for the program.

The First Semester

Write On! activities began at DCL in January 2006. The first Write On! 
activity was a one-shot workshop specifically directed toward writing col-
lege application essays. Wilson and Moore recruited Writing Center tutor 
and UNC-CH English department doctoral student Bond Thompson to 
round out the coaching staff for this event. The workshop was fairly well 
attended. We hoped to use the application essay workshop as a recruitment 
tool for teens who might be interested in attending weekly writing events.

Finally, all the elements were in place to begin holding workshops regu-
larly on Tuesday nights. DCL had marketed Write On! using fliers, news 
releases, and coverage in a programming calendar distributed to all stu-
dents in Durham public schools. Despite our efforts, no students showed 
up for the first three Tuesday nights.

Wilson persevered, however, and Winters tried to keep in mind that 
DCL’s weak track record with teen programming meant that it would take 
a while for word to get out. On February 12, 2006, DCL learned that a 
reporter from the local newspaper wanted to write a story about Write On! 
We eagerly invited Dawn Vaughan from the Durham Herald Sun to attend 
the Tuesday evening class, with hope that the idea of Write On! would be 
interesting even if the event itself was still a bit theoretical.
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Then, it happened: “Wilson sat at the head of the table, waiting patiently 
for young writers. A few minutes past the starting time . . . two teenage girls 
walked into the third floor conference room. Homeschoolers and sisters 
Angelica and Precious Powell were interested in improving their writing 
skills” (Vaughan 2006). Angelica worked on a book report about Great 
Expectations. Precious asked about an upcoming assignment on Amelia 
Earhart. Vaughn’s story about Write On! appeared with a beautiful photo-
graph on the front page of the Durham Herald Sun, and the calls started 
coming in. Write On! was off.

Classes continued on Tuesday nights through April 25 of that year. Six-
teen middle school and thirteen high school students attended, with an 
average nightly attendance of eleven. Students came from all over Dur-
ham County and from public, private, and home schools. By April 4 a 
core group of eleven students had been formed, and they remained in the 
program to publish in Write On!’s first publication, Unbreakable, and to 
perform their work at the first public reading in May. Five of these students 
remained with the program for the next three years: Dominique, Mal-
colm, Clarence, Aria, and Mahogany.

The First Publication

Unbreakable features poetry, prose, and artwork from the core group of 
eleven students who came together in Write On!’s first semester. Wilson, 
Moore, and Thompson designed the book and printed two hundred cop-
ies at UNC-CH. A potluck celebration and reading was held during the 
first week in May. The room that was so empty at the beginning of January 
was now packed with an appreciative audience, proud students, and tons 
of delicious food. Young authors shared their work with increasing confi-
dence. Several students bravely addressed personal trauma in their work, 
ranging from body image issues to the death of a parent. Others chose to 
take an uplifting tack on the theme, encouraging peers to “always stay true 
and faithful to yourself.”

The Gift in Me

When God put the dancer in me,
He knew what I was born to be
It expresses my joy, my pain,
And my determination to break free

When life seems to get me down,
My doubts, my tears, my weary mind
The dancer begins to rise,
Dries the tear drops from my eyes

I can see a brighter day,
I can hear my heart say,
Dance! Until your joy is back
Dance! Until your tears subside
Dance! For the world to see
The dancer . . . the gift in me

Aria Ross, in Unbreakable
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Unbreakable was distributed for free to the general public at all DCL 
branch libraries. The first print run was gone by the end of the summer. By 
then, it was time to start another wonderful semester of Write On!

Many lessons were learned as we produced Unbreakable. First and fore-
most was the level of staff involvement in the nuts and bolts of putting a 
publication together. Staff and coaches spent about twenty hours typing 
the work, formatting it for publication, and getting the copies made. Sec-
ond was the importance of the authors’ role in choosing a theme, aiding in 
the overall concept and layout of the document, and providing images and 
author briefs (at the closing of each issue). During the first semester, Wil-
son and Winters attempted to come up with a theme on their own, but that 
idea was quickly scrapped when teenagers got involved, thus validating the 
importance of writer ownership of the content and structure of the books.

Write On! Today: The Structure 
of the Program

Class meetings are held on Tuesday evenings at the downtown library facil-
ity, either in an auditorium that seats one hundred or a smaller conference 
room that holds twenty. The number of classes within the semester varies 
from as few as four to as many as thirteen.

The writing form is loosely broken down by semester. Spring semester 
classes focus on creative writing, fall semester on personal narratives, essay 
writing, and memoir. Of course, the individual student ultimately defines the 
form of writing. No one who wants to write poetry in the fall is discouraged.

A typical evening includes a warm-up game and an activity focused on 
a particular writing skill, writing time to allow teens to work on a topic sug-
gested by coaches, and a feedback session for teens to present their work to 
the group, sharing praise and constructive criticism. The workshop ends 
with a wrap-up. Coaches complete the writing exercise along with the 
students. Coaches often have a wealth of experience with writing in their 
own lives and also bring with them the knowledge and perspectives of 
the field in which they specialize. Former coaches have backgrounds in 
education, compositional literature, library and information science, and 
communication.

Before fall and spring each session, a meeting is held to discuss sched-
uling of lead coaches and goals for the workshop. Lead coaches (two per 
week) create a warm-up activity and a main writing activity for the class 
every week, and additional coaches (ranging from two to four total) act 
as support staff by greeting students and circulating during the free write. 
Often a coach is assigned the task of taking minutes as a record of the stu-
dents there, how participation went, success of writing exercises, and so 
forth as an aid to planning for the next week’s workshop.

Write On!’s Public Pedagogy Statement

To communicate the philosophy of Write On! to DCL’s board, potential 
participants and their parents, and the general public, we developed a 
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pedagogy statement, shown in figure 12.2. The statement contains three 
main principles: fund, freedom, and focus. This statement is available on 
the Write On! website, and parts of it are used in documentation given to 
new coaches.

Student Response to Write On!

To document the benefits of Write On! we asked students to complete 
self-assessments at the end of the spring 2006 semester. Each student 
who responded felt that his or her writing had improved: “I feel that my 
best writing has come out in Write On! I never knew I could write poetry 
before I started this program.” “I feel good about the writing I’ve done. I 
often needed help to express a certain feeling, but now I’m able to do that 
better.” One student especially appreciated the participation requirement: 
“Definitely continue to require a piece from everyone and for them to 
share their progress. This obviously increases participation, but my reason 
is because EVERYONE has something to say.”

In 2008, Write On! coach and UNC-CH School of Information and 
Library Science student Elizabeth Gregg completed her master’s paper on 
the topic of Write On! Gregg interviewed eight students, including three 
from the core group that began participating in 2005. The interviewee 
ages ranged from 15 to 18, with five males and three females. The over-
whelming majority of the students reported never having participated in 
library programming in the past, with only one reporting an experience 
with tutoring programs. All reported having been told about Write On! by 
a family member who had seen publicity about the program in local news-
papers. None had experience in writing programs outside of school.

Figure 12.2
Public pedagogy statement

Write On!
Fun: Too often, people think of writing as an ordeal, something they can’t do, boring. 
We view writing as exploration, trying out new forms, ideas, and words. While this 
exploration can be playful or serious, we keep in mind the enjoyable aspects of 
writing.

Freedom: Good writers make choices, such as what to write about, how to start, 
and what particular words to use. We encourage teens to make many choices 
themselves, allowing them time to decide when they are ready to write and what 
they want to say.

Focus: While some pieces of writing get balled up and thrown away, other pieces 
get rewritten, proofread, and printed. Our best written work needs readers. We 
teach teens to give each other feedback on their writing, revise, and share the work 
they’re proudest of.

The goal of Write On! is to encourage teens to explore their intellectual and 
creative abilities in the company of other teens and with the guidance of writing 
coaches. We offer writing support in a casual atmosphere where teens can explore 
ideas and make their own choices about writing.
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Gregg asked the students to explain what experience in Write On! most 
affected them. Responses (figure 12.3) ranged from working as a group to 
create a poem to learning from individual coaches.

Gregg also asked the students about the specific skills they had learned 
and the personal impact of the program. As figure 12.4 shows, though the 
benefits included academic improvements for the students, self-Â�expression, 
confidence, and a sense of community were also important.

Use of the library before participation in Write On! was reported to 
be minimal by those interviewed. After joining the program, their use 
increased. As one student pointed out, “Now I come [here] every Tuesday!” 
Another student expressed an increased awareness of library programs, and 
still others noted a better understanding of what serÂ�vices libraries actu-
ally provide. Another simply stated that the library was not what she had 
expected, that it had more resources of interest than she had realized. All 
of these examples show how programs like Write On! not only change stu-
dent attitudes about the library but also provide valuable information that 
can be used to guide decisions related to library serÂ�vices, programming, 
collection development, and marketing.

The Future of Write On! at DCL

In summer 2008, Julie Wilson and Kim Abels accepted positions out-
side UNC-CH. Kristal Moore was deeply involved in finishing her doc-
toral thesis as well as working with a Children’s Defense Fund Freedom 
School project. Three of the five core students who had been with the 
program for five semesters left to attend college. And several experienced 
coaches also accepted positions at distant schools. How could the pro-
gram continue?

No one involved with Write On! wanted to lose the momentum we had 
gained or disappoint the remaining students. How could we keep DCL’s 
most successful teen program afloat?

Fortunately, coach Liz Gregg, freshly armed with her M.L.S. from the 
UNC-CH School of Information and Library Science, agreed to host four 
workshops in October 2008, with a focus on persuasive writing and current 
events. Thankfully, the UNC-CH Writing Center kept the program in 

Figure 12.3
Write On! experiences that most affected students

1.	G roup work, like the “I am” poem
2.	Free-writing exercises and warm-up activities
3.	Performing written pieces
4.	Performance of self-expression that is common in other areas of life
5.	Becoming more confident in writing and voice
6.	Exposure to a new atmosphere/community
7.	M eeting other writers
8.	Learning from individual coaches
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mind. Full-time ESL specialist Nigel Caplan has Write On! serÂ�vice in his 
job description, and he began coaching in February 2009. Julia Osman 
joined Write On! as a coach in October 2008. Gregg, who drove 70 miles 
on Tuesday nights from her new job in Rocky Mount, North Carolina, to 
coach in October 2008, is now spreading the Write On! spirit to urban 
teens at her own library. Her dedication to the program is not unusual 
within the Write On! community and is testament to the value both 
coaches and writers place on participation.

Write On! at Your Library: 
What We Have Learned

Building teen literacy through writing is something you can and should 
pursue in your library. Libraries are one of the best places to teach teens 
that their writing matters. As noncurricular institutions of learning, librar-
ies allow teens to explore ideas they find interesting. And because teen 
librarians are not teachers, they are prepared to listen and connect with 
young people in a way that demonstrates that their lives, dreams, and 
hopes matter. Turning teens into published authors subverts the typical 
relationship among librarians, books, and kids. Instead of distributing the 
wisdom of the ages to the young, try revitalizing your serÂ�vices by sharing 
the insights of youth with the old.

Additionally, programs like Write On! promote an array of the devel-
opmental assets identified by the Search Institute that adolescents need 
to be successful, including developing healthy relationships with adults 
other than parents or teachers, a sense of empowerment and belief that the 
community values these writer-individuals, and positive identities through 
increased self-esteem.

Figure 12.4
Reported benefits of the program

Reported Skills Reported Impact

Self-expression
How to communicate with adults
How to interact socially with a variety of 

people
Better writing skills
More artistic
Increased understanding poetry/creative 

writing
Improved schoolwork

Articulation of feelings
Confidence
Sense of community
Journal keeping
“I write what I feel.”
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Partnership Is Powerful

Without the UNC-CH Writing Center, DCL would not have been able 
to host high-level writing classes consistently for as many as twenty-nine 
students a semester. Without the DCL, the UNC-CH Writing Center 
would not have been able to gather a diverse community of young people 
who truly needed their help. If you wish to hold teen writing workshops 
in your library, look for partners in local college and university education 
programs, English departments, and community outreach centers. They 
are the experts.

Build a Firm Financial Footing

Once your partnership is in place, be sure to support it financially. Look 
for funding to provide stipends or honorariums to volunteers. Work within 
your own library and within the partner orgaÂ�nization to find stable funding 
for the program. Apply for outside grants, but have a backup plan for when 
they inevitably run out.

DCL’s Write On! project runs on a tight budget. DCL provides free 
meeting space, pays about $200 a year for book production offsite, pur-
chases snacks for each meeting, and buys some food and supplies for 
the book party. The UNC-CH tutors work on a strictly voluntary basis. 
UNC-CH provides writing supplies including notebooks, pens, scissors, 
and glue. Members of the Write On! team have pursued various forms 
of outside funding. In fall 2006, for example, Winters was able to secure 
$3,300 in funding for two laptops for the program from an annual in-
house grant funded by the DCL Friends of the Library. In December 
2008, DCL used Behind Closed Doors, the most recent publication to 
result from the program, as a fundraising gift for donors who gave at least 
$50 to the library foundation. We distributed nearly 150 copies to our 
library family during the promotion, along with a letter highlighting the 
achievements of the program.

What’s in That Bag?

Off the wall a crazy thought
wondering what that lady bought
Driving in a purple Jag
still wondering why she hid the bag
It’s stuck on my brain . . . it won’t let me be
Wanna snatch the bag and say “LET ME SEE!!”
not knowing what she might have had
this mystery really makes me mad.
It could be bread, a ring, a case full of water
some candy, a bra, or a gift for her daughter.
Xbox, pound cake or PS3, money or
An iPod would be cool to see.
Maybe she’s crazy and loves some fun
Some liquor, high heels, or even a gun,
Maybe a . . . Ohhh!!! She dropped the bag
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So I ran and got the bag. So so hype
I dropped the bag. Picked it up and looked inside
My jaw dropped and my eyes got wide...................

Dominque Allen, in Behind Closed Doors

Be Consistent

Once you set a time and date for your program, stick with it. Students 
often refer to Write On! as “Tuesday night.” If you hope that oversched-
uled teens and busy parents continue in your program for years, make it 
easy for them to keep it on the calendar.

Market the Program

As noted earlier, the initial success of Write On! was entirely due to a front- 
page newspaper article in our local paper. A second article in the same 
paper in fall 2006 brought new students and volunteers, including Stan 
Chambers, the reporter who wrote the story.

DCL is fortunate to have a separate marketing department that pro-
duces a quarterly events calendar, press releases, and fliers. We use all of 
these tools to market Write On! For us, it has been most important to mar-
ket to the parents of potential Write On! participants rather than directly to 
teens. Parents are more likely to see the value of a writing workshop and to 
make the necessary scheduling and transportation arrangements. Winters 
is careful to stay in touch with potential attendees and their parents. After 
the second newspaper article appeared, for example, she received calls 
from parents for months afterward. Some families heard of the program 
too late to join in fall 2006, but Winters was sure to contact them person-
ally once dates were set for the spring 2007 session. She also keeps an 
updated phone list with each potential attendee’s name, parent or guard-
ian’s contact information, age, school, grade, and e-mail address.

Additionally, we use the Internet to promote the program. In the early 
days, DCL did not do much program promotion on our website, but as 
times have changed so have we. Photos from the 2008 book party were 
featured on our teen MySpace page (www.myspace.com/durhamcounty 
library). Tutor Liz Gregg formed a Facebook group in order to connect 
tutors and students, even those who have aged out of the program (www 
.facebook.com/group.php?gid=12496941052).

Advice for Creating Your 
Own Literary Magazine
Allow Students to Determine 
the Theme and Title

Write On! students have the freedom to determine the theme and title of 
their publication. Occasionally this has led to a spirited discussion of the 
merits of an avant-garde title like “Deez Chips are Uncensored (to my 
Pencil).” The process of coming up with a title and theme creates a sense 
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of ownership within the group along with emphasizing problem-solving 
skills, communication, and overall group cohesiveness.

Make the Work Available 
in Multiple Formats

Write On! work is presented and preserved in several different formats: 
as the hard-copy literary magazine, on a website hosted by the UNC-CH 
Writing Center, and as a live performance piece. Kristal Moore was even 
able to get the Behind Closed Doors group into the recording studio to 
make a spoken word CD, through a partnership with the North Carolina 
Central University Hip-Hop Initiative. Although initially students were shy 
about hearing their voices out loud, they were also proud to hand a CD 
to a friend, relative, or parent. Using multiple formats keeps the students 
interested and invested in the process by demonstrating that words have 
life on and off the printed page.

Keep It Simple

The Write On! books are laid out simply. We used the UNC in-house copy 
shop for the first book but switched to a chain copy shop for the next two. 
The folks at the copy shop were glad to give us a good deal on a bulk order 
for an established account, especially once they saw that we were doing it 
to benefit kids. We have managed to keep the cost of printing to one dollar 
a copy, even though the books have ranged from thirty-seven to fifty pages 
in length.

Our first two covers were designed by coaches in the year-end layout 
process, but our latest and best cover comes from a collaboration between 
a student and a coach. In the spring 2006 session the writers came up 
with the title for the book: Word. Word is the resulting collaboration, and 
the front cover image was drawn by one of our seniors, Dominique (see 
figure 12.5).

Make It Personal

Photos and a personal statement from each author are included in the 
back of each book. This yearbook-style feature celebrates the identity of 
the group and the individuals who form it. Kids and parents who pick up 
a copy of the book at their local library can easily recognize authors they 
know. And students feel like stars when they pose for their portraits. The 
personal statements are as wide ranging as any yearbook quote. Sometimes 
they are short and to the point, like Chelsea McQueen’s “I’m currently in 
the process of finding out about myself, so when I figure everything out, 
I’ll let you know.”

Sometimes students use the personal statement as the opportunity for 
another poem, as in this entry from Clarence (CJ) Hargett from 2008:

Look at me,
What do you see?
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I see C,
But you look right through me.
People say all he is good for is sports,
Not thinking.
But I am getting an education and playing sports.
While you blinking
I rising to the top
Kid—you still sinking.
Yeah, I cross you up
But I am going for the number one goal.
No more sitting back on Sunday
Looking at the Super Bowl
But studying and dribbling at the same time.

Students often choose to make a comprehensive public list of things 
that are important to them, like Brittany Coleman in 2007:

Age: 12
Favorite foods: Pepperoni pizza
Favorite books: Twilight, New Moon
My inspiration: My mom

Figure 12.5
Front cover art from Word, Spring 2007

Art by Dominique Allen
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My hopes, goals, dreams: I want to get a good education to get a job 
as a vet or a chef.

Favorite subject: Math
What I play: Alto saxophone
What grade I’m in: 7th
Phrases/words that describe me: Funny, silly, quiet, always there to 

lend a helping hand.
Favorite drinks: Dr. Pepper, Orange Soda, Pepsi
Favorite music: Rap, R&B

No matter how the students choose to express their identities, this ele-
ment of the publication allows them to develop self-esteem, to express a 
positive view of their personal future, and to exercise building a positive 
identity as defined within the Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets.

Get It on the Shelf

Our cataloger, Jean Amelang, created original cataloging for each Write 
On! publication. We hold copies of each book and the spoken word CD 
in our local history archive. The students were quite proud (and somewhat 
dumbfounded) to see their names in WorldCat. Cataloging the work lends 
legitimacy to the whole affair and offers something beyond the typical 
high school literary magazine experience.

Hold a Celebration

The book party was an essential element in our spring writing sessions. 
Writers would spend the last few meetings making last-minute revisions 
and practicing their pieces aloud. Many were shy about reading their work, 
but when book party day came they raised their voices with pride. As one 
coach noted, “Poetry should be spoken!” This also reinforced the empha-
sis Write On! gave to the participants’ ideas and opinions, giving them 
relevance when often teens’ opinions are overlooked. Having the opportu-
nity to do this no doubt contributed greatly to their confidence along with 
giving them an opportunity to speak aloud in front of a room full of adults, 
family, peers, and coaches. From the electricity in the air on the first day of 
the workshop, to the candid discussions and feedback sessions, to the pride 
in holding a published copy their work, Write On! gives teens a stronger 
sense of themselves and their communities.

Note
1. �Our review of the development of Write On! was aided by interviews 

with Kim Abels and Julie Wilson, from which we quote.
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Chapter 13
Following and Leading 
Teens Online
Using Digital Library Services to Reach 
Urban Teens
Kara Reuter, Sarah Cofer, Ann Pechacek, and Mandy R. Simon

In this chapter, we offer a few principles of effective digital serÂ�vice 
to teens for those who may be just beginning to bring their library into the 
digital realm. For those who may be expanding their existing digital serÂ�
vices, we offer some best practices tailored to a variety of serÂ�vices, includ-
ing ideas for reaching teens through your library’s website, blogs, social 
networking sites, social media sites, and podcasts; we also identify some 
potential pitfalls to watch out for. Finally, we explore what may be next in 
digital library serÂ�vice for teens.

Why Offer Digital Services 
at Your Library?

Young people’s predilection for technology, and especially for online social 
media, is by now legendary and well documented. Countless articles, stud-
ies, and reports have explored the behaviors and habits of today’s teens, some-
times dubbed the “net gen,” “digital natives,” or “screenagers.” Since 2000, 
reports from the Pew Internet and American Life Project have tracked young 
people’s technology and media use. A recent report focusing on teens finds 
that virtually all of those ages 12–17 use the Internet, and that more than half 
use social networking sites such as MySpace or Facebook and social media 
sites such as YouTube (Lenhart et al. 2007). Over the years, the Pew studies 
have found that teens are among the most avid users of digital serÂ�vices such 
as online gaming, video sharing, photo sharing, blogging, text messaging, 
instant messaging, social networking, and podcasts—and their use of all of 
these technologies and media has risen steadily.

Although such results would seem to indicate that technology pervades 
all aspects of teen life, many have expressed concerns that some teens 
are being left out or left behind because of lack of access to computers 
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and the Internet or inadequate technological skills and abilities. Many 
teens from low-income families have reported substantially lower levels of 
Internet use and instant messaging and text messaging activity than teens 
from families with higher incomes (Lenhart et al. 2005). One study found 
that teens lacked the patience, reading skills, and research strategies nec-
essary to complete a variety of online tasks at a level comparable to adults 
(Nielsen Norman Group 2005). However, a new study suggests that the 
situation may be improving on both fronts (Greenhow and Robelia 2009). 
Teens from low-income families are increasingly finding ways to be con-
nected technologically. Moreover, this study finds that online social net-
working activities offer teens valuable educational benefits, including not 
just technological skills but also opportunities to practice their communi-
cation skills, express themselves creatively, and network with their larger 
communities.

Where do libraries fit into this picture? Studies have shown that pub-
lic library use is highest among the youngest generation (Estabrook et al. 
2007) and that young people are more likely to be library card holders 
than those older than 25 (OCLC 2005). Still, library usage lags far behind 
use of technology. Only 21 percent of young people say they seek infor-
mation from the public library compared with 76 percent who turn to the 
Internet as a source of information (Estabrook et al. 2007).

An international survey of people of all ages conducted by OCLC had 
similar results (OCLC 2007). More than 80 percent of respondents used 
a search engine in the previous year compared with fewer than 20 percent 
who searched a library website. When compared with results from an ear-
lier OCLC survey, the use of digital serÂ�vices such as e-mail, search engines, 
blogs, and online bookstores increased sharply in eighteen months, while 
use of library websites declined. Given these trends, it comes as no sur-
prise that teens who do use the library report the highest rates of computer 
and Internet use at the library of any age group (OCLC 2005). At the same 
time, teens also lead the way in using the library to socialize with friends 
and even in borrowing print books and researching with reference books 
(OCLC 2005). Though teens may be turning increasingly to technology, 
the library is still important in their lives, especially when it comes to read-
ing, research, and leisure.

Against this backdrop, digital serÂ�vices offer an opportunity to expand the 
reach of your library and to extend your library’s resources and social expe-
rience to the interactive, online environment many teens today take for 
granted. At the same time, digital library serÂ�vices can offer teens, especially 
those in urban areas or from low-income families, exposure to and experi-
ence with the online environment so that they can develop the skills and 
abilities they need for school, work, and their personal lives. Finally, digital 
serÂ�vices can revitalize the library for a new generation, offering new oppor-
tunities to provide and promote access to library resources and serÂ�vices.

Worthington Libraries

At Worthington Libraries, we are embracing new technologies to serve the 
current and future needs of the young people in our community, but we 



Following and Leading Teens Onlineâ•… 171

are also rooted strongly to our past. When it was founded in 1803 by the 
original settlers who came from New England to the central Ohio region, 
our library was the first in the county and only the third in the state. More 
than two centuries later, Library Journal named Worthington Libraries the 
2007 national Library of the Year and rated us as a 5-Star Library for 2009.

Located in a first-ring suburb north of Columbus and serving a commu-
nity of approximately 60,000, Worthington Libraries is one of the busiest 
library systems in Ohio, ranked only behind the state’s eight metropoli-
tan libraries in terms of use, with circulation of over 3.2 million in 2008. 
Historically an affluent, upper-middle-class community, Worthington has 
seen distinct changes in its population in the past decade. Since 2000, data 
from the state indicate steady growth in the number of students eligible 
for free or reduced meals as well as increases in ethnic diversity among 
students in Worthington’s schools (Ohio Department of Education 2003, 
2008a, 2008b); our local schools estimate that thirty different native lan-
guages are spoken by students (Worthington City Schools 2009).

In our increasingly diverse community, each of our three locations 
caters to different segments of our population. Our main location, Old 
Worthington Library, sits just off the Village Green, the historical center of 
Worthington, reminiscent of the town’s New England heritage. Old Wor-
thington serves a large population of affluent empty nesters but also sees 
high traffic from teens due to its location adjacent to a middle school and 
within walking distance of a high school. Our second location, Northwest 
Library, was opened in 1996 as a joint operation with the Columbus Met-
ropolitan Library and serves younger, upwardly mobile families, including 
a sizable immigrant population. More recently, in 2008 we opened Wor-
thington Park Library. Situated in a storefront, Worthington Park serves 
the most densely populated portion of our district, consisting of a large 
proportion of young families living in rental housing.

Each of our three library locations houses a teen librarian who oversees 
a dedicated collection and space for teens. We offer several serÂ�vices espe-
cially for teens, including the Homework Help Center and a wide vari-
ety of events such as crafts, gaming, and movies. Our teen librarians and 
technology staff also work together to offer the teens in our community 
a variety of digital serÂ�vices, many of which are among the most popular 
and heavily trafficked of all our online serÂ�vices. Among our digital offer-
ings, we provide a blog for teens authored by our teen librarians, pod-
casts recorded by librarians and by teens, videos released on YouTube, 
photos posted on Flickr, and social networking profiles at MySpace and 
Facebook. Our library’s website (www.worthingtonlibraries.org) acts as the 
clearinghouse for all our online efforts.

Principles of Effective 
Digital Service to Teens
Meet Teens Where They Are . . .

Given reports like those cited above, many librarians worry that libraries 
are no longer relevant in the digital age, especially to teens. In an effort 
to increase library relevance, commentators have advocated a new model 
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of library serÂ�vice called Library 2.0, with principles such as “the library 
is everywhere” and “the library has no barriers” (Stephens 2005). The 
first principle of digital serÂ�vice has been popularly conceived of as “meet 
people where they are.” Considering the vast numbers of teens who are 
online today, this can mean maintaining a library blog, creating profiles 
for your library at social networking sites, sharing library photos on Flickr 
and library videos on YouTube, or maybe all of the above. If teens are visit-
ing MySpace on a daily basis, this principle says you should find a way to 
get the library there, too.

. . . Show Teens Where They Can Go
But we cannot reach teens effectively just by following them to their online 
hangouts. We should also strive to use our expertise as librarians to lead 
teens to useful technologies and resources they might not know about or 
show them how to use technologies and resources they may not be adept 
at using. If teens are turning to libraries to borrow books and use reference 
materials, we can introduce them to resources such as our e-book collec-
tions and our online databases. If teens are coming to the library to social-
ize with friends, we can offer online spaces for them to interact with one 
another. Although we may start the process of reaching teens with digi-
tal serÂ�vices by following them online to gain insight into their habits and 
needs, the ultimate goal should be to show teens where else they might go 
to meet their information and entertainment needs.

Know Your Audience . . .

If we aim to meet teens where they are, we must know where to find them 
first. Are the teens in your community on MySpace or Facebook? What 
about Xanga, Bebo, Ning, or some other emerging social networking site? 
Next, we should find out how teens access their online hangouts, an espe-
cially important issue in the urban environment. Do they have adequate 
access to computers and the Internet at home or at school or do they rely 
on your library to stay connected? Finally, once you know where the teens 
are and how they get there, we must find out what they are doing. Are 
they using chat or instant messaging? Do they subscribe to RSS feeds? 
Do they browse others’ blogs, photos, and videos? Are they blogging or 
sharing their own photos and videos? The answers to these kinds of ques-
tions should guide your efforts to reach teens online—and you cannot 
know the answers until you ask. As part of a major redesign of our library’s 
website and online presence through 2007 and 2008, we conducted focus 
groups, card sorts, usability testing, and an online survey. We included 
teens in each part of the process. As in the other studies cited above, the 
12- to 17-year-olds who took our survey reported some of the highest levels 
of a variety of online activities of any age group, including use of search 
engines, blogs, online question serÂ�vices, instant messaging, online gam-
ing, social networking, and video sharing.

Although teens in our community were among the most avid users 
of digital serÂ�vices, we learned that the 18- to 24-year-olds almost always 
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exceeded their use. Middle-school- and high-school-age teens may not 
have as much access to the Internet as their older counterparts, perhaps 
because their use is mediated through home and school. In fact, in our 
survey teens reported the least amount of time using technology com-
pared with other age groups. Two out of three 12- to 17-year-olds reported 
that they use computers and the Internet for fewer than ten hours per 
week.

The one area in which the teens exceed the young adults is use of the 
library online. Although use of the library website lags behind other online 
serÂ�vices, the teens in our community reported higher levels than other age 
groups when it comes to using the library website to look up information, 
seek book recommendations, and find out about library programs. In con-
trast, the 18- to 24-year-olds reported the lowest levels. This young adult 
age group includes many college students, who have likely turned to their 
academic libraries. In contrast, the teens in our community still appear 
to rely on the public library to meet their information and entertainment 
needs, and teens may represent the first wave of library patrons for your 
digital serÂ�vices.

. . . Be Proactive, Not Just Reactive
As you get to know your audience, it is relatively easy to find out what they 
are doing online and what they say they want, but do not forget to assess 
what they might be missing and what they need. Though more than 80 
percent of teens who took our survey reported browsing videos online at 
sites such as YouTube, fewer than 20 percent have created their own vid-
eos to post online. When it comes to the library, three out of every four 
teens reported using our library’s website in the past year, but only about 
one in four reported using our subscription research databases. Reading 
between the lines can help you identify gaps in teens’ online activities 
and experiences and lead you to opportunities to introduce teens to new 
technologies and resources, such as library research databases, and to help 
them acquire new skills and abilities, such as video creation.

Know Your Technology . . .

Different technologies offer different affordances, and different online 
communities have different rules. Podcasts might be a great way for librar-
ians to deliver engaging book talks, but they do not offer any way for teens 
to talk back to you. YouTube offers many ways for teens to interact with 
you—through ratings, comments, and even video responses—but the 
community is not well moderated and the atmosphere is often uncivilized. 
Before offering a new digital serÂ�vice through your library, it is crucial that 
you sign up for your own personal account and spend some time figuring 
out what the serÂ�vice might offer teens and getting a sense of the “vibe” of 
the community. Find other libraries and monitor their activities for inspi-
ration. (Be sure to look out for ways you might improve on what they are 
doing.) Better yet, try to find teens from your community to see what they 
are up to and how you might join them online.
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. . . Find Out What Your Audience 
Values about the Technology

Keep in mind, however, that teens may not want to find the library in 
their online spaces. Teens have dozens of options for online activities that 
your digital serÂ�vices will be vying with. To reach teens effectively, your 
digital serÂ�vices must be targeted to your audience as well as the envi-
ronment. For instance, dozens of academic libraries and a few public 
libraries have developed widget-style applications for Facebook that allow 
people to search their library’s catalog directly from the social network-
ing site. When we asked some of the teens in our community what they 
thought of this idea, they said they used Facebook as a way to keep in 
touch with friends and have fun and would not think to look there for 
the library catalog to do research. OCLC’s international survey (2007) 
backs this up. The vast majority of teens (80 percent) use social network-
ing sites because their friends do, half of teens (49 percent) because social 
networking is fun, only 26 percent because they are useful. Given these 
results, a more effective use of Facebook—and other social networking 
sites—could be to promote fun library events and to create a gathering 
place for library teens.

Use Your Personality . . .

Teens are accustomed to putting themselves “out there” through social 
media and generally do not share our adult concerns about privacy. 
OCLC’s international survey (2007) found that teens are less likely than 
other age groups to feel that online activities are private and are more com-
fortable sharing their “true personalities” online than other age groups. As 
a result, personality is powerful in reaching teens online. Following our 
own second principle (Know your technology), we initially signed up for 
Facebook accounts to try out the social networking site. Our teen librar-
ians did not solicit any teens in our community to connect, but within a 
matter of a few months the teens found them. In fact, more teens have 
friended our librarians through their personal Facebook profiles than have 
become fans of the library itself on our official Facebook page. Those who 
have become fans have often found the library page through our librar-
ians. Using your profile to post cute photos of your dog or a review of the 
latest movie you have seen does not reveal too much about your personal 
life, but it gives a glimpse into who you are, which, in turn, invites teens 
to connect with you. By using your personality on social networking sites, 
you can play the role of library ambassador.

. . . Don’t Try Too Hard
Though you should be yourself and share your hobbies, do not try to adopt 
teen lingo or embrace teen trends. It is helpful to be aware of some slang 
terms so you can understand teens, but trying to speak their language only 
makes you sound desperate. Chances are, if you are aware of the slang or 
the trend, it probably ceased to be cool to teens months (or even years) 
ago, and your results will be the opposite of those you intended. Although 
we work hard to be friendly with teens, we know we are not their friends. 
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We believe that using natural, adult language will give you more credibil-
ity with teens in the long run.

Play to Your Strengths . . .

Are you always snapping photos on vacation or at special events? Have you 
kept a journal for years and years? Posting photos from your library in a 
Flickr account or starting a library blog may be a natural fit for you. But if 
you have no specialized skills to translate to the digital realm, don’t force 
it. Instead, take advantage of the inherently social nature of digital serÂ�vices 
today. Think about where you might find hidden talent elsewhere on your 
library’s staff. Maybe someone has experience recording audio or shooting 
video (from former days in a band or as an amateur wedding videographer) 
and can work with you to get a podcasting or video-logging serÂ�vice off the 
ground. Better yet, why not recruit teens themselves? For your next library 
program, invite one or two teens to “cover” the event by blogging the event 
or taking photos to post online.

. . . Learn as You Go
When it comes to learning how to use these new technologies, take a les-
son from the teens. They were not born knowing how to blog, but teens 
don’t hesitate to jump in and try new things. The array of tools currently 
available to the everyday person is astonishing. Nowadays your cell phone 
may have a camera, and most digital cameras shoot decent video. Power-
ful software is available for free that you can use to edit photos and video. 
Though you might start out by playing to your strengths, spend some time 
experimenting with all the new tools and resources you probably already 
have available to you, and you just might acquire new strengths.

Act as a Gateway to Other 
Library Services . . .

Digital serÂ�vices are fun and cool and offer many benefits to teens in and of 
themselves, but don’t lose sight of promoting the library and its resources. 
Talking about a great movie or a cool new band on MySpace? Link to a 
DVD or CD in your library’s catalog. Itching to blog about a hot topic in 
the news? Weave in a reference to one of your library’s research databases 
as a resource to learn more. Is it a hot new teen title available as an e-book? 
Post an announcement on your blog or Facebook page. Have a big teen 
program coming up? Create a video teaser to generate buzz. Although 
teens may be using your library website, they may not be aware of the 
range of resources your library has to offer.

. . . Remember the Gateway Goes Both Ways
In-person library serÂ�vices and programs can also drum up traffic to your dig-
ital serÂ�vices. One way we raise awareness of our digital serÂ�vices is by hand-
ing out “calling cards” for our podcasting site to attendees of our library 
programs. We have also found that teens in our community routinely post 
comments to our blog before and after library programs. Dozens of teens 
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participated in our most recent Read-a-Thon. In the days following, a few 
teens checked in on the blog to say how much they enjoyed themselves, 
and others expressed disappointment that they could not attend. For the 
teens in our community, digital serÂ�vices appear to be a natural extension of 
our in-person library programs and serÂ�vices, continuing the library experi-
ence outside the walls of the library.

Don’t Be Afraid to Fail . . .

For many public libraries, the social Web is uncharted territory. Nearly 
anything you decide to try is going to be new—for your library, your staff, 
and your patrons—and not everything you do is going to work. Although 
we have had many successes with our digital serÂ�vices, we have had our fair 
share of missteps, too. But we never let our mistakes keep us from trying 
new things. We simply use what we learn to refine our efforts in another 
venue or for another time. Fear of failure is not an excuse not to try.

. . . Give Yourself a Chance to Succeed
At the same time, don’t be afraid to succeed. You may have the instinct 
to underplay your efforts, quietly introducing a new serÂ�vice and waiting to 
see what happens. We know, however, that many people, including teens, 
have outdated ideas about libraries and library serÂ�vices. As a result, teens 
may not expect to find the library on MySpace or YouTube, so you have to 
get the word out. If you are going to take the time to develop new digital 
serÂ�vices, you must promote them.

Best Practices in Digital 
Service to Teens

In this section we share some best practices for a variety of digital serÂ�vices. 
We offer serÂ�vice ideas we have tried and some ideas from other libraries. 
We also share some possible pitfalls of each digital serÂ�vice, including barri-
ers and issues we have faced that you may want to be prepared for.

Internet Access

Perhaps the number-one digital serÂ�vice your library can provide for teens—
particularly in the urban setting—is Internet access. Without a means to 
go online, how can teens access your digital serÂ�vices? As we found in our 
survey, the teens in our community have limited access to computers, 
spending the least amount of time online compared to other age groups. 
Teens without computers at home likely rely on the library for their access 
to the Internet. Latchkey teens, who spend their afterschool hours in the 
library, also turn to library computers to pass the time, complete home-
work, or socialize. With this in mind, when we undertook renovation 
of the teen areas at each of our locations, we increased the number of 
computers available. In each of our libraries, teens now have access to a 
“computer bar” with multiple stools at each station so that they can gather 
around together to use library resources, post comments on our teen blog, 
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watch library videos, listen to library podcasts, and use all our other digital 
serÂ�vices (Voice of Youth Advocates 2009).

Websites

Although library websites are de rigueur today, just ten years ago they were 
the cutting-edge digital serÂ�vice. We launched our library website in 1998, 
offering little more than our address, phone numbers, and hours. In the 
decade since then, our website has been through several incarnations in 
terms of visual design and content offerings. Most recently, we undertook 
a major redesign using Drupal, an open-source content management sys-
tem that helps us offer our patrons more interactive features.

Service Ideas
Digital clearinghouse. Our redesigned library website acts as a clearing-

house for all our online serÂ�vices, with a dedicated section linking to the 
library’s Facebook page, MySpace profile, YouTube channel, Flickr site, 
and other interactive content. We also offer a dedicated section on our site 
just for teens that highlights our digital serÂ�vices. Since we introduced these 
high-profile links to our social media efforts on our website, we have added 
an average of one fan each day at Facebook. Your library’s website can help 
attract teens to all your online efforts.

Teen section. At the same time we were redesigning our website, we 
were also renovating our library locations. The renovations made it pos-
sible to create dedicated teen areas in each of our locations with bright 
colors, funky furniture, and modern, industrial touches. One of the goals 
of our website redesign was to connect our online presence to our physical 
spaces, so for the teen section (www.worthingtonlibraries.org/teens/) we 
picked up the color schemes and patterns from the teen areas in our build-
ings to create a teen-friendly space on the Web.

Teen events calendar. Since teens continue to value libraries as places 
to socialize with their friends, in-library events are important. The teens 
who took our technology survey reported the highest levels of use of our 
library website to find library programs and events: about one in three 
teens. Library calendars are often so jam-packed with storytimes and other 
children’s programs that it may be difficult for teens to spot the programs 
and events meant for them. If your library website includes a calendar of 
library programs, find a way to isolate the events meant for teens or to high-
light popular game or movie nights aimed at teens.

Homework help. Does your library subscribe to research databases tar-
geted at middle or high school students? Does your library offer after-
school tutoring serÂ�vices? Does your library offer telephone, e-mail, or even 
chat reference serÂ�vices? Create a “homework help” section on your library 
website to pull together all of your resources targeted at students in one 
easy-to-access place.

Possible Pitfalls
Teens vs. kids. Whatever else you do on your library website, do not lump 

teens in with “kids.” According to the Nielsen Norman Group (2005), the 
word kid is “teen repellant” and teens dislike anything they perceive as 
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childish. If you create a separate section on your website for teens, aim for 
a distinctly more mature mood than in the children’s section.

Off the beaten path. Compared with other digital media, websites are 
static and out of the way. Teens (and other visitors) have to make a special 
trip to visit your website. Sure, they can bookmark it or even set it as their 
homepage, but they have to make a point of checking it to see what’s new. 
One way to get your content “out there” is with RSS feeds.1 You can set up 
your RSS feeds so that teens (and other visitors) can subscribe to receive 
updates whenever a new post appears on your blog, a new event is added 
to the calendar, or any content is updated on your website. Even better, 
you can also use RSS feeds to post your content automatically on social 
networking sites.

Although requiring more advanced technical skills, widgets are another 
way to push library content beyond your library website.2 The New York 
Public Library has a widget you can add to your iGoogle page to keep up 
to date with upcoming library programs. The Waikato University Library 
in New Zealand has a widget for iGoogle that allows you to browse items 
recently added to their collection. Dozens of libraries have created wid-
gets that allow you to embed a search of their library catalog in iGoogle, 
My Yahoo! and Facebook. These techniques offer ways to put your online 
content and serÂ�vices in the path of teens where they may be more likely 
to encounter it.

Blogs

Blogs—a contraction of “web logs”—are a kind of online diary and have 
been around in some fashion since the Web emerged. The term blog was 
coined in 1999 and popularized through the use of the free online blog-
ging software Blogger. The use of blogs by teens has increased steadily in 
recent years. In 2004, 19 percent had created their own blogs; in 2007 the 
number rose to 28 percent (Lenhart et al. 2007). Teens in our community 
reported slightly higher rates of blogging in our survey: approximately one 
in three reported that they created their own blogs. In the midst of this 
growth, we launched our teen library blog—called Worthingteens (www2 
.worthingtonlibraries.org/teen/blog/)—in summer 2006.

Service Ideas
Summer reading integration. As noted above, our 2008 summer read-

ing program rewarded teens not just for reading books but also for posting 
comments on our teen blog. Throughout the summer months, our blog 
posts routinely received dozens of comments from teens eager to earn their 
prizes. Teens could also get points for accessing research databases and 
e-mailing librarians to ask for book recommendations, which they did in 
much higher numbers than usual.

Book discussions. Hoping to extend the success of our summer read-
ing program integration, in fall 2008 our teen librarians introduced “Book 
Chat,” a monthly online book discussion on the blog. We announced 
three titles in advance—placing books on hold at our libraries for teens 
to pick up—and posted questions on the blog to foster a “conversation” in 
the comments.
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Stunts. When we initially launched our teen blog in summer 2006, one 
of our teen librarians challenged her local teens to enroll in the summer 
reading program. She vowed that, if more than 220 teens enrolled and 
completed the program, she would dye her hair and they could vote on 
the color. The teens responded, and at the end of the summer reading pro-
gram we had a purple-haired teen librarian. Of course we documented the 
stunt on the teen blog with photographic evidence. More than two years 
later, teens continue to ask our librarian to dye her hair again.

Possible Pitfalls
Lack of participation. Although teens often report high levels of use of 

social media, the extent of their participation in social environments can 
be quite low. For instance, when it comes to the use of blogs by teens in 
our community, we found that about 40 percent of them reported reading 
blogs, but only about 25 percent reported commenting on blogs and about 
20 percent reported posting content to their own blogs in the past year. 
We experienced the consequences of this phenomenon firsthand with our 
Book Chat serÂ�vice, outlined above. Although a few teens commented on 
the first title in the first month, we received no comments from teens on 
the following two titles. Although we knew that it was a struggle to get 
teens to participate, we were hopeful after the success of our summer read-
ing program integration. So what happened? The teens’ participation dur-
ing the summer was driven by a specific incentive, namely, points toward 
the summer reading program prize. And though teens can be a captive 
audience in the summer months, in the fall when they are back to school, 
they have many more demands on their attention. With this knowledge, 
we plan to introduce book discussions again during our next summer read-
ing program.

Keeping it up to date. If you want teens to visit your blog regularly (let 
alone participate), they have to see that you update it regularly. Before 
committing to a blog, you must be prepared to devote significant time to 
preparing posts and facilitating feedback. Our teen librarians sometimes 
struggle to find time in their busy schedules to write blog entries. One way 
they found to cope with the pressure of regular blog posting is to write 
several entries in one sitting, scheduling them to be published on a spe-
cific date in the future. Collaboration among our three teen librarians also 
helps spread the responsibility.

Keeping it fresh. Pressure can also mount to keep your blog posts fresh 
and interesting to teens. Collaboration can help in this respect as well, by 
introducing different voices and perspectives. Over time, our teen librar-
ians have developed their own styles, favorite topics, and unique voices, 
which brings variety to the blog. Keeping up with the news—especially 
local news from the schools in your community, like the upcoming school 
play or basketball game—and writing related blog entries also help ensure 
timely, relevant content.

Moderation. Sometimes success can create problems. The flip side to 
the increased traffic to our blog during our summer reading program is 
that we had some bad behavior from teens commenting on the blog. Early 
in the summer, a few insulting and borderline abusive comments appeared 
on our teen blog. Because our teen librarians and technology staff—five 
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individuals in all—receive e-mail notification each time a comment is 
posted to the blog, we were able to moderate the inappropriate comments 
quickly. Be prepared to monitor the blog—including evenings, weekends, 
and holidays—so that you can expunge inappropriate comments as soon 
as possible. Consider drafting a policy of mutual respect—ours is an exten-
sion of our library’s board-approved Acceptable Use of the Internet Policy 
we call the “Rules o’ the Blog”—and linking to it prominently on the blog. 
Such a policy helps teens understand the ground rules from the start, but 
should inappropriate behavior arise it also can guide you in taking appro-
priate action.

Acceptable use violations. So, aside from deleting inappropriate com-
ments, what do you do when someone violates the rules? In the case of 
inappropriate comments posted on our blog during the summer reading 
program, we had the opportunity to find out. Because the e-mail notifi-
cations that our teen librarians and technology staff receive whenever a 
comment is posted to the blog include the IP addresses where the com-
ments originate, we were able to determine that the inappropriate com-
ments were coming from inside the library. Our technology staff was able 
to identify the particular computers involved, and the teen librarian in that 
library was able to confirm that the comments were coming from teen vol-
unteers who were helping with summer reading program registration.

Together, our teen librarians and technology staff decided that the inap-
propriate comments were a violation of our Acceptable Use of the Inter-
net Policy as well as our volunteer agreement. The teen librarian on site 
approached the teen volunteers and alerted them that we were aware of 
their activities. She spoke to them in private and helped them understand 
that their comments were hurtful and abusive to the other teens comment-
ing on the blog and were, in fact, in violation of library policies. Upset and 
remorseful, one of the teens posted an apology on the teen blog for the 
undesirable behavior, which immediately ceased. After the dust settled, 
we also posted a message on the blog restating the “Rules o’ the Blog” and 
received dozens of comments from teens in support of the rules as a way 
to maintain order. Although it was a difficult experience for all of us, we 
believe the teens—both the perpetrators and the targets—learned a valu-
able lesson about online etiquette.

Social Networking Sites

According to a definition from OCLC (2007), social networking sites are 
websites “primarily designed to facilitate interaction between users who 
share interests, attitudes, and activities.” For teens, social networking sites 
like MySpace and Facebook function as online hangouts where they can 
create their own profiles and view the profiles of their friends. According 
to Pew, in 2006 about half of teens (55 percent) had a profile on a social 
networking site. Among the teens in our community, social networking 
use is substantially higher; three out of four of the teens who responded 
to our survey reported using social networking sites. We created our Wor-
thingteens MySpace profile (www.myspace.com/worthingteens) in spring 
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2007. We created our Worthingteens Facebook page (www.facebook.com/
pages/Worthingteens/6493617723) in fall 2007, shortly after Facebook 
allowed groups and orgaÂ�nizations to create pages.

Service Ideas
Connecting friends and family. Social networking sites exist to connect 

people to one another. We learned that one of our teen patrons found 
herself in our district after she and her brothers and sisters were placed in 
foster homes across the state and the country. Staying in touch via tele-
phone was impractical—not to mention expensive—so we helped her set 
up a MySpace profile to communicate online with her fractured family. 
For teens in immigrant or transient families, social networking sites can 
provide an inexpensive way to remain connected to family members and 
friends left behind.

Hands-on training. As a way to offer technology training to teens who 
may not have ready access to computers and the Internet or who may not 
be as technologically savvy as some of their peers, we offer regular “Teen 
Tech Fun Nights” as a drop-in program. Teens can stop by for basic instruc-
tion on various topics such as starting a blog, editing MySpace pages using 
HTML, or editing digital photos with free web-based software. If teens do 
not have time to try out the software at the library, we also offer instruc-
tional pamphlets they can take away with them to try out the programs at 
home.

Online clubs. Does your library have a teen volunteer program or advi-
sory board? Consider using Facebook to set up a group space for you to 
communicate with teens and for teens to communicate with each other. 
Since teens today are moving away from e-mail as a form of communica-
tion (Lenhart et al. 2007), you may be able to reach your volunteers or 
advisory board more effectively on Facebook. Since teens focus on the 
social aspects of sites such as Facebook, other teen clubs in place at your 
library might also translate to a Facebook group.

RSS feeds. If teens are not coming to the library website, make your 
Facebook page or MySpace profile your digital clearinghouse. With RSS 
feeds, social networking sites can be automatically updated when you 
update your blog or website. By cross-linking all of your online efforts, you 
create a more vital web of online content and experience.

Social networking. Although it may seem obvious, do not forget to use 
social networking sites to create a social network for teens. On MySpace, 
we are very choosy about who we friend. We connect exclusively with 
teens in our community and teen-oriented individuals and groups, such as 
authors (like John Green and Laurie Halse Anderson), publications (like 
Teen Ink Magazine and HarperTeen), other libraries, and bands, especially 
those with literary appeal (like Harry and the Potters and The Remus 
Lupins). This way our friend list functions as “recommended reading” for 
the teens of our community, helping them discover, connect, and network 
with individuals and groups they might be interested in. In this way, social 
networking can serve to expand the horizons of teens in an urban environ-
ment, offering them a way to discover opportunities outside their existing 
social sphere.
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Possible Pitfalls
Indiscriminate friending. If your MySpace friend list represents “rec-

ommended reading,” who you reject is as important as who you add. If 
someone adds you as a friend, before you accept, review his or her profile 
carefully. Consider how the parents of the teens in your community would 
react if they saw their child accessing that profile. And then consider how 
they would react if they found out they got there through the library. The 
same goes for groups and other orgaÂ�nizations that submit friend requests. 
We believe that public libraries should maintain a neutral and unbiased 
position, and friending a religious or political group could come off as pro-
moting a certain perspective. To maintain a safe online environment for 
teens, we regularly reject MySpace friend requests from anyone who is not 
a teen or a group related to teens or teen media in some way. Although you 
probably do not need to develop a full-blown library policy on MySpace 
friending, a little advance thought about the criteria to use when deciding 
what kinds of friends to accept online may help guide you in a tough deci-
sion somewhere down the road.

Spreading yourself too thin. As with blogs, keeping your profiles at 
social networking sites up to date is a necessity. You can use RSS feeds as 
noted above to add content to your social networking with minimal effort, 
but spreading yourself too thin is a real danger. If you sign up for library 
accounts on every social networking site out there without ensuring that 
you update all of them regularly, you may be inadvertently creating online 
“ghost towns” in your library’s name, thereby giving the impression that 
your library is not a vital place. Find out which social networking sites 
reach the largest numbers of your teens and limit yourself to those. But do 
keep your ear to the ground for emerging sites in case teens end up migrat-
ing elsewhere.

Social Media Sites

As an extension of social networking sites, social media sites, according 
to OCLC (2007), are “Web sites that allow individuals to share content 
they have created. . . . While interaction occurs on social media sites, the 
primary purpose of the site is to publish and share content.” Social media 
sites offer teens the opportunity to share videos on sites like YouTube or 
photos on sites like Flickr. Nationally, just over half of teens (57 percent) 
say that they watch videos on YouTube (Lenhart et. 2007). In our commu-
nity, virtually all teens (98 percent) report using social media sites like You-
Tube. To reach this audience, we created our Flickr account (www.flickr 
.com/photos/coollibrary/) in spring 2006 and started our YouTube chan-
nel (www.youtube.com/worthingtonlibraries/) in fall 2007.

Service Ideas
Author interviews. Have an author visit coming up? Why not ask your 

author to sit down in front of a video camera and answer some questions? 
Our most viewed video on YouTube is an interview with author John 
Green. We solicited questions from teens in the library and on our blog 
and printed them up on note cards. Before Green’s scheduled program, 
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we gave him the questions to review and then set our video camera up on a 
tripod and filmed his answers. Our own teens got to see a renowned author 
answer their questions. And thanks to Green’s online notoriety from his 
own video-blogging project on YouTube, teens from all around the world 
flocked to the video, leaving comments, rating it, and subscribing to our 
channel.

Video contests. Other libraries, including Denver Public Library and 
Skokie Public Library, have recently run successful teen video contests. In 
each case, teens were asked to create videos around a theme, such as “How 
I have fun at the Library” (Denver) or “I love reading!” (Skokie). Teens 
submitted their entries via YouTube, where judges viewed them. After 
the winners’ entries were decided, the videos were embedded in blogs or 
library websites. During and after the contest, other teens could rate and 
comment on the contest videos. As the top prize, Denver Public Library 
offered an MP3 player and Skokie Public Library offered a video camera.

Photo galleries. If teens in your community have their own Flickr 
accounts, try setting up a Flickr group to allow teens to upload their own 
photos and add them to a group. Flickr accounts are free (with some limi-
tations), and straightforward privacy options at Flickr make it possible 
to limit outside access to the content to address privacy concerns. Teens 
could document library programs and share photos online. You could try 
running a photo contest, perhaps with a tie-in to a library program on digi-
tal photography.

Program promotion. Photos and video of library events can be posted on 
your library’s website or teen blog to promote future programs. In advance 
of our 2008 summer reading program—themed “Just Read It”—we filmed 
a spoof of Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” video, complete with costumes and a 
closing dance sequence featuring sixteen librarians and library staff mem-
bers. Because the teens did not always have a point of reference for the 
1982 Jackson video, they did not necessarily “get it,” but a post on the blog 
pointing to the video did generate dozens of comments, and we certainly 
got to show off our personalities.

Possible Pitfalls
Participation. Inspired by the libraries in Denver and Skokie, in fall 

2007 we tried to do our own teen video contest on YouTube, but we did 
not receive a single submission. As we noted above with regard to blogging, 
the extent of participation in social media sites can be quite limited. For 
instance, when it comes to the use of YouTube by teens in our community, 
we found that nearly 90 percent of them reported viewing videos, but only 
about 40 percent reported commenting on or rating videos and less than 
20 percent reported creating and posting their own videos. Although we 
seem to have an audience of eager consumers of videos, we do not yet have 
a critical mass of video creators to participate in a video contest.

Equipment and expertise. When it comes to creating online content like 
photos and especially videos, teens face a variety of barriers to entry. Teens 
may not have access to the camera equipment or software or may lack the 
specialized skills required to capture and edit video footage. Supplying 
teens with equipment, including cameras and video-editing software, and 
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hands-on training in a series of library programs might have helped drum 
up a greater response to our video contest.

Moderation. As noted above in our section on blogs, the interactive 
nature of social media can be a blessing and a curse. We have found that 
different communities are more prone to abuse than others. We have never 
had an issue with inappropriate comments in Flickr, but we routinely find 
ourselves deleting ugly and downright disgusting comments at YouTube. 
What’s the difference? Flickr employs a “Director of Community,” and 
individual accounts are reviewed by Flickr staff and rated as safe, moder-
ate, or unsafe. If you come across inappropriate content or behavior, you 
can flag it for review. Overall, Flickr maintains a civilized atmosphere. 
In comparison to Flickr, YouTube is more like the Wild West. YouTube 
allows you to flag videos as inappropriate and mark comments as spam, 
but that is about where their community management ends. Thankfully, 
when you post a video YouTube gives you the choice of permitting com-
ments and video responses to be posted automatically or of requiring your 
approval. With YouTube, we strongly recommend the latter.

Podcasts

Podcasting—a play on the words iPod and broadcasting—is the distribution 
of audio or video content online, usually in a syndicated fashion for people 
to download automatically and listen to on portable devices. Unlike other 
digital serÂ�vices, podcasting has not seen particularly high levels of adop-
tion. Only about one in five teens (19 percent) has downloaded a podcast 
(Lenhart et al. 2007). We started “Programs to Go,” our podcasting site 
(www.worthingtonlibraries.org/interact/programs2go/) in summer 2007.

Service Ideas
Writing contest. Every year since 2002 at Worthington Libraries, we 

have conducted a teen poetry and short story writing competition. Mid-
dle school and high school students submit their writings, and a panel 
of judges select winners. In 2008 we invited the first-, second-, and third-
place winners in each category to record their winning entries for release 
on our website. The winners were enthusiastic about participating and 
being able to share their work with their families and friends. We plan to 
continue recording contest winners in 2009.

Book talks. Worthington Libraries is currently collaborating with a 
regional orgaÂ�nization that offers professional development opportuni-
ties for K–12 educators. As part of the “Literature Lounge” initiative, our 
librarians introduce and review noteworthy books for K–12 students in 
hour-long book talks. These book talks are broadcast to educators in our 
local school districts in an interactive video-conferencing environment 
and will also be made available as downloadable content for teens.

Possible Pitfalls
Equipment and expertise. Compared to videos, audio-only podcasts are 

a cinch. But some specialized equipment and software are required to 
record and edit your audio. We use free, downloadable software called 
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Audacity (http://audacity.sourceforge.net) and an inexpensive USB head-
set microphone. Our setup works well for recording one person at a time, 
but to record conversations or interviews would require additional equip-
ment. Quiet office space—sometimes very hard to come by—is also a 
good idea to ensure good sound quality.

Permission. We require signed releases for anyone not on staff whose 
content we intend to publish. For anyone under the age of 18, we also 
require parental permission. Such releases are an important way for us 
to acknowledge the contribution teens are making to the library and also 
a way for contributors and parents to be informed about their rights. Our 
releases grant us nonexclusive rights to distribute the content online in 
perpetuity. In practice, however, we would almost certainly remove con-
tent at the contributor’s request.

You may encounter parents who raise concerns about releasing identify-
ing information about their children. In the case of our podcasts from the 
writing contest, the content was audio only and did not include any like-
nesses of the teens, so parents were less concerned. Nevertheless, although 
the recordings do open with the teens introducing themselves with their 
first and last names, we specifically chose not to include their ages or the 
schools they attend to provide some additional measure of privacy.

What’s Next in Digital Library 
Service to Teens?

To keep up with the always cutting-edge teen audience, our technology 
staff and librarians monitor new digital serÂ�vices. We are exploring ways 
to use social reading sites. You can find our teen librarians at Goodreads 
(www.goodreads.com) and our library locations at LibraryThing (www 
.librarything.com). We have just launched a new instant-messaging refer-
ence serÂ�vice and, in conjunction, are exploring text-messaging reference. 
On the basis of our survey results, we expect both serÂ�vices to have high 
interest among our teens. We are also considering how we might use the 
“micro-blogging” serÂ�vice Twitter (www.twitter.com) to broadcast news and 
announcements and to promote serÂ�vices and events.

Because the technology evolves so quickly and teens are so quick to 
adopt new technology, it is impossible to predict what we will be doing 
with digital serÂ�vices next year or next month at Worthington Libraries. 
Even as we worked together to write this chapter, we came up with new 
ideas we hope to pursue. Although we may not know what’s next, we will 
continue to follow our principles of effective digital serÂ�vice, especially 
“Know your audience” and “Know your technology.” That way, we do not 
have to wait and see what’s next. We can lead the way in digital library serÂ�
vice for teens.

Find out what’s next in digital library serÂ�vice to teens at Worthington 
Libraries by visiting our website (www.worthingtonlibraries.org). Look for 
Worthington Libraries and for Kara, Sarah, Ann, and Mandy on Flickr, 
YouTube, MySpace, Facebook, Goodreads, and LibraryThing. Tell us 
about your digital library serÂ�vice ideas, too.
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Notes
1. �RSS feeds are a method of publishing frequently updated content such 

as blog entries or news headlines. Subscribers to RSS feeds receive 
alerts of new content automatically through their web browser, e-mail 
program, or other specialized software, sometimes called a feed reader 
or an aggregator. RSS feeds allow people to keep up to date with a vari-
ety of websites in one place.

2. �A widget (also referred to as a gadget by Google) is a small program, 
usually developed by a third party, that can be embedded in a web 
page to import content from other websites (e.g., the latest photos from 
Flickr or videos from YouTube) or provide functionality from other 
websites (e.g., a library catalog search or chat interface). Widgets can 
be embedded on websites and blogs and at web portals such as My 
Yahoo! iGoogle, and MSN.com.
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