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Leah Gregory: Hi. Welcome to Can't Shelve This, the podcast where we hammer home the importance of school libraries. I'm Leah Gregory, and I'm joined by my co-host, Janette Derucki.
Janette Derucki: Hey there.
Leah: And our producer, Ola Gronski.
Ola Gronski: Hi, everyone.
Leah: We're coming to you kind of hot on the heels of experiencing the phenomenon of going viral.
Janette: Ooh, it's been a wild summer.
[laughter]
Ola: I can cross that off my bucket list. I can now retire. It happened once, and we're done.
[laughter]
Leah: I was telling my family, I'm like, "I'm riding my 15 minutes of fame."
Ola: If you haven't already seen the clip, it's a clip from our library paraprofessional episode with LuAnn and Kellie.
Janette: LuAnn talks about her student reaching out to her to help recall a favorite book that they enjoyed when they were in middle school. It's like part of a bet among their college peers, which I absolutely loved because that was like the surprise reveal that she didn't let us know when she first started telling this story.
Leah: Because the story by itself is sweet enough that he's like, "Hey, I can pull out my phone and text my middle school librarian all these years later."
Ola: So that officially went viral. I even went so far as to Google what constitutes a viral post. We did it. We got a lot of library love in those comments, which was very sweet to read.
Janette: Let's also talk about how it did get reposted. To Leah's point of people outside of the library sphere were talking about it. The one that I think my friends noticed was Senator Cory Booker reposted it. A bunch of people were like, "Wait a minute, girl. Is this your podcast?" I was like, "Yes."
Leah: "Yes." I remember texting LuAnn and saying, "Hey, this post is getting a lot of attention." We had 1,000 likes, and we were thrilled because that's viral for us.
Janette: I feel like it's just something that really resonated with people. Whether you are a library user, you're a librarian, you just are a reader, all of those things, it's just like, hey, yeah, here's this whole profession of people that their entire job is about connecting people with literature. That--and resources. We could go into all the things librarians do. I loved to see some of the comments on that post.
Ola: They were so heartwarming.
Leah: Uplifting.
Ola: People were shouting out their old school librarians from when they were kids. I thought I'd just take a moment to read off some of our favorites.
Janette: Ooh, yeah, sounds good.
Ola: One user wrote, "I'm close to finishing my undergrad and thinking about my future. Then I remembered how bad I wanted to be a librarian growing up, and the universe keeps sending me signs."
Janette: This is a sign. Be a librarian.
Leah: This is a sign you should do it. It's honestly the best job in the world. If you're listening, thinking about being a librarian, especially a school librarian, do it.
Ola: Then there was another fun one. They wrote, "The Avengers, Mary Poppins, and Ms. Frizzle all rolled into one heroic group." I feel like that does sum up librarianship.
Leah: That is the best compliment I've ever gotten, I think.
Ola: A little deeper one. "Librarians are radical public intellectuals. They are educators, technologists, cultural workers, social workers, and community organizers who defend access to information, challenge censorship, and quietly agitate for a more just, better-informed world." Then they wrote, "Librarians scare me."
[laughter]
Leah: I love that one.
Janette: Because you're so multifaceted. You're just frightening.
Ola: Too powerful.
Leah: We're too powerful, obviously.
Janette: Literally. But I think that one does really get at all the different aspects of librarianship, all the things that you might need to do in the course of your job depending on the day.
Leah: That's what makes me so infuriated when people say, "You need a master's degree to check books in and out?" I'm like, yeah, no.
Janette: It's more than that.
Leah: Yeah, it's very deep.
Ola: It’s the bare minimum of the job. The next comment is, "This is the final boss of, 'AI could never.'"
Leah: AI could never.
Ola: This one's a little bit of a sweeter route. They wrote, "Imagine an adult remembering how much you cared for them and how much they still believe in you that they put money on it."
Janette: That one got me. I'm going to be honest. When I saw that one, I was like, you know what? That's really what it's all about. Building those relationships and the connections and taking the time to really see people. That's what librarianship is.
Leah: Even to this day, she is a resource for him. He knows that he can count on her. I always tell people when I'm talking to people who might want to be a librarian, and they always start out by telling me, "I love books. I want to be a librarian because I love books." I always tell them, "You can't be a librarian because you love books. You have to be a librarian because you love people." I think that this is such a good example of that.
Because let's face it, even if she couldn't have remembered the book, which she did, she obviously did, and we all know that all librarians probably would because that's just how we are. He still had that connection with her, and he knew he could count on her.
Ola: That leads into another one too. Someone said, "Honestly, my school librarian probably saved my life, and she will never know."
Janette: I feel like there are a lot of people who feel that way about libraries in general. Whether it's your school library or your public library, it's a safe space. It's somewhere that you go where you know people will help you and take care of you. I don't want to make it sound like we're just like a bunch of bleeding hearts. We are there to serve people and to help people. If you're thinking about being a librarian, don't be like, "Oh my gosh, that's so selfless. I'm just going to spend all this time taking care of people." But I think it is something that people are looking for.
I was in a meeting not too long ago where someone was talking about how libraries are a judgment-free space. Sometimes you don't get that at home, you don't get it at school, you don't get it at work, but you do get it at the library. You can come there, be who you are, no expectations, no judgment, with all of the vulnerability and whatever pros and cons.
Leah: Look up whatever you want. Nobody's going to look at you sideways.
Janette: Exactly. You can go there and just be. I've talked to a number of librarians who literally like the library has saved kids' lives. They've noticed there were things in their search that are alarming, and they will have those hard conversations with them. Sometimes all they need to know is that someone cares and that someone notices.
Ola: I think noticing it is huge. I will say across all of our social platforms, we had so many comments just like this one saying, "My home wasn't safe," or "I didn't have a home," or things like that. It gave them stability and comfort that they could be seen as human.
Janette: There's one I recall where someone was talking pretty extensively about being bullied. I was like, you know what? It is a refuge for kids who need that time away, because school is difficult. It is a place to build those social relationships, but also it can be a social minefield. You've got to help navigate that. The library is for everyone. We say that all the time, the past two seasons. Sounds wild to say that two seasons now. We've been saying that from day one. It's for everyone, and it supports everyone.
Ola: Going back to tying kids specifically with literature, though, one person wrote, "Never in my French high school years have I felt more seen than when I gave back The Invisible Art by Scott McCloud, saying to our librarians, 'Oh, I loved this book.' They replied, 'Oh, yeah, we bought it for you.' You ladies, are so, so precious to all of us. Thank you."
Janette: There are a number of librarians-
Leah: I love that.
Janette: -who would say that, though, right? You have a specific student in mind when you see a book, and it's like--
Leah: As a school librarian, I would be like, "Oh, little Johnny's going to love this one." Obviously, school librarians are always working with limited budget and ever-growing lists of awesome books for kids. But yeah, there are times when we're like, "This one is for a specific kid," because we know that they need it or whatever.
Ola: I even remember with Dr. Sarah Sansbury, was she saying that sometimes she would specifically buy a book for a student and then hand-deliver it to them so they could be the first one to read it.
Janette: It's so special.
Ola: They really are like your personal concierge service of literature.
Leah: They are. That's exactly what it is. We're a book concierge or resource concierge.
Janette: Personal shoppers.
Ola: I'll end on this last comment, which was honestly my favorite one and had me dying. Again, in that clip, the student just says, "Oh, I'll just message my middle school librarian." This person wrote, "His librarian. I'll just message my lawyer." [laughs]
Janette: That one had me dying. I was like, "You know what? If we can be of that same caliber, where you rely on us the same way, I'll just pull this librarian out of my back pocket."
Leah: You don't even have to pay us a retainer. We're just there.
[laughter]
Ola: I love it because other people were tagging their friends and librarians and being like, "Yes, I claim you. You are, capital M, My Librarian."
Janette: [laughs]
Leah: The other thing I wanted to bring up about going viral is that we were referring to the IQ series by Roland Smith. The author found the clip and posted about how it touched him personally. That was amazing. I'm glad that it made it to him because sometimes I feel like authors probably are not always hearing--
Janette: Well, and especially like that kind of attention on a series that's a little bit older. You know what I mean? It's not that old, but still, it's not brand new.
Leah: It's not brand new, no.
Janette: Publishing is kind of a dogfight sometimes. They're fighting for shelf space and attention and eyes on their work. That was really, really special. I appreciated that.
Leah: The whole thing was really, really special. I'm just so honored to be able to do this podcast and to do it with you guys and to do it with those amazing guests and all of our other amazing guests. But are we going to talk about the fact that half of the comments were about how all four of us looked alike?
[laughter]
Janette: That was just a happy accident.
Ola: That was just the first comment-- through line of those comments, was everyone being like, "Same librarian, different fonts." I did pull my favorite comment on that, which was, "These ladies, they could commit crimes around different parts of the town as an organized squad and give alibis for each other."
[laughter]
Leah: "No, no. I was in the bakery. I was nowhere near the bank downtown."
Janette: That's so funny. Until people started to comment that, I didn't really think about it that way, but that specific clip, we did look similar.
Leah: Yeah, all brunettes, all with glasses. Yes. Then one last thing we want to mention about going viral is I happened to be having a really terrible week. This was about two weeks ago, I think. It was just one of those weeks where a bunch of really ugly stuff was happening. I was dealing with all this fallout. I was really just down on the world. Ola forwarded us a voicemail that somebody left on our hotline.
Janette: Let's just also call out the fact that someone left a voicemail on our hotline-
Ola: It happened.
Janette: -which is amazing.
Leah: It happened finally. It only took two years.
Ola: It was only prank calls from Leah and Janette. Finally, a listener left a voicemail, and the listener was from the Netherlands.
Janette: It was the sweetest message.
Leah: Basically, he called to say that he had listened to the podcast when he was stuck at home sick, I think is what he said.
Janette: Yeah, he wasn't feeling well.
Leah: Just by listening to us, he decided that he knows what he wants to be when he grows up. I was just like, aw.
Janette: Let's also make the disclaimer that he's a fully grown man.
Janette: He already has a career.
Leah: He already has a job.
Janette: When he grows up, his next job will be.
Leah: Yes. Hey, I'm a second-career librarian, and you are too.
Janette: Same.
Ola: I was saying that a lot in the viral comments because people were like, "This reminds me, I should have done this." They're like, "Oh, what do I have to do?" I was like, listen, all of these ladies in this clip, all four of you were second-career librarians. It's a testament to it is truly never too late.
Janette: It is never too late to shift gears. Never.
Leah: No, never. That's why I always tell my kids, "It's never too late to change the way you're doing things." Sorry, my screen just got messed up.
Janette: You only get one life. This is the one you've got. Make sure it's the one you want to live.
Ola: Otherwise known as YOLO.
[laughter]
Leah: Yeah.
Janette: Exactly.
Leah: I do want to repeat the hotline number here. It's 630-734-5015. If you want to call in, we would love to hear from you. That message made my week and my month and possibly my year. We will see how it goes.
Janette: I would love to hear from more people. I was fortunate to go to the ALA Annual Conference in Chicago this summer. There were a number of Illinois librarians that I saw who commented on the podcast. A lot of them were school librarians, but some of them were public librarians. I love to hear from people that they listen and what they enjoy. It's great to hear that feedback and to hear your story. Even if you want it to be anonymous, just call in and say hey.
Leah: All of the people who commented and all of the people who listen and all of the people who reposted and sent it to somebody that they cared about, that it reminded them of, we just want to say thank you. Honestly, all of us, I think, have been floating about 10 feet off the ground for the duration of this because we're just like, I remember when we started this, and were like, maybe 50 people will listen. We'll be happy with it.
Janette: Now it's like part of our five-step plan to take over the world because stage one is getting traction so that we can then become full-time school library advocates and just drive around the state and talk to people about amazing school libraries.
Ola: The dream.
Leah: Oh, the state? We're going to travel around the world.
Ola: Well, first stop, Netherlands.
Leah: Yes.
[laughter]
Janette: Step one, Illinois. Step two, USA. Step three, North America. Then we'll just keep branching from there.
Leah: Yes.
Ola: What a way to kick off Season 3. I think we're ready.
Leah: I think we're ready.
Janette: Yeah. I love the connections that we've been able to make through this podcast, both with guests and with listeners. It's just been really special. Thanks so much for all the love. We're sending it 100 times back to you.
Leah: Yes. Since we're riding this high, we're going to start off Season 3. Today, we're joined all the way from Texas by library media specialist Nina Canales. You may also know her as Nina the geek librarian on social media. Hi, Nina.
Nina Canales: Hello. Thank you for having me.
Leah: We're so glad you're here. We have an icebreaker that we ask every single person that appears on this podcast. What kind of reader are you? Do you primarily read print books, e-books, or audiobooks?
Nina: I am all three pretty equally. 
Janette: Nice.
Leah: That's a first.
Janette: A unicorn, so to speak.
Nina: Yes, I love audiobooks. I just binge them on Audible, and that's just my car ride. That's when I'm doing my chores. Then I have my books whenever I want to cozy up, read. Then I have to do the e-reader because I'm on a committee for Texas. We get ARCs through the NetGalley, and so I have to have my e-reader. So I'm all three.
Leah: Usually somebody is pretty significantly in one camp. That's fascinating.
Nina: I think until you're forced to read 250 books in nine months for a committee, you're going to become all three. You just have to.
Leah: Just like wherever I am and whatever platform I have, I am reading.
Janette: I'd like to present this evidence to the people who say you cannot read that many books in nine months.
Nina: Oh, you can.
Janette: The people who are like, "You can't read 100 books in a year." I'm like, "Yes, you really can."
Leah: Yes, you can.
Nina: Yes. [chuckles]
Leah: Would you like to tell us a little bit more about yourself and your journey to how you became a school librarian?
Nina: I have to admit it, it was accidental. I did not think I was going to be a school librarian. My heart and soul was in teaching. I was a school teacher for 12 years before I went into librarianship. It happened with a very happy accident because my second-grade classroom unintentionally became a library.
Janette: Oh, wow.
Nina: Because we were departmentalized, so I taught ELA the whole time. And that year, our district, we did a lot of small group things. Essentially, I had to get genre-ed things in my classroom. Then one day, the librarian at the school was like, "You should be a librarian." I was like, "That's silly." Then I started looking into it. Then my principal came and was like, "We might need a new librarian next year. He's thinking of leaving," so jump on in. I looked into it, and then I was like, wait a minute. This is amazing.
Librarians are more than just checking out books. We do teaching technology, and instruction with research. I was like, this is exactly right up my alley. I literally just dove in, and here I am.
Janette: Would you like to star in a 10-second commercial about what school librarians actually do? I feel like this is the conversation we have all the time, right? "Oh, how many people do you really need in there checking books in and out?" I'm like, it is more than that.
Leah: "It's not just checking books in and out."
Nina: We do everything. We're technology-driven, not with fixing technology. We're not IT. We love to teach digital instruction, digital literacy, how to research databases, and then we're on the other side of the spectrum of, are you bored? Do you want a puzzle? Here's a puzzle.
We have this little section over here. There's just so much that we do, especially in a school setting. It's very different from public librarianship. I wish that more people would understand when you walk into a school library, it's not going to be quiet.
Janette: Agreed, yes. It should not be quiet.
Leah: It shouldn't be quiet. My principal would walk by. It took some training to teach him that a noisy library is an engaged library. They're working and collaborating and, yes, no more shushing.
Janette: I love all the school libraries that we visit. We're fortunate to be able to go in and see them at work. A lot of them, where they have classes that are meeting in there and the work that they're doing and the way that the students are in their little collaboration stations and things like that. I'm like, this is what--
Janette: This is a library.
Leah: -an effective, successful, thriving school library looks like.
Nina: It's an extension of the classroom. It has to be because that's why we're there. They have me under instructional support, and that right there says it all. If you're not fishing those teachers to come into your library and collaborate with them, it is going to be a waste of resources.
Leah: That's one of the things that we rail about all the time on here is that even schools that have libraries, sometimes they don't have a library because they're not approaching it the right way, and they're not going all in, and they're not giving that collaboration time, and they're not supporting all of those other things like the social-emotional learning or just a place to have some downtime.
Janette: This is something that has come up a lot recently because, long story short, we've had a school district in the Chicago suburbs that renovated their library. Amazing, beautiful, gorgeous renovation, but has no librarian. Trying to help the administration in that district understand what is actually missing. You might have all the materials and all the great technology, but you're missing the person who's going to coordinate all of that and make sure it's used in a way that supports all the curriculum and is engaging.
Leah: That's like having a state-of-the-art operating room and no surgeon.
Janette: Right?
Nina: It is a big issue because, in school libraries, we all know the principal has the power, and librarians get misused all the time for different things.
Janette: Oh, yes. Especially with the nationwide educator shortage, there's a school librarian shortage. It's a whole snowball that we're in right now, and I'm hoping that the global warming will fix that. Maybe the snowball will melt and everybody-
Leah: Maybe it will.
Janette: -will have a librarian. Anyway.
Leah: We're actually here to talk about cell phones in school libraries, and we're going to give a little bit of background of what's happening in Illinois. The cell phone ban bill passed. That's Senate Bill 2427 for Illinoisans who are following along, that basically says wireless communication devices are defined as any portable wireless device that can provide voice messaging or other data communication between two parties. This includes cell phones, tablet computers, laptop computers, gaming devices, wearable devices, such as smartwatches.
This ban provides exceptions for various circumstances like health management, special ed accommodations, or family caregiver status. Schools cannot use fines, fees, or law enforcement to enforce this policy. Currently, this bill is on our governor's desk, but at the time of this podcast recording, all indications are that Governor Pritzker is expected to sign it, which will mean that schools must adopt a cell phone policy on or before the '27/'28 school year. So we might not see the full impact of this law until '27/'28 or beyond. K-8 has a bell-to-bell ban on wireless communication devices. Actually, I think it is K-12.
Janette: High school is a little bit different. I think it's not bell-to-bell. The K-8, from everything I've read, is that you can use your device before school or after school, but not anywhere in between. High school has a little bit more flexibility, I think. They're potentially allowing those students to have their phones at lunchtime and things like that. Illinois is a local-controlled state, so every district will set its own policy. There's no statewide policy. There are just guidelines and some minimum regulations for what needs to be in your policy.
We've invited Nina here today because her experience as a librarian in Texas means that she's already gone through this. In the course of doing some research on our end, looking into the school library impact of these types of laws, and the fact that there's now 35, almost 40 states have some form of cell phone ban in place for schools, we would love to know what your experience has been like. I'm really excited that you're here to talk with us today.
Nina: Oh, I'm excited to share because it was a ride through the year. [laughs]
Leah: So what exactly was your district's mandate or policy about cell phones?
Nina: It was pretty much everything that you said. Nothing was allowed as far as AirPods, watches. It wasn't just phones. It was all devices across.
Leah: Does that include any one-to-one devices like Chromebook or anything?
Nina: Yes, nothing was allowed. I was also the eSports coach. Our kids couldn't even bring in their controllers, like nothing.
Janette: Oh, wow.
Nina: Even over-the-head headphones were not allowed either.
Janette: I should say, I'll point out the Illinois ban will allow for school-issued devices. So if your school has issued a device to your student, they can use that device during the school day. Those are the only devices allowed.
Nina: Our district, the year before, it's always one-to-one, but it was before the kids were issued their own personal device that they would take home, bring back, take home, bring back. They went back to the old school way of having the COWs. Do you remember that term? I don't know if you know that term.
Janette: Yes.
Leah: Yes. Computers on wheels.
Nina: Computers on wheels in the classrooms because we were finding teenagers are not very good at remembering to bring things back to school.
Janette: Shocking.
Nina: Shocking. So we had to keep them in the classroom. The kids just came with no devices at all, and everything was provided in the classroom.
Janette: In looking at different states and the way that they're doing this, some states will say, "You can have your device on campus, but it has to be locked up." In some states or school districts, they say, "No devices at all on campus, just leave it at home, you can't bring it at all." It sounds like because of some of the exceptions that Illinois is going to allow, maybe that's going to be less likely, and it's going to be more likely that kids will have devices on campus, but there's going to be some kind of restriction in their use.
It'll have to be in a locker or what's the actual school product? The name is escaping me.
Nina: Yondr pouch.
Leah: Yondr.
Janette: Yondr, that's it. Yes, or a Yondr pouch.
Nina: That's what we did. It was the Yondr pouch. We had all this training that we did even before the school year started, how we were going to handle that because at what we call intake, which I hate because it sounds like we're running this weird--
Leah: Psych ward? [laughs]
Nina: Yes, intake.
Janette: Like an institution.
Nina: It was worse than going through a TSA airport. I am not kidding.
Janette: Oh, wow.
Nina: The phones couldn't even be on during the school day. We had a separate line where the kids had to have their pouch open, and they would have to tap their phone so we could see that it wasn't on, and then they would have to lock it in front of us and then continue.
Janette: How long did that process take?
Nina: The first month of school was so hard. It was so hard because with 1,300 students, and that's considered a smaller high school. The first bell was at 9:10, and we were still bringing kids through the door at 9:30.
Janette: Learning curve, for sure.
Nina: Yes, it was really hard. Then the district also, at the same time, had changed the mandate on how we check backpacks because before it was like when you go to a football game, baseball game, they just stick through it, and look in, and then keep going, keep going, but the new rule was everything had to be taken out of the backpack.
Leah: Wow.
Nina: Like everything.
Janette: Oh my gosh. I'm thinking of what kids have in their backpacks. That's a lot of stuff.
Nina: Yes, and just gross.
[laughter]
Janette: I was going to say disgusting.
Nina: This was a security mandate, not part of the cell phone, but it was like if they had a folder, it had to be unzipped, opened, looked through. So yeah, it was really tough getting them to understand, cell phones off, earbuds in, everything in the pouch that fits. Then they kept it in their backpack throughout the day, and that's how that worked. Then at the end of the day, we would have the unlock stations, little magnets, and they would just unlock and walk out.
Janette: What do you say to parents who think that their kid's going to come to school with three cell phones and get away with getting around that kind of inspection or check? Because that is something people say. They're like, "My kid doesn't have one cell phone." They have two, or some of them have three.
Nina: Oh, yeah. Kids had their burner phones. They had their fake phones that they would put in the pouch, and then they kept their real one in their pocket. They found all these workarounds. In our school, it didn't work because they even enhanced the metal detectors to be a lot stronger, and we went through that whole training too. This was Texas law. We had to do it. Like I said, it felt a little surreal. I was like, I didn't think that this is what it's like to start a school day. This high security, everything. Aside from that, kids couldn't even bring in their morning Starbucks. They couldn't bring in their Big Gulps from 7-Eleven, like nothing.
Janette: A lot of things going on.
Nina: The kids knew about the cell phone ban, but all the other things on top of it, they were a little shocked.
Leah: I can imagine.
Nina: They were like, "What do you mean I can't bring in my 40-ounce Stanley already filled?" Once they were in, just like an airport, they could fill at our water fountains, but yeah, it was a lot to unpack that first month.
Leah: What did your school have in place as far as consequences if they were found to be violating the policy?
Nina: The cell phone would be taken up, and it would be in the front office, and they would just get it at the end of the day. They weren't fined anything for using or having to get back their cell phone. Then if it was a repeat offense, then they were put in the in-school suspension. Our admin said, "We don't want you to waste instructional time. If you see a kid with something out, just call us, and then we'll take care of it. That way, you can keep doing your thing." Because they didn't want teachers struggling with that.
Janette: You need as little classroom disruption as possible, right?
Nina: Right, the whole day. Teens will be teens. I'm pretty sure maybe even you came across it on social media or the news. Students were finding all these workarounds, how to unlock the pouch. Some were even scissor-cutting them. Our policy, going back to the policy, the kids weren't fined for having their phone, but they were fined if they destroyed their pouches.
Leah: That makes sense.
Janette: Oh, because of the replacement fee, essentially, I'm assuming. Right.
Nina: Right. It was a big fee. It was $20, $25. The parents were like, "Don't you dare." That was the only fee. That was across all districts. Our superintendent in our district was very big on everyone just do the same thing so we could be consistent. There wasn't like, "How can they get to take theirs out during lunch and we don't?"
Leah: I think that makes sense. Yeah.
Nina: Then the logistics of it. Lunch is quick. That means that there's going to have to be somebody at the door making sure they put them back in, lock them before they go back to class.
Janette: I don't know what that is going to look like from a practical implementation standpoint. I want to go back a little bit and talk about your timeline for how this all unfolded in Texas. We're having-- the legislation passed this spring. There's essentially going to be, for some schools and districts, almost a year for them to get used to the idea of how this is going to happen, what the policy will be, they'll develop it, what the implementation looks like. There's some schools and districts that already have bans in place or are getting ready to implement them in the coming year. They were already ahead of the game, essentially.
I would love to know, who's going to man all of that? Who's going to be responsible for making sure that all those devices are off? Is it going to be class by class? Like, every teacher is just going to have to honor system? Like, you don't have your phone out, nothing's on your desk, it's put away. Some schools have said that they're going to try to handle it from a tech standpoint. No devices will be able to join the network, so you would have to use wireless communication only.
Then if they can block the wireless signal, but that's also dangerous if you have emergencies and stuff like that. How do you do it from a tech standpoint?
Nina: We didn't want the day to be battling the cell phone the whole day. The teachers were like, "We just want to teach. We're here to do our job. We're not going to be enforcing this." We were hesitant and very skeptical of, is this really going to work? We're there in the summer doing these trainings, and we know our kids, we know our students. We were just like, "Oh my gosh, this is going to be crazy."
It wasn't most of them fighting, like, "I want my phone." It was mostly the time spent making sure that they were locked.
Janette: Oh, gotcha. Enforcing the compliance.
Nina: It was how they walked in, how they started their day. Then once they were in the school, then it was actually not too bad. There was those two handfuls of kids that were dealt with on a daily. For the most part, the kids were like, "It is what it is. This is how our day is going to be now." [chuckles]
Janette: I wanted to ask you about the timeline. How much time did your students and families have to get used to what the expectation would be before it was implemented?
Nina: The kids knew even before summer went out.
Janette: The school year before?
Nina: Yes. They already knew. Parents were sent newsletters, videos, everything on the website. Not just from our school; the district was sending out all this information. The kids knew way ahead of time. I remember even before graduation, the seniors were like, "Thank goodness. Bye" [laughter] They were like, "See you, good luck next year." They had plenty of time to understand. It wasn't like they just showed up and they didn't know what was happening.
Janette: A lot of times, I think things happen over the summer, we've decided, and you're like [gasps]. Suddenly, you have two months to get ready. So they knew it was coming. Then also, as teachers, you all had the ability to start to think ahead, plan ahead for what this was going to look like realistically when you came back in the fall.
Leah: That impact was actually pretty big for a lot of teachers and me because we love QR codes. The way we had to rewind and go back to 2010 or to before the age of scanning and things like that was pretty funny in a way. I was like, "They'll just have to scan. Never mind. They'll just have to, never mind. We'll figure it." I was like, oh my goodness.
Janette: It's like you're dialing back ed tech in some way because I have friends who work in that industry and they're like, "It's great until you don't have devices to do all these things." You can find people on both sides of this argument. Generally, most people seem to think that the less screen time involved in education, the better.
Nina: Right. I think it's just how you're utilizing it. Is it screen time like “watch these five videos and tell me what you think?” or are they actually engaging, creating, and exploring and actually using ed tech for the way it's supposed to be utilized?
Janette: I'm thinking back to the dark ages when Leah and I were in school, and it's like we still had screen time. A lot of times, it was like a film strip or a video. 
Leah: Or the Apple IIe. Do you remember the Apple IIe?
[laughter]
Janette: Right.
Nina: Oh my gosh.
Janette: A lot of times, it was like you're learning how to use some kind of technology or it's something to reinforce something that you were learning about. Sometimes it was literally just time filler.
Nina: It really was. Let's put on a BrainPOP, please. We need BrainPOPs. That way, we can--
Janette: Exactly.
Nina: Now it's shifting to like you need to know how to use this device because, in college, you're going to be doing this, this, and this. I'll say it again. It's not screen time. It's how are you utilizing it to actually benefit the students into being successful in their academic career. It's not time fillers. It's actually engaging and using it the way it's supposed to be used.
Janette: I want to know if any of the challenges related to people outside of the school. How were parents or the community-- was that a challenge in implementing? Is there resistance in that way?
Nina: It wasn't a big, huge community like we need to fight this. We did have concerned parents that are just used to being in touch with their child throughout the whole day. We had to tell them, "You're not going to be in this blackout area." Our policy was if parents wanted to reach out, they could call the front office, and students could go to the front office as well to use the phone. There wasn't this complete, like, you can't use a phone throughout the whole entire day.
Then if it was like an actual emergency, the student would go with their pouch to the front office, and they would allow them to unlock it and use it there in the office in the presence of someone. Once parents found that out, they were like, "Oh, okay, we thought you were just going to be like, 'No, absolutely no communication.'"
Janette: 100% blackout, shutdown.
Leah: What about kids who use cell phones for diabetes management?
Nina: Yes, they were allowed. On our campus, we had one. One student who was allowed, and everybody knew who they were. No one blinked an eye at it, even the other students, and they understood.
Janette: I think it's also, as long as that student's not exploiting or abusing their access, because most of those things, and I think about the exceptions that have been spelled out for us in Illinois, for things like health management, things like accommodations. If you were the primary caregiver for someone at home, they need to be able to reach you. There's very specific contexts in which someone would have their phone out for that. You know what I mean? It's not going to be just blatant on your desk, you're just watching a video. If you're managing diabetes, you're not watching a video on your phone during class.
Nina: Exactly, yeah, and that student was in the library a lot. I loved her to death. We all knew the sound of-- I would call her and be like, "Oh, your backpack's beeping," and then here comes the nurse. That was  a pretty smooth transition. All the staff at our staff meeting were all told about the students who needed it for accommodations. That way, we weren't calling them out or embarrassing them in any way.
Janette: Right, good.
Leah: This is actually shocking me so far, the way you're describing this. I expected to hear that there was way more pushback, both from parents and students.
Nina: Honestly, I was shocked too, because the media was really scaring parents. They were focusing a lot, too, on the schools that did get a lot of pushback. They were making it seem as if all schools were going through this. Luckily, our school wasn't one. Like I said, we did have a handful of parents who did voice it at meetings and things like that, but this was a state law. This wasn't our school doing it. In the end, once the parents--it was a good, I want to say, two months that things just dwindled down, and the parents just said, "This is life now."
Leah: All the Illinois teachers listening can go, "In two months, I will have my life back."
[laughter]
Janette: Don't you wish.
Nina: Honestly, I'm not sure if Illinois is going to be the same with the pouches, because that's what took long. It was those darn pouches. Imagine you had to watch each student tap their phone, show us their pouch, lock it in front of us, and then go on to the next line to get their bag checked.
Janette: I guess for me, my hope is that every community can have a healthy discourse about what needs to be implemented in their district. I do think it's possible for people to voice their concerns and talk about this in a way that's like, "My student's going to need this or that," and advocate for your own individual family and what your needs are in a way that doesn't come off as combative or complaining and can lead to a really great policy being developed.
Nina: Because even the students were like, "Wait a minute, this is cool. I'm not being distracted, and we're talking," and things like that. It was night and day.
Leah: Let's talk about what did you see, effects in student learning overall, and then we'll talk about how it affected the library.
Nina: From what I heard from the teachers and from what I saw in the classroom too, I was like, "What's going on? What year am I in?" Because the kids were doing those All About Me pages.
Janette: Oh, I love it.
Leah: Oh, I love that.
Nina: Things like that. They were doing, let's decorate our journals, so that way, we can have the journals look nice for the science labs. I was like, "Oh my God, this is so adorable." They were loving it because they had never really had that opportunity to use a crayon on the first day of school, or a color pencil. Then it got the kids-- what class was it? It was a biology class. They were actually in their lab tables talking to each other when, normally, on the first week of school, you would just see heads down, phone, and that's it.
I'm not kidding. It was night and day. That was on a teacher-to-teacher basis. I'm not saying all teachers did that. I would have loved to see that. Teachers, like we said, had the summer to be like, "Oh my God, they're not going to have phones in their hands. What are we going to do?"
Leah: "What am I going to do with these kids?"
Nina: Yes. What are we going to do? Let's get engaged.
Janette: They're not distracted, but at the same time, they're not distracted. Now you need to present something.
Nina: Teenagers are a whole different monster because they will do two things when they're bored: be on their phone or put their head down. They weren't really exposed to, "Oh, I can get a book. Oh, I can do this. I can sketch."
Leah: "I can draw."
Nina: I wish I could say it was all kids. Of course, some kids are not going to participate. That's going to happen. For the most part, you could even see the kids who would be a little more hesitant to be like, "I'm not doing that," to be like, "Okay, better than not doing anything at all." Then all of a sudden, they were like, "Wait a minute, this is cool. I kind of like doing this."
Leah: Yes. "I'm never going to admit it."
Janette: In doing some reading about this, I was surprised at the number of students who mentioned that just having their phone on them is a distraction. Even if it's on but they're not using it, it's buzzing in your pocket.
Leah: You're constantly waiting for the next thing.
Janette: Even as adults, think about when I'm in a meeting sometimes if my phone is not silenced and it buzzes and buzzes and I'm just like, "Who's trying to get a hold of me?"
Leah: "What's happening? I need to know immediately."
Janette: You are distracted, right? It's like we've taught ourselves that we have to be available at a moment's notice, but also it's really freeing. But we do feel like it's this life and death, like we have to be available, but you really discount how stressful it is.
Nina: You really don't. To always feel like you have to be checking. I've asked students, I'm like, "Isn't that exhausting that you're always having to scroll on Instagram and keep up and like and post and like and this and who said this and who said that?" I think that was the big distraction, especially in high school, because that's how they talk. They talk through Instagram.
Leah: Yes, they didn't talk face-to-face. Yes.
Nina: Right. Oh, a little backstory just to rewind. I went from elementary to high. I jumped.
Leah: That's a big jump.
Nina: Yes. I was like, oh my God, these kids are-- I know we use the word addicted a lot, but at that point I'm like, it's not addicted. That's just their life.
Janette: They're just permanently connected.
Nina: They grew up like that. I was like, I can understand that, but there needs to be this healthy balance. I was just floored by seeing that Instagram and all the other social medias or apps that they would use to communicate was used strategically. When I say that, it was insane to me how, in the library, there would be one girl who would come in and log in, and she had a pass. Then all of a sudden, another student would come in. "I'm here to meet her. I'm here to meet her."
I'm like, "Wait, but you don't have a pass and this, and this." It's because they all planned it on their phone to skip class and meet up in a certain place. We found out that students were using it in minor ways, like, "Let's just skip. Let's go to the library. Let's skip. Let's go here. But it was also used in horrible ways of students meeting up to deal drugs or let's do this. Having the cellphone taken away took away also the students'-- their planning and plotting to miss out on instruction.
Janette: That is something that's documented in other states. I actually did read an article about this where they were talking about how off-campus conflicts and misdemeanors and things like that didn't translate to on-campus when cellphones were restricted. You had less of that, like, "Hey, I'm in a fight with Betsy over the weekend." Then now Monday, we all come back to school, and now everyone's in a fight with Betsy.
Leah: Everybody's in on it.
Janette: I'm bullying her, and I've got all these people in on it, and we're going to meet up at lunch. That doesn't happen.
Nina: Yeah, they would plan the fights. They would plan the meetups. Oh my gosh, they would even make graphics, like a flyer, “fight at the gym,” and I'm like, are you okay? Stop.
Leah: What I want to know is, did you have student behaviors like an uptick in the minor, on-the-spot behaviors because they were bored and didn't have their phone?
Nina: Yes, and that's where we started seeing the strengths of some educators and where some educators needed a little bit more help with classroom management because sadly, some teachers relied on you're done, get on your phone, especially for teenagers. I'm talking teenagers here. It was an uptick, more so on your students aren't engaged, so the behaviors are going to go up. Yes, we did see that, sadly.
Leah: Illinois teachers, here's another statewide announcement, up your classroom management game before this happens. [laughs]
Nina: That was something that I tried to do in the library was I did the Are You Finished? resources to send to teachers for them to do. I was like, "Look at this fun thing they could do on Adobe Express really quick," like after they're done for an extra three points or something, because they're going to need that. I think they're going to start seeing what our teacher saw was like, "Oh my God, I have 20 minutes of nothing."
Janette: Well, it's like your classroom work time when students are working at their own pace. Some kids are going to finish earlier than others. Some students need that whole time. What are the kids who finish early, what do they do? Do they read a book? Do they, I mean--?
Nina: My elementary school background really helped high school teachers.
Janette: Oh, I bet. You have to fill the time.
Nina: They were not used to-- I used to have a little pocket chart in the back, "Are you done? Here are all the things you can do," because-
Janette: That's so cool.
Nina: -having a seven-year-old not doing something is insane.
Janette: Ola and I and another one of our colleagues were at a high school not very long ago. They are one of those districts that already was putting a ban in place this next school year. Their high school students were talking about, "What do I do? How do I talk to my friends?" They're like, "Look, you're going to get really creative about how to talk to your friends. You're going to write notes, you're going to get in trouble for passing notes." Then the teachers were almost like, "We don't even know if you'll get in trouble because we're just going to be so proud of you for not trying to get around it in some ways."
They were talking about all the different-- like you have to teach them coping strategies almost, which is, to your point, about the educators needing to know what are the options for students to do or things they can work on in this free time. Students, they don't know how to fill the time either.
Nina: They honestly don't. I felt like-- because I was a very engaged teacher, I always had something for them to do. Whether it be another little extra project or a little activity, or even some kids, they wanted to clean. They were like, "Can I go clean something?" I'm like, "Sure." I felt like teenagers were just not used to that. They were just used to being left alone. They had to learn very quickly.
Janette: Especially, you're saying this generation, they've been raised with devices. They are used to the digital entertainment and the instant gratification that provides. They're not used to the delayed gratification of, like, "I can see my friend at the end of the school day. I have this thing I need to tell Susie, but I can't tell her for three more hours." They are not used to what that feels like. It's going to take some time to get used to it.
Leah: So, as far as what did you see in the library, did circulation numbers go up, for example?
Nina: Oh my God. I was floored by-- first off, the kids would come in. The way my library is set up is I have collaboration zones, lots of comfy seating, a podcast area, a makerspace area. All those things have been in place since 2020. That's when I started at this high school. I also have a policy in my library when the kids walk in, this is just to keep the library not only safe, but also clean, was we have a backpack drop-off area. They can take out whatever they wanted from their backpack, like their Chromebook or whatever, but it was to mostly keep food and yucky stuff from going into the library.
The kids were like, "Well, I have nothing to take out of my backpack," because they don't have their Chromebooks anymore, they're in the classrooms. They would literally drop off their backpack and go sit, and they didn't have anything in their hands, so what did they have to do? They had to walk around and look at things. Some of these kids, I wish I had my side-by-side picture of how the rows looked before where they were sitting on these leather couches. Before, it was their cellphone, and they'd just be scrolling. Then they all had books in their hands.
Janette: Oh, that's so cool.
Nina: It was so weird at first, and then also like, "Wait a minute, she has art stuff over here. She has Lego wall. She has this." I was like, "What grade are you in?" "I'm a junior, miss." I was like, "This has been here since you were a freshman. All of this has been here."
Leah: They just never looked up before.
Nina: They were like, "Oh my God, we didn't know." I was like, "Yeah, you can actually go over there and cross-stitch. I have a cross-stitch station over there, Perler beads," very artsy stuff that they could do, and then simple, like even paint by number. The biggest thing the first month were the adult coloring pages. I had them by theme. They would just come in to color and talk during lunch. [chuckles] The biggest impact I saw was that kids actually noticed that there was stuff in the library.
Before I would tell them, honestly, I would be like, "Hey, guys, we have all this stuff for you all to do," but they would sit, put on their earbuds, and get on their phones. Yes, we did have our readers. We had our readers all the time, but for the most part, not going to lie, most of them were on their phones or on their Chromebooks, and that was it. It was neat that they were walking around and doing all these activities, but the big thing that I loved was that the kids were like, "Hey, look at that." I was listening. You try not to be the nosy adult.
They were saying, "I didn't know that she had this book. Wasn't this on Netflix? Wasn't this on this?" I was like, oh my God, they don't even know that it's a book series. They don't even know. One girl was like, "Oh my God, she has To All the Boys I've Loved Before." I was like, "Yeah, it's a really good book. You should read the book."
Janette: "Yeah, the book is better. Just saying."
Nina: Yes. Then not only the fiction, but the nonfiction. Some kids were like, "Look, she has books on gender equality," and there's these books on, "Oh, I know that actor," because they was seeing the biography section. Yeah, they were discovering things that were literally in front of their face for three years and had never seen it before.
Leah: Crazy.
Janette: That's amazing.
Nina: I literally was on a high. My library assistant was cracking up with me because the year before, she was noticing it, too. She noticed it. I was just like, "This is crazy. They're talking about books without me saying anything," which is so neat.
Janette: It’s also out of necessity. I think it's funny because I remember the very first class I ever took in library school was about information behavior. If there's not a need, people don't demonstrate a certain behavior. For those kids, they walked in, and to them, it was like a free time. It was, "I can check my phone, I can do this thing, I can already entertain myself." Once you don't have that, you have this need to seek information or be entertained in a different way, and you have to find something to fill it. That's what they were doing.
I wish there were more opportunities in life for people to do that. I am sometimes this person, too. You're walking down the street, and you're looking at your phone because someone has messaged you. Sometimes, if you would just look up or look around, you will discover things about the town you live in or the people you're with that you don't otherwise.
Nina: Right. Something that I want all school librarians to know from elementary to high school, but especially middle and high, secondary, is that your library can literally become the space that teenagers want to go to if you set it up correctly. I had the amazing opportunity, if you go through my stories and stuff, is that I was able to flip the library 180 because we had this bond called Project Read.
That library, which I'm already missing right now, I won't cry, I promise, every piece of furniture I picked, from the carpet to each table, my vision was teens don't want to go into the library where the books are the way they are on our shelves, spines and then just tables. I wanted it to look like a bookstore. I wanted it to look like Barnes & Noble, front-facing covers, so they could see all those cool covers that are on YA books right now. I wanted cafe-looking tables. I wanted it to be like, okay, let's make it teen-centered.
I was able to do all that. Then I started that in 2020, and by 2023, it was finally done. The impact of that was insane. Going back to what you asked about the circulation, teachers were also like, "We better go to the library to go get books because there's something for them to do whenever they're done with stuff in the classroom." My orientation sign-up blew up. I was like, "Yes, this is amazing."
Leah: "They're coming. They're coming."
Nina: Then that brought in students who had never, especially our freshmen, but the upperclassmen who had never really came on their own, to all be like, "Wait a minute, what is this place? This place is actually kind of cool. What's happening?" I did the numbers because I love numbers, I love data. From the previous school year, in the first three months of school, circulation tripled.
Leah and Janette: Wow.
Nina: Not doubled, it tripled. I remember turning my chair really slowly to my assistant, and I was like, "This can't be right. Let me run this again." I was like, "Oh my God," we only checked out, I think, in two months or three months, it was only maybe 400 books or something like that. Then we were up to almost 2,000 or something. It wasn't all forced checkout, like you have to get a book. I really thrived on, since I'm a big YA reader too, I love reading YA to know what the students are into.
I focused my library around what I knew students wanted. Our big circulation were manga and graphic novels, and that kept students coming back for more.
Leah: Because once you start a series, you're hooked.
Nina: Yes, and I had some kids that would come back even in the same period to come get more because they had finished them already. It was just so amazing to see that difference. [chuckles]
Janette: I guess my question for you is, from a library standpoint, then, how did that change what you did as far as purchasing, ordering, or preparing material-wise? If you're going to circulate that much more, that much more quickly, kids need things in their hands, right? Did you have to then request more funding, or how did that change things library-wise?
Nina: Sadly, but bittersweet, was that some of our big manga readers had already finished all their series by December. We only get a budget for-- We order once a year, our big bulk order. I had to do Donors Choose to try to get some books in immediately through Amazon. I did wish lists, donations, and things like that. Our funding wasn't necessarily the problem. It's just that we don't run like a bookstore. We can only get that one order.
When I explained that to my avid readers, they were like, "So we're not going to be able to get those books until next year? I'm like, "Exactly, that's how it works." They were just like, "Ah," so that's why I tried to do Donors Choose and donations, and trying to get at least the next manga series or graphic novels.
Leah: Some. Yes, some of the new ones in.
Nina: Yes, the new ones in. Exactly. I forgot the fantasy series that was really popular, where it just so happened that book three came out in March or something, and the student wanted it. Oh, it was Sunrise on the Reaping.
Janette: Oh, Hunger Games.
Nina: Yeah, Hunger Games book had just come out. They were like, "Where is it?" I'm like, "I'm not Barnes and Noble. I can't just like-- that's not how it works."
Janette: It doesn't just magically appear.
Nina: Right. They were actually asking for it.
Janette: That's amazing.
Nina: It was like, "Ah." 
Janette: It’s a good problem to have
Nina: It was a good problem to have, but I really wish that there was a better way of keeping on demand, but that's just the way purchase orders and things like that go.
Leah: Here's my third takeaway for Illinois librarians. Plan your acquisitions. We have a strong resource sharing system in Illinois, so be prepared to be doing a lot more interlibrary loan, it sounds like.
Nina: Yes, interlibrary loan, and also be prepared for students to come in asking for the latest things that are on Netflix and Prime, because they're always going to be like, "We heard this was a book, so make sure it's there."
Janette: I think that this is a really good opportunity for also school librarians to maybe partner with public libraries, if they can, to try to help fill some of those gaps or encourage public library use. If a brand-new book comes out, probably your public library is buying it, whereas your school library can't.
Nina: Have them plan that. October is Teentober. That is the perfect time for a library card sign-up. That's what I did. I would bring the Dallas Public Library. They already knew I had been bringing them in for the past four years. We did two library card sign-up events a year.
Leah: Here's a question. I think I know the answer already. Basically, do you feel like your workload increased or decreased after the policy? I'm thinking it definitely increased. [chuckles]
Nina: It increased in the best way possible. I'm not going to lie, it was stressful at first, because I am very big on not saying no a lot, [chuckles] something I'm trying to work on.
Leah: I think that's a hazard of being a librarian.
Janette and Nina: Right.
Nina: Yes, the workload was huge because teachers were asking for resources. I was trying to do library orientations. That's not just welcome to the library. It was here are the databases, here's where you can get e-books, and look at all the programming that we're doing in the library. Then the programming planning of it too that I always did every year for every month. On top of that, the big thing that blew up this year was our podcasting station. Teachers wanted to use it for projects, but students also wanted to use it just for personal use. Having to manage that and then keeping up with keeping all the makerspaces filled, clean, and--
Janette: Yes, because all your 3D printers or whatever, the filament might last you for months, and now you're reordering and things like that.
Nina: Yes, everything was being used all at once, and we weren't used to that. It was mostly trickling in throughout the year. August, September, October, November, it was like whoosh. It was big, but that's where I leaned into-- I had seniors who were my library ambassadors, and they helped keep a lot of that in check.
Janette: That's a great idea. I really like that idea of also providing students the ownership of the library in that way, making them part of the way it runs, the decisions, and how things are done.
Nina: There was a lot of them that actually, they owned it. They knew to come in, and they were not afraid to tell students, like, "You can't do that." They would run the circ desk for me, and that was a huge load off my back, so that way, I could focus on other things.
Leah: In general, did you see kids were more willing to approach you for help since they couldn't just look things up on their phones?
Nina: Yes, they were hesitant at first because they weren't used to that, but yes, they would. It was constant questions all day long, a little overwhelming because we even had to step back, and I would have to tell them, "Guys, one person at a time." I felt like I was back in second grade. I was like, "I'm talking to someone. Hold on, I'm helping you. Hold on," because the way it works in my high school, it's a flex schedule, so the library is always open. It's just open. The lunch block was the big one. That's where they had their free time to come in.
It was not just the students, it was teachers at the same time or admins asking me something. The students were hesitant to ask, but once they got to know me, they were like, "Oh, she's chill. She's going to help me."
Leah: "Yeah, she'll help me." I love so much about this. I was really expecting to hear more of like, "Oh, it was such a slog, and it was constant fighting and so much discipline," but it's really like I'm hearing, "Let's all do this. Let's do it now." [chuckles]
Janette: It's uplifting and illuminating, right?
Leah: Yeah.
Nina: Like I said, there were going to be those behavioral issues, but those were dealt with pretty well by the admin. It wasn't a majority. It really wasn't. It was a small little population of that. For the most part, in the library, the kids really respected the rules, the policies, and the procedures that were in place in the library already, because it was the only place in the whole school that they could go to breathe. Honestly, I know we said earlier, libraries aren't quiet, but what I found, which is shocking to me, is that on my campus, the kids wanted the library to be the quiet place.
Leah: They needed it for downtime.
Janette: They needed to decompress.
Nina: They were like, "This is our only place that I could come--" and I had a sign with a QR code, but it wasn't going to be done anymore, where the kids would use it to privately text me on Remind to be like, "It's getting loud. Can you go tell this group to be quiet?" It's because they wanted it to be more of a collegiate study spot. I had to balance all of that. I would have to have library quiet periods, and then some periods were going to be loud because of podcasting, makerspaces, or things like that.
I would have to tell the kids, "You could rent a headphone." I had to do that too. I had to get over-the-ear headphones. They would trade in their ID for it so they could go and block out.
Leah: Block out the noise.
Nina: Because hey couldn't bring their own stuff anymore. It was a lot of a learning curve throughout the year to be like, how can I accommodate for what all the kids want for the library to be for them?
Leah: I feel like you were almost confronted with an entirely new set of student needs for this year, and going forward without cell phones.
Nina: I have to say the year was insane in the best way possible, but so stressful because I pride myself on service. I want it to be perfect. After a while, I had to step back and be like, "Okay, Nina, this was year one, calm down."
Leah: It's not going to be perfect.
Nina: It's like, "Calm down with your crazy self and just realize that you are doing everything you can." Then in hindsight, I was like, "Oh my God, I did so much. I really did." Leaving was awful. [chuckles] I had kids crying and things like that. Hopefully, next year, things will continue. I was terrified. Then I ended up leaving, being like, this is amazing for the library because of how we were able to collaborate so much more with teachers and getting the kids in there. Speaking of which, the best thing that happened to me all year was I think it was around November.
My cell phone dinged, and I looked at it, and it was a teacher. She was like, "I did not force this picture. This picture, I took it. I told the kids that I was going to do it, but this is not forced." It was a row of her students in her classroom, and all four girls had pulled out a library book to read after they were done. They were all tilting their head. It was the cutest picture ever. She was like, "They pulled them out and started reading." I was like, "Yes, it happens." She's like, "I'm just not used to seeing it. This is so cool." It was a cool thing for the teachers to see the impact of the library too in their classroom.
Janette: I think that what I'm getting from most of what you're saying is change is hard, but also it can be really good.
Leah: It can be worthwhile.
Janette: In this case, like your experience, it was really good. I'm actually really encouraged to hear that the strife that you had was very short-lived. It was more in logistics and a little bit of resistance, but once everybody got on board, it seemed like it was full speed ahead, everybody just doing what they had to do to get the most out of every day.
Nina: One thing I'll tell librarians in your all's area is just be prepared for the incoming of, like you said, the different student needs, but also understanding that you're not going to be able to do it all at once, so that you're not stressing yourself out so much. Just know that even accommodating for a couple of classrooms, collaborating in one month is like a huge feat compared to maybe what you were doing before. Don't make it so hard on yourself because then you will burn out. [chuckles] You are going to burn out.
Janette: That's really great advice, honestly.
Leah: I think we're just going to have to treat this as like, "We're all new to this. As we know better, we will do better. It's going to take-- We're all on this learning curve."
Janette: I think the first step is just getting kids to not try to sneak their phones in, right?
Nina: Yes.
Janette: Then the next step is teaching them how to fill the gaps of when they would normally have technology, and now they don't. Then introducing them to all the new things and amazing things that libraries offer, or even in their classrooms that their teachers have planned for them. I love that piece of it and the collaboration part of it because I feel like-- we talk about collaboration a lot, but the fact that you not only were providing resources for your students for how to cope through those moments where they would usually rely on their devices, but also for the classroom teachers, and helping them to bridge those gaps.
Nina: Yes. The way it was easy for the teachers was at the beginning of the year at our meeting, I made little “Join my Google Classroom.” I made a Google Classroom just for the teachers. I would just link dump everything in there for them. I was like, "Hey, ELA, here's some stuff I found on Hamlet. Here are some of the things that you could do here." It wasn't this intense, like, "Oh, I need to go curate and make something from scratch." It was things I would find, and I would put that on there for them, and they were so grateful.
Even doing small things like that made a big difference. Some of the teachers were like, "Thank you. I used it. I can't believe that we've had this." Because I even told the teachers, and this is going to the teacher side of it, I was like, "Guys, I told you about Adobe Express two years ago." They were like, "Why haven't we been using this?" I was like, "Because you never had the opportunity and here we go. Now, you have it."
Leah: I feel like this is going to give people something that teachers say that they don't have enough of right now. That's a little bit more time because you're going to have that time with the kids that would normally be taken up by devices, I think.
Nina: And the fun stuff. It's all the fun things, too.
Janette: Yes, all the little enrichment things you wanted to offer, right?
Nina: Yes.
Leah: Bottom line, Nina, what do you think? Cell phone ban's good, bad, or neutral for the school library?
Nina: From what I saw, it was good in the best way possible because it had students look up, like you said. They walked around, they discovered new things. Not only discovering just by looking like, "Oh, that book is there." They discovered things in themselves that they had never really thought that they could do. Some kids were like, "Do I like painting? This is fun." Students who would pick up a book that they normally wouldn't pick up. I had one student who had never read The Hunger Games. She picked it up on her own, and she came back the next day for the next book.
She's like, "I only read romance," and real fic kind of thing. I was like, "Girl, do you not know that fantasy is pretty much all romance? Have you not read all these things?"
Leah: [chuckles] Romantasy.
Janette: I was like, The Hunger Games is romance mixed with killing.
Nina: Kids were discovering things in there, too, but they were also discovering, like, "Oh, wait a minute, we have databases. I could go up here and look up things that are already peer-reviewed and fact-check for me, and I don't have to do that." They would not have asked me that before with their phones. They would not. I already know that because I went since 2020 with that experience of just being like, "Hey, guys, can I help you out with anything?" "No, we're good."
Janette: I feel like it's a way for education to get back to kids, helping to discover their identity and learn things about themselves.
Leah: Instead of being told by whatever's on their phone.
Janette: Like, "This is the new trendy thing and you should like this.” Figure out what you actually like. It's a place for someone to give you a safe space to try and learn. I think we've gotten away from that.
Leah: I just like see this as an opportunity for kids to discover for themselves.
Nina: Yes, discover for themselves. The biggest example that I can give you was that we created this club by accident with this handful of seniors, where we called it Book It Make It because they discovered that they liked doing mini models. They started a book club where they could still talk about the graphic novels they loved reading, but they started making book nooks, and they would just talk about books. [chuckles] That just started because I had a leftover one I bought at Michaels, and I was like, "Here, you guys want to try this?"
They were like, "Sure, we have nothing else to do." Then they became complete addicted to it. That's one example. Then these other girls, since they didn't have their phones to take pictures, I taught them how to use Canva to-- I was like, "When you get home, upload all your things onto Canva and come see me tomorrow. They came back, and they learned what scrapbooking was.
Leah: Oh, fun. [chuckles] We really are right back in 2010, aren't we?
Nina: Yes. They were printing out pictures, cutting, and pasting them onto their journals. Then I was like, "I have this bucket full of--" because I'm one of those. "I have this bucket full of stuff here." They were decorating. I was like, "Guys, what you're doing is called scrapbooking." They were like, "What is that?" It was just so cool.
Leah: That is so cool.
Janette: That is such a really cool experience. I think it was funny. One of my daughters sent me a list of-- it was granny hobbies. It's all the things that you can do that are analog, not really digital. It's all the needle crafting, fiber crafting, and stuff like that. Yes. I'm just like, scrapbooking falls into that. Anything that you could do that's a slow, easy, laid back, I love it. Something we haven't really addressed yet is how school librarians can maybe approach their administrators to talk about what these increased needs might look like for the library and how to plan ahead for that. Do you have any advice for people in that regard?
Nina: Yes. This is something I wish I could have rewound and done myself. I would highly encourage librarians to get with their admin right before school starts and ask them if you could have time during that summer PD that they have to do to come back to give the librarian 30 to 45 minutes to talk about what the programming and what things are going to look like in the library. That way, teachers can know before school starts what's going to happen. Because at the beginning of the year, teachers can understand, "Oh, she's going to have orientations during this time for English 1 classes or for English 2 classes."
"Oh, she knows how to do Adobe Express." This is going to be the Adobe Express week, where we can bring in students to do this. Because I struggled fishing, some of the teachers in kind of late. I was like, if I would have started earlier, I think a lot of them would have come in a lot earlier. I want to say this with as much love as possible. I need for librarians to understand that they need to be aggressive with their admins in being a part of the instructional support team because if they are just in the sidelines, especially in secondary, admins are going to forget.
There's so much stuff going on that they're going to forget about the library and the library needs. I was extremely annoying in the best way. I was always in their face like, "Hey, I'm doing this, and I need for you to let me have the English teachers for this." They were very pushbacky at first because they were like, "Who are you? Why?" Because the previous librarian never really did that.
After they started seeing the impact of it, and after they started seeing that, and it's not just that I was being recognized on the state level or district level of doing all these things, they were like, "Wait a minute, this is impacting the students, it's impacting the teachers." It wouldn't have happened if I wasn't advocating constantly and being in their face like, "I'm doing this and I need you to do this." It wasn't, “Do you think?" It was like, "No, I need this time to do this." Then have a reason for it.
You need to tell them because this is going to impact students who are learning digital literacy, which is going to affect this. You come in with that verbiage with your admins because they're going to start seeing the value in you really quickly if you start speaking their language, but also if you are showing them that you actually want to impact the student learning. If you go there being like, "Oh, I want to do a story hour because it's going to be really fun for Christmas." They're going to be like—
Leah: "No."
But if you go in there with the correct verbiage of, "I have this really great media literacy lesson that I want to do on researching and databasing, and it's going to be evolved around this and XYZ, and it just happens to be, I don't know, Halloween themed, then that's what it is." We have to learn how to change our language with our admins. That way, they start seeing us as instructional support, not seeing us as, this is the cutesy library time. Because we have to flip that model completely with our admins.
Leah: We have to go in like the experts we are.
Janette: It's also not a time for us to sit back and wait for someone to notice what's happening in the library. You can't just sit back and wait for your admin to notice that your circulation has tripled because they won't see that. They won't necessarily always see that your visit rate has doubled, twice as many students are in your library every day. You need to tell them those things so that they understand what the impact is for you.
Nina: And share it, the good old-fashioned infographic on all your social media pages. That's how I ended up getting noticed too. It was a shock. It was actually that picture I posted of the kids reading on their own. That's when NBC something was like, "Hey, we want to do a short story on this. This is cool." It blew up from there.
Janette: I think people need those impact stories. Throughout this entire thing, I think we both, Leah and I feel like this is really-- it didn't turn out to be a cautionary tale. It turned out to be a, if you can get through the resistance, this can be such a positive and powerful thing.
Nina: Yes. On repeat again, the only hard part was the beginning of the school year was tough. I left the teachers alone a little bit. It gave me time to plan and program everything. In the end, it was one of the best things to happen to the library, honestly.
Leah: That's so good. I'm so glad to hear it. I think that's what we were starting to think. We're like, "This is going to have a huge impact on libraries and schools. We probably need to talk about it, honestly."
Janette: Congratulations to you, though, because that's a lot of work.
Leah: Yes, it is.
Janette: You put in a lot of time and effort, and your students definitely benefited from that. Good for you.
Nina: Thank you. I just want other librarians to know it's worth it. It's worth it. It's so worth putting in that extra effort.
Leah: I want parents to hear this, hear this good news. They are going to survive without their phones. It's fine.
Nina: They will. They will. They were fine.
Leah: They're going to thrive without their phones.
Nina: They're going to thrive. They're going to discover. They're going to just elevate themselves.
Leah: Relate and engage and all of those great words. This brings us to a little portion of our show that we call shelf care because we recognize that being a human today is hard, but also being a librarian can be very difficult. If you feel like sharing just something that you do to take care of yourself, we would love to hear it.
Nina: Oh, I love this question. One of the big things I love to do to take care of myself, honestly, and this is one of the simplest things, I love coffee. I have learned how to make foams and--
Leah: You're a barista, an at-home barista.
Nina: Yes, and make different coffees. I love to make myself my coffee. I have two foster kittens that I failed, and now they're mine. To take care of myself with that, I literally just like to put myself into taking care of them. Then it makes me feel like this cat mom of the year kind of person, but I know that sounds like it's not really taking care of myself. But I love to make my coffee, cuddle with my cats, listen to an audiobook, and just space out. That's just--
Leah: That sounds like heaven, honestly.
Janette: It really does.
Nina: That's sometimes with the kittens, the audiobook will come. It's the best thing instead of holding the book.
Leah: That's right. If you have an audiobook, you have both hands free to pet kittens.
Nina: Yes.
Janette: Someone just recently reminded me, that's why we have pets, is the comfort and the care that they bring to us. It is nurturing for you.
Leah: It forces us to stop and get out of our heads and does all the things that you're supposed to do to reduce your own stress.
Janette: They call it a foster fail, but I think it's really a foster win. For all the way around.
Nina: I think if you find little joys, even if it's like an amazing cup of coffee, I love that. Aside from that, I just recently learned the joys of really good stretching and yoga that helps you meditate, and there's that side of it. Really, my shelf care is a good cup of coffee, a book, and my cats.
Janette: I love it.
Leah: Perfect.
Nina: Which is so stereotypical of a librarian, but hey, it's true.
Leah: It's a stereotype for a reason.
Janette: True. Sometimes, the stereotypes are real.
Leah: Before we go, is there anything you'd like to promote, and what's next for you?
Nina: What's next is new city, new home, new high school. I'm super excited. I can already say because I've already got my employee ID. I'm going to be the new official library media specialist at Klein Cain High School. I'm really excited. It's going to be a new world for me, a whole new world.
Janette: Exciting and terrifying all at the same time.
Nina: Especially when you've established, like you heard everything I established over there, and then it's starting all over. It's like, "Oh my God, here we go again."
Janette: Yeah, they're lucky to have you. I'm excited for you, though. I hope it's a great experience.
Leah: We were so lucky to have you. Thank you, Nina, for appearing with us today. We appreciate it very much. Thank you to everybody listening. Let us know if you have any questions or any topic ideas you'd like for us to cover. As always, you can leave us a voicemail on our hotline at 630-734-5015. Until next time, stay legit, don't quit.
[01:27:52] [END OF AUDIO]
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