
[music]
Janette Derucki: Hi. Welcome to Can't Shelve This, the podcast where we hammer home the importance of school libraries. I'm Janette Derucki, and I'm joined today by my co-host, Leah Gregory-
Leah Gregory: Hi. Hello, everyone.
Janette: -and our producer, Ola Gronski.
Ola Gronski: Hi, everybody.
Janette: I'm really excited about today's episode. Before we get into things today, I'm just curious if either of you have seen anything online about the federal legislation. There's three or four different bills out there now that are aiming to regulate what could be potentially taught in schools or in school libraries. Have you seen any of that?
Leah: I've seen it. I've luckily [chuckles] only seen the people who are arguing against those bills.
Janette: Oh, that's good.
Leah: I've seen a lot of people being very active to try to stop them.
Janette: That's really good. I guess the reason I'm asking is I haven't really seen very much about it aside from just from library organizations or from advocacy groups, people who are trying to stop the legislation. I feel like in the education space, it has the potential to really have a super big impact because there's, like I said, three or four bills. The first one that I think of is H.R. 7661, which is called Stop the Sexualization of Children. Also, who names those?
Ola: A crazy name.
Janette: Then the Senate bill is 4925, and it has the exact same title. I guess it's so that you know that they're companion legislation. Both of those aim to prohibit the use of federal funds to develop, implement, facilitate, host, or promote any program or activity or to provide or promote literature or other materials to children under 18 that include sexually oriented or inappropriate material. "Sexually oriented" is defined, but "inappropriate" really isn't, so what is it? I guess it just makes it subjective.
Leah: Yep. That's the biggest problem with these. Obviously, we're fighting against these bills, but it's not because we don't want to stop the sexualization of children, which is what makes me so angry. They name these things, and then you sound like a jerk fighting against them. That's the problem with them. They don't define it very well, and it leaves it open to interpretation. Any potential anything that somebody disagrees with could fall under this with the right argument and then get badly-needed federal funds pulled from schools or libraries.
Ola: The titles of these bills are the equivalent-- It's like legal clickbait. You know what I mean?
Janette: Yeah.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: 100%.
Ola: They are purposely named this way to shock people.
Janette: Are there a lot of librarians who are for the sexualization of children? No.
Leah: No.
Janette: We're just for free and open access to materials. The third one I want to bring up is the House Resolution 2616, which is Stopping the Indoctrination and Protecting Kids Act. That goes a step further. Makes it sound like if you oppose this bill, you don't want to protect kids. You want to put them in harm's way. Again, it has to do with obtaining parental consent prior to changing a student's pronouns, gender markers, or preferred name in school.
So if your school receives federal funds, you have to obtain parental consent for that. I think most schools or districts are going to ask you for that anyway. But I'm thinking, even when you're in class, the first day of school, and they're like, "Jonathan," and he's like, "I really go by John." Do you have to have your parents declare that for you? I think of all the different Jennys I knew who were one day they were Jenny with a Y, then they were Jenni with an I.
Ola: I can tell you now, firsthand experience. Fun fact about me, my first legal name is Aleksandra. Every first day of school, every class through college, I had to sit there and be like, "Do I explain why I go by Ola?" which is quite simple. It's a common Polish nickname. But the idea of if I was a student in school and this had passed, how difficult-- Obviously, this bill is not targeting people like me and the Jennys and the Johns of the world,
Janette: No.
Ola: -but it is something to think about, that something that simple could be made more complicated.
Janette: All three of them have a common theme. They also include a statement that says that it prohibits anything that involves gender dysphoria or transgenderism or advances gender ideology. I think that that's really what they're trying to get at. I guess the point I'm trying to make here is regardless of what your politics are or what stance you have around any of those value systems, this does have an impact to us in the library community and educators as well because it has the potential to alter the way you teach or approach certain topics or materials. You're not going to be able to include specific things in your collection. Otherwise, you'll violate this policy. No one wants to risk funding for your schools. I think Leah just said that earlier, right?
Leah: Yeah.
Janette: They're much needed. It has the potential to have a huge impact, but I feel like there's not enough talk about it in education spaces. I see a lot of authors, like Authors Against Book Bans, coming out with information about this, the American Library Association, every library, but I haven't really seen the kind of grassroots uprising about these, and they're quietly making their way through Congress.
Leah: They are.
Janette: Don't be surprised when they come to the floor for a vote. I want to encourage people to reach out to their representatives and their senators if they feel so moved or inclined just to make sure that your voice is being heard.
Leah: I happen to live in Mary Miller's district.
Janette: Oh yeah. I didn't mention who sponsored the bills, but she sponsored one of the House resolutions.
Leah: I happen to live in her district, so I wrote to her several times. I'm like, "I am a librarian. There is no porn in libraries." I invited her to please contact me. I would be glad to take her on a tour of a library and show her very clearly that there is no porn. My problem with all of this is they equate porn to anything that they don't want to hear about.
Janette: Or that makes them uncomfortable. Adults ruin everything, I’ve said that before. 
Leah: It's just like, "It's pornography." I'm like, "It's not pornography. It's just a different point of view that you don't like. We're dealing with a ban down here, the picture book Stone Giant, because it's about Michelangelo's David, who of course is nude.
Janette: People are always surprised when they go to see David and he's nude. I'm like, "You knew this. There are pictures." I read the actual language of some of this legislation, and there are some allowances made for materials that are needed for curriculum for, not really sex education. It was more like science and health and things like that. It also, in some of them, points out very specific resources that you can use or that would be allowed in your curriculum. I feel like that goes against a little bit of the local control that we have in Illinois. We really do pride ourselves on being able to decide at the local level what's best for the community that we serve. I feel like that's a hard line for some of this.
Leah: Just what we don't want is a list of books you can have. There's no such thing as a list of approved books.
Janette: Yeah, very true. I'm just really concerned about how this is going to impact the diverse collections and the representation that we've all worked so hard to make sure is in our libraries to the point of people keep saying, "This is a book-banning bill." Someone actually said the other day when I was talking about this, "This is about gender." I was like, "It is, but it isn't." It's like all legislation.
You think you have a bill that's about the oil industry, and all of a sudden in there there's something that impacts agriculture, and you're like, "How did that get in there?" A lot of it is multifaceted, very nuanced. I just hope our listeners will look into that. If you want to reach out to your federal representatives and senators, that would be amazing.
Leah: This is basically the "ban them before they get on the shelf" bill.
Ola: To your point, Janette, about how do things get in those bills that we never anticipated, it reminds me of when Amanda Jones was on, I think it was her episode. She talked about when you don't hear about things happening, like you said, we're not hearing a ton about these bills outside of work, that's when they slip things like this in. It is important for us to be talking about it, even though it hasn't quite gained traction in national headlines yet. This is the most crucial part because this is when they try to get a little sneaky with these things.
Leah: The things that get slipped in, it's like that's the back hall wheeling and dealing. They need somebody's vote, so they're like, "We'll just slip this one little thing that benefits your state into this bill."
Janette: I'm all for encouraging conversations between parents and children about what they should be reading. I guess I feel like these bills are really apt for the topic of today's episode because we are going to talk about matching children with the right types of books or what they're looking for through Readers' Advisory. I think that this is something that has the potential to impact our ability to do that because if the books don't exist in your library, kids can't read them.
Leah: You can't match them.
Ola: They have less to choose from.
Janette: It's not even like when you have a book challenge in a school and it's like, you can still get it from the public library or from the bookstore or whatever. I guess this is mostly just restricting schools, but it's like, at what point does it then go on to restrict other types of funding to other types of organizations because I think you start setting precedents.
Leah: Something like this happened to me when I was still teaching. I had a student who was just exploring, let's say, gender identity, and asked if we had any books about it. I was working with their teacher, and I found a few that were middle school-appropriate. I put them in that teacher's mailbox with a note that says, "This is for XYZ student." Never, ever had I had somebody come along and take something out of my mailbox or anybody else's mailbox, but my principal saw that and pulled them and pulled us both in to his office and is like, "Absolutely not. You are not giving these books to anybody. Before we would, we have to call the student's parents." I'm like, "No, no, no, no. We are not calling any parents."
Janette: There's this thing called student privacy and also the First Amendment.
Leah: Also, they're just expressing curiosity. There's nothing to call them about. Basically, after a lot of back and forth, I was able to say, "These are books that I would let any student in this library read because it deals with the topic in a very age-appropriate way." He finally allowed me to collect them, but I could not give them directly to the student. The student had to overhear me talking about where they could be found, basically.
Ola: Just very loudly talking about it at the desk.
[laugher]
Janette: I understand a little bit of where they're coming from because you just want to make sure that no one is hurt or upset in the process.
Leah: Unsafe.
Janette: Yes, exactly. You're trying to make sure you're doing the right thing. I think that's part of where all of this seems to go wrong sometimes is that it feels like it's coming from a place of caring and kindness and support. But also, how many times do you feel like legislation or things in society operate from a place of fear? We are afraid something is going to happen, so we act out of that. That's the motivator. It's really hard.
I think we talk about this a lot as librarians, especially when you're talking about materials that deal with race, gender, sexuality, things like that, because we really want to make sure that we're doing the right thing, but we're starting to also self-censor a little bit. Nobody wants to fight the fight, and so sometimes you choose, "I'm on the fence about adding something to the collection, so I'll just choose not to add it," or you hear librarians talk about their administrators saying, "Don't add anything that's going to get any complaints." You can't know.
Leah: Don't add anything controversial, right?
Janette: Controversial, that's the other word. It's like, please define that for me.
Leah: Then we have the school, like, "What's controversial?" Obviously, graphic sex is controversial, or I guess, in these days, gender identity is controversial. Never in a million years would I have guessed that somebody would find the fact that women have leg hair to be controversial, as you all know-
Janette: That's hilarious.
Leah: -about the book that tried to get banned. A mother tried to ban the book because her fifth-grade son should not have to know that women have leg hair.
Janette: I think that we all can agree on what's age-appropriate. There are already measures in place to make sure that books and materials are age-appropriate, and that's part of why Readers' Advisory is so important, because if kids are curious about books that are not appropriate for them, you also need to be able to steer them to the books that are appropriate.
Leah: But if we double down on this and don't make age-appropriate books available, they're going to find information about it by Googling it. Then what are they going to run into?
Ola: We do not want to send them out into the wild west of the internet. No, no, no, no, no.
Janette: Especially with AI.
Leah: Yes. Oh my gosh.
Janette: AI will just tell you anything it thinks you want to know. The most alarming thing someone told me is that you can ask AI to create any scenario you are curious about. You really do need to monitor the use of AI by young children, especially if they're curious about these topics that you don't want them to read about, because AI is happy to tell them about them.
Leah: Yes. Speaking of AI isn't real, you guys have obviously heard and talked about Jimothy.
Janette: Oh, yeah.
Ola: I do know about Jimothy.
Leah: I'm telling my husband about it. He's like, "That's AI." I'm like, "No. He is actually real." [laughs]
Janette: Leah, for anybody who is not familiar, can you explain it?
Leah: Jimothy is in Seattle, and it is a raccoon who has some sort of birth defect, I think is what it is, or some sort of injury that makes him deformed. He's this very bizarre, weird little mascot of all these people now. Everybody is like, "Protect Jimothy at all costs." They really love him.
Ola: If you google Jimothy, a little graphic goes across the screen.
Leah: [chuckles] He's so cute.
Ola: How can we describe Jimothy? Jimothy, think raccoon.
Leah: It's a square raccoon, basically.
Ola: Long legs, short torso.
Leah: If you haven't seen Jimothy, you should go check it out because he actually is very cute.
Ola: I'll add him to the video. Pop up Jimothy.
[laughter]
Leah: We really got off topic. How did we end up on Jimothy after talking about the federal book ban bills?
Janette: It's better to end it on a happy note anyway. Then we'll go ahead and invite our guest in. Today, we are joined by Becky Spratford from RA for All. Welcome, Becky.
Becky Spratford: Hi. Thanks for having me.
Janette: We're so excited that you're here. Becky, I don't know if you want to talk a little bit about your career as a librarian and how you got to the position you are before we jump into the conversation today.
Becky: Yeah. It's always a fun story because library workers get to this work from so many different places. I began my library journey at a law library doing interlibrary loan in Chicago at a law firm that no longer exists. I started literally as an interlibrary loan runner. This was-
Janette: Oh wow.
Becky: -the late '90s. I know. My job was for the reference librarian to give the interlibrary loan coordinator what they needed, and then that person coordinated it, and I ran to places. I got to run to the public library at Harold Washington Center and the Cook County Law Library sometimes to do some research. After doing that, the very short version of how I got there was I was deciding between being a lawyer and a librarian.
Janette: Oh wow.
Becky: Very quickly, I realized I wanted to be a librarian. I went to library school while I was working at the law firms. I moved up to the interlibrary loan coordinator. Then another law firm poached me to be a reference assistant, which is basically working the reference desk without the library degree while I went and got my degree. It was an exciting time in law libraries because it was when Westlaw and Lexis were first starting, and the lawyers relied on us.
My second law firm, Sonnenschein Nath & Rosenthal, was a large law firm, and we were the main office. We were doing research for seven cities, and we were the attorneys. We were the IP attorneys for George Foreman Grills when they were popular. We were the attorneys for Jerry Springer.
Janette: That's a blast from the past.
[laughter]
Becky: Sally Jessy Raphael, too. We had some great questions.
Leah: I forgot about her. [laughs]
Janette: Wait, wait, wait. I have to ask you because my daughter works at a law library. Do they come in and visit? A lot of times clients do come in.
Becky: They did not, but we did get last-minute requests like, "We're going live. What is the age of majority in these four states? Go."
Janette: Oh, okay.
Becky: The things I learned there, though. I'm going to give a huge shout out to my boss there, Nancy, who was my supervisor. She knew I wanted to be a public librarian. I was going to Dominican University at night because we didn't have going online back then. I would work. They made sure I got out early and took the train to get to class. She made me join the Chicago Association of Law Libraries. She brought me to meetings. They sent me to conferences. They sent me to the public library for everything that had to be researched. They really gave me that foundation, which was huge.
That led me, while I was at Dominican, about-- let's see, I wanted to be a public librarian. I was focusing on that. I found Readers' Advisory through my course with Bill Crowley. I said, "Wait, I can do this for a job?" When I had one semester left to go, I started looking for jobs. I very luckily landed at the Berwyn Public Library. Like I said, one semester before I was done as a full librarian. Along with my colleague Tammy Hennigh Clauson, who's now out in Colorado, we started the Readers' Advisory Department at the Berwyn Public Library.
Janette: You don't meet very many people who start a department from scratch, right?
Becky: It was amazing. We got to have this department called Readers' Advisory. We were brought in. We really did work to change the culture of the library to be a place where leisure reading was a priority. Through that, I started there in July of 2000. In the fall of 2004, I was asked to go and teach the Readers' Advisory course at Dominican University as adjunct faculty.
Janette: Oh, cool.
Becky: I taught it with Joyce Saricks, together. There's an entire generation of readers' advisors because I was there for eight years. People, some of whom are now directors at libraries, who I trained, including Joe Filapek at RAILS. He's always like, "I was one of Becky's students." He was one of my first students. I taught for eight years. I was doing my own trainings as well. It just started to get to a point where I couldn't keep doing part-time at the library and also do my trainings because I was still running a book group. I was the Friends Liaison Representative. I was buying half the books, collection development.
I finally had to make a choice. It was unfortunately to leave Berwyn, although I'm still friends with lots of people that work there. Shout out to Quinn, who has the job I had. We still talk all the time. I started to do more of the training. Now my job is to train library workers all over the world. I have a set of trainings that build. I do lots of statewide training. In the meantime, I'm also a horror expert. You can see my Bram Stoker Award behind me that I just won.
Janette: Which we are hoping to talk a little bit more about later.
Becky: I had time to review once I stopped doing the work at the library. During that time, I also wrote three textbooks about horror for the American Library Association. I was able to start reviewing books, which is another thing I love doing and is a huge part of Readers' Advisory, which we can talk about. Relevant to your listeners, Readers' Advisory is for all ages. I specialize in that. I have actually also spent almost 20 years at the school library as a volunteer helping with their collections. I hope we can talk a little bit about collection development as a form of Readers' Advisory as well-
Janette: Of course.
Becky: -and changing their collections to make them more browsable for the kids.
Janette: We're going to talk about all of it, Becky, [laughs] all of it.
[laughter]
Becky: People are always like, "How'd you get to where you are?" It's a lot of choices you make along the way. I was sad to leave my library. People said, "Oh, you're leaving because it was so hard to serve the public?" I'm like, "Absolutely not." I loved serving the public every single day for 15 years. It was just too much to do all the other opportunities that were coming for me to be able to help more libraries.
Janette: You're still serving the public. You're just serving a different public now.
Leah: Yes.
Becky: Yes.
Leah: Everything that you do ultimately trickles down to the public. I think that's definitely serving the public.
Janette: We've touched on the fact that you are doing some reviewing and reading, but I wanted to ask you, this is a question we ask all of our guests, what type of reader are you? Do you prefer print books, e-books, or audiobooks?
Becky: One of the fun things about my job is I literally make library workers delve into why they like what they like to read. So I have learned all of this about myself. When you read for a living, which is what I do because I review books, I am mostly reading those in pre-pub, mostly e-ARCs, and print. The horror I am reading is almost all in print. It took me a while when I started because I review just under 70 books a year for money between Booklist and Library Journal.
Janette: Oh wow.
Becky: It's about 1.5 a week when you average it out across the year. As I've amped that up, I had to find a space to make room to read for fun. Here are the things I prefer when I'm reading for myself. If I'm reading horror for fun, I don't really care how I read it because my brain just has fun reading it. If I am reading mostly for fun, I will tell you audio is the way I go because my brain is like, "Oh, we're reading with our ears. This is for fun."
Janette: It's like a treat.
Becky: I am a huge mystery fan and nonfiction on audio, but I read every genre. I read Yesteryear, or one of the big books of the year this year, which is a thriller. I did that on audio, and I loved it. I did go through a time when it was very hard for me to read anything for fun. My brain just kept wanting to criticize it or take notes, and I'm like, "No."
Janette: You're in that one mode.
Becky: I have found, for me, that my preferred is audio for the books I'm reading for fun.
Janette: Let's go ahead and just dive into today's topic, which is what you're here to talk about. You're an expert in Readers' Advisory. It sounds like you've got tons of experience that you're going to draw from to share with us. I'm hoping that you can just start out with a basic explanation of what it is. How would you explain it to someone who's not in libraries?
Becky: The very first thing, the easiest way I tell people, they say, "What do you do?" "I'm a Readers' Advisory consultant." They're like, "What is that?" I say, "It's like reference, but for leisure reading." That is not nearly enough to explain the intricacies of it. That is enough to get people to understand where we are. I do that for a couple reasons. One, to remind library workers that they use resources when they do Readers' Advisory as well. The way I talk about Readers' Advisory is you start with what books you love and why and really understand yourself as a reader. Until you can understand who you are as a reader, it is really hard to get other people to open up about themselves as a reader.
The way I talk about Readers' Advisory is it's a conversation. It is not about tallying the transactions. It is not about how many times someone comes up to you and says, "Hey, I want a book to read. Help me," because that doesn't actually happen in the real world. I get that complaint all the time. Nobody asked me for books. Now, in the school library, that happens. It does. I tell readers' advisors who work with adults and teens, "Go work with kids” because kids will tell you what they really think about books and ask you for more.
Janette: Oh yeah. For sure.
Becky: Then they'll tell you when they hated it. I love that.
Janette: In schools, you almost have a little bit of an advantage. I think in public libraries, you develop relationships with your patrons. You get to know people who come in regularly if you see them every time they're in. With students, you get to know them on a personal level from being at school. You get to know them year after year after year as they grow up, but also to see how their preferences change and the interactions change. I think that that is a slight advantage maybe in school libraries over other library types.
Becky: Yes and no. What I teach the public librarians is how to create those relationships with their patrons, to have talks about what they like to read, to share what you like to read, and to talk about books. From there, you're going to find ways to find them more books. They might like the exact opposite of you, but you can help them find it by using resources like NoveList or Goodreads or all these other things I talk about specifically. Now, I also want to say, though, that adults, once you get them to open up, are great. It's just they're so afraid to be very honest with you. Sometimes they'll come in and be like, "I really want to read literary fiction."
Leah: Because that's what they think they should be reading, right? [laughs]
Janette: We have so many rules for ourselves as readers. It's so, so frustrating.
Becky: One of my big things on my blog is be a gate opener, not a gatekeeper. The number of things we do in libraries to be a gatekeeper. Here's one small example. The number of libraries who shelve their series in alphabetical order. It's almost all of them.
Leah: Oh, you got to shelve it in series order. [laughs]
Becky: Children's libraries do that. Adults, they often, "That's the way we're supposed to do it."
Janette: Interesting.
Becky: There's no library jail. You don't have to do it that way.
Janette: There should be a sign in every librarian's office, "There is no library jail."
Becky: Anyway. See, once you get them to admit that actually what they want is erotic romance, you're like, "We're cooking with gas."
Leah: "I know how to help you." [laughs]
Janette: As someone who is a mood reader, sometimes I don't know what mood I'm in. How do you draw that out of someone?
Becky: The mood is actually one of the easier ones. It's actually much harder when they're like, "Get me something good to read. I'm going on vacation tomorrow." That's when we go to our sure bets. I do a lot of that on my blog to talk about that. Crowd pleasers. If someone is like, "I'm in a malaise right now." Some people are like, "I want to stay in that malaise." I can get you a book. Some are like, "I want a book that will get me out of it." What I often do with those people is it's much easier to talk about, "What TV shows have you been watching? What podcasts have you been listening to?"
Leah: What TikTokers do you like to see?
Becky: Exactly. When you are coming for a mood, people often think it's going to be hard like you did, right, Janette? It's not if we take people out of the book world. Do you know how many library directors got mad at me that I told their staff to use podcasts to help? They're like, "Podcasts don't give us checkouts." Now, again, one of my other hats is I was a trustee for 24 years. I would say to them, "I was a trustee for 24 years. Let me tell you, the more we help people, the more they come and the more they'll check out, so stop worrying.
Janette: True.
Leah: Also, you'll hear things on podcasts that you have to go read more about. [laughs]
Janette: That is so true. How many podcasts are about books, right?
Leah: Yes.
Becky: If somebody is in a malaise, I say, "What has been getting you out of it in other media?" Then that's where we can start making connections. Now, going back to the helping the kids when we were talking about that, this is my favorite interaction with a kid. They would say, "Oh, Mrs. Spratford is here. She's going to help you find a book," because the librarian would do other things. "Great. What do you want, fiction or nonfiction?" "I don't know."
[laughter]
Becky: "Do you want it to be real or do you want it to be fantasy?" "Fantasy, but not animals. People." Then you just keep going. Finally, you throw out whatever you know is popular. Like, "Have you read I Survive?" and then their eyes light up. They want to tell you everything about that series. Then you listen. You listen to adults too, to the adjectives they're using when they talk about something. With kids, we get a lot of horses. "It has to have horses." That was one of my girls that I would help. Iver Janette, you're talking about her growing up. Over the years, we got her to read different books.
Also, Readers' Advisory leads to collection development because when we hear from people what they like, we get more of what they like. We saw with our kids a bunch of years ago that nonfiction was super popular. We repurchased a whole bunch of nonfiction to get new copies, to get biographies and topics about things that were new and the covers were fresh. Once you get them to open up, it's awesome because they tell you everything. Then they tell you when they hate it, and you can be like, "Awesome. I'm so glad you told me that. What did you think about it? We'll never give you that again." Then they follow you for life.
Leah: I would always tell a kid, "You're not going to hurt my feelings if you bring me it  back and tell me that you hated it. That just gives me more data." [laughs]
Becky: I say this to adults too. "I didn't read it. I'm not going to take it personally. Let's go. Let's do this."
Leah: I didn't write it. [laughs]
Janette: There's a reader for every book. I might not be that reader, and that's fine. Let me ask you this, though. What are your tips for librarians for how to track those types of internal trends? I think we talk a lot about trends on social media, movies that are coming out, book series that we know are popular, things that are taking off. Thinking about your nonfiction shift, is it just something you notice over time, and then as a librarian, you have to start paying attention, or is there something in your collection that you can actually use to track that? How would you best go about doing that?
Becky: That is the secret sauce. The reason I made my blog is to help gather that information for librarians. The best thing you can do, and this is one of my 10 rules of basic readers' advisory, which I know you're going to be including in the show notes here, is to read about books all of the time. I give you lists of things you should read every day. I had my staff do this. The Book Pulse from Library Journal, Publishers Weekly Daily, Shelf Awareness, and Book Riot, those are places I tell people to go every day. Over time, you start to see trends.
Here's the thing. You are very busy at the desk sometimes. You might not always remember to cross-reference what you're seeing with your circulation statistics. You might not think about keeping track of your displays and what books are going up. You might not necessarily be good about always tracking the types of questions you're getting. That's where I come in with RA for All because I am helping gather that for you and reminding you to do it for your local level. I will say, "There's a trend alert. Here's what's happening."
A great example is in the July issue of Library Journal was my annual genre preview for horror, and so I listed out in trend. I work on that for you. They do a genre preview every couple months for every genre and for graphic novels. Every issue of Booklist is a spotlight issue. What I say on my blog when those come out, "Here's the top 10 mysteries from the last 12 months." They don't do the year. It comes out in May, that one, and they do the last 12 months. I tell people when I post it, and this is my thing, "You've got to look at the current year and then the last five years of backlist." They do it for kids and adults.
The mysteries for kids, same thing you see. You can go look and see what books were the biggest trends, and then they, in that issue, pull out some of those topics for you. We need to use our resources, but then you have to cross-check them with your specific circulation data so that you can see where the space you need to act in is. I gather all of that on RA for All.
I also do, and I have for many years for different outlets, an annual year-in-review where I take all the data. What were the best-selling books? What were the best books? What were the biggest checkouts at a group of libraries from all over the country? All of these things that are from other resources I bring together, but always, and this is the point I think that you are trying to get at, Janette, with the question, always it is up to the local library to cross-reference. I can tell you what the overall issues are. I can tell you what the overall trends are, but yours might be different. This is how you pay attention.
Janette: I do think you get a lot of librarians, maybe not as much in school that I don't see as you do in public libraries or other avenues where they get really hung up on book lists. [chuckles] Like, "These were the top--" Like, the New York Times list or this whatever published list comes out. I'm just like, books are on lists for a lot of different reasons, and they may not be the reasons that resonate with your readers. You have to really keep that in mind.
If you're going to put together a display that's like, "Here's all the award winners from the Booker list or whatever," that's great, but don't be upset if not a ton of people are flocking to that because they're not drawn to that type of literature. It's hard. I guess I'm glad that you emphasized how a lot of things at the local level have to drive all of this because it's easy to get caught up in like, "Oh, here's a ready-made list of things I should do."
Leah: I'm glad that you mentioned resources because I love Readers' Advisory. It's the thing I miss most about my librarian job. I just loved it. There were a couple teachers who thought it was magic because when you do it well, it does appear a little bit magical. One day I was just like, "No. Literally, I just pull from all these resources, and I spend a lot of time checking them." They're always like I have this knowledge. I'm like, "It's not magic. It's just informing yourself."
[laughter]
Janette: It's not magic. It's research.
Becky: We need to be clear with everyone that we're using resources. Why? Those resources cost money, and we want to make sure people know that we're using them to help them so that they appreciate them. One of the worst things libraries do is say that the services are free. Nothing in libraries is free. It is prepaid.
Leah: Not free.
Becky: It is prepaid.
Janette: So true.
Becky: It is prepaid. I yell at libraries all the time when they put up "free with your library card." No. "Prepaid with your library card."
Leah: Or included. I always say, "It's not free. It's included." [laughs]
Janette: It's like the biggest misconception about Libby. Libby is saying, "Books are free." I'm like, "They're not really free. Someone paid for them." [laughs]
Leah: Somebody pays for it.
Becky: I also want to talk about, yes, the local and the resources. I had my local library, the school library, look at what their best sellers were for each grade. What were the most checked-out books for each grade? They made their own little best sellers list, right?
Janette: Oh, I love that.
Becky: Then I do a reminder post every year, "Create a local best list and don't just limit it to the best books of this year." I say, "Ask at the end of the year, 'What was the best thing you checked out of the library this year?'" Ask your patrons to tell you, and then see what comes back. There is no better way to know what is popular at your library. Not what was checked out the most, because we know with checkouts, we have no idea what people thought of that.
Leah: Or if they even read them. [laughs]
Becky: Everybody is checking out Theo of Golden, and our holds lists are through the roof, but are they reading them and enjoying them? At the school library, with kids, actually, in general, it's the best place to test this because they're going to tell you. By the way, those of you listening who don't know, the USA Today's best-seller list is the best best-seller list to use because it's the number of books that are actually sold the most, not in categories. Every year, Dog Man is the best-selling book every year. This was the first year, last year, that I didn't outsell Rebecca Yarros, and I'm not kidding.
[laughs]
Janette: I believe it, though. Kids go ham for those books. They really do. We're talking about different strategies or approaches, and that there's tools out there that you can use to do the RA interview, but I want to talk about how to approach a reader who maybe doesn't read in the same genre, or you don't read in the genre that they prefer, or something that they're looking for, and so you're not knowledgeable.
I ask this because a lot of librarians come to me and say, "I have a lot of anxiety around trying to connect kids, in particular, with books” because they feel like there's this weight. Like, "If I give you the wrong book, you're going to hate reading, and then I've ruined your life as a reader, and now you're going to be illiterate, and all these things." They understand that that's not the cycle. I think that there is a huge importance placed on connecting kids to the right book every time. Sometimes you're going to miss, and that's going to be okay, but you need to be right more than you're wrong. How do you approach that?
Becky: Listen, Readers' Advisory is actually 60% to 70% listening and a lot less talking and suggesting. When we listen to readers and listen to the adjectives they are using when they talk about a book that they enjoyed, or we listen to the adjectives when they want to tell us about what they want to read. Maybe you have a kid coming, and let's say you don't love horror, and they're asking for horror, and heads up, kids love it. Don't be afraid to give it to them.
Janette: Which is so surprising to me. So surprising.
Becky: It's not surprising because being a kid is terrifying.
Janette: True. Okay. Good point.
Becky: You have no autonomy. There's great, great books out there. Let's say a kid comes up, and they're like, "I really want a scary book," and you're like, "It's May. I don't know about scary books yet. Should I go to the Halloween section? I don't know what to do." You have a ton of scary books in your collection because they're by a lot of the major authors. How are you going to help this person? You're going to say, "Why do you want to be scared? How do you want to be scared?" You can ask questions thinking about yourself, even if you don't want to be scared. Do you want it to be a creepy story that would be told at night in the dark? Is there a TV show you watch that you really want to see?
Wednesday Addams is very popular with the young kids. That is a different kind of creepy. That's creepy and a little more literary than maybe Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark, which are these jump-scare stories. You want to ask them questions about why they want to read that. Not like, "Why do you want to be scared, young person?" No. "Oh, great. What kind of scares do you want?" You can be like, "Do you want to be chilled?" Then listen to their answers, and the answers, you can put into your resources.
I'm using this as an example because I offer a program called Summer Scares, which is also in conjunction with a lot of things, including iREAD that's here in Illinois. We offer three books, and we've done it for 10 years, in three categories of reading every year. We call it Summer Scares, but you can do them any time of year. You can use the backlist. We actually have Julia Smith, who's the editor for Youth at Booklist, who's part of our team picking the middle grade.
Janette: Oh, cool.
Becky: We know that these are vetted titles. We always have something that matches the iREAD theme if you want to use it that summer, and we have other books. We have a huge backlist. Then you can use those authors to help. I was just talking to Justina Ireland the other day, and she's a great author for more chilling historical horror. Anyway, you can use lots of resources, especially something like NoveList, which I do know everyone in the state has access to. I think it's a good thing to use to talk here.
You can actually type in the appeal terms that you're hearing, those adjectives, and find books. You can go to the list of middle-grade horror and see what the standards are. I do this all the time with kids. I say to them, "I found this book. Here's what it says about it." I don't read them the synopsis. I read them those appeal terms. It's creepy. It's historical, or whatever the words are. It has vampires, but they're all there for you on the screen. Then we go to the shelf and look for the book, and we look at it together.
Having the conversation is the most important thing. While we're doing it, we make very clear, this might not be right, "We're doing this together. I'm helping you." Making it clear that I'm listening. I do this with adults as well. Walking people to the shelf, I made my staff do that. Not to point, but because then we're together going to see where the books are. We can talk more casually without big scary library person.
I am 5'3". I look terrifying behind a desk, though, to people. When you get out, you're on the same level as them. You're walking together. You're looking through books together. When I worked with teens, I always got the--I'm like, "Here's a book. Here's a book." As I talked about them, I literally would just leave them scattered around, not reshelving them because I'm showing them it's okay to mess up the collection.
Leah: How many times you get asked, "Can I take this off the shelf?"
Becky: Yes.
Leah: I'm like, "Yes. That's why we put them there." [chuckles]
Becky: Can we do a timeout for a second about displays? Stop making your displays so precious that people won't take the books.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: I think people don't pay attention to how many barriers there are in libraries. You already mentioned the desk. The shelf is another one.
Leah: Yes.
Janette: People feel like, I can't touch it if I don't want it. It's like, how do you know if you want it or not? You know what? Take it off the shelf and put it back in the wrong spot. I don't care. I would rather that than you not touch it in the first place.
Leah: School librarians get to a point where you're just like, "Okay, it's approximately in the right place, so it's all good." [chuckles]
Janette: Yeah. The school libraries I've been in, there was always the cart that was like, "If you don't know where it goes, just put it on this cart and someone will make sure it gets back to the right spot."
Becky: At the school library where I help out, the parents shelf the books, and they're constantly coming back. They would come in, "I just found these books just on the shelf." I’m like, “Yep, that happens.” It's okay. We don't want to make our displays precious, though, with lots of decorations. All a display needs is books. It doesn't even need a title. People gravitate towards small universe of books. That is a maxim that Joyce Saricks put out when she started the modern version of Readers' Advisory. You group books together. I say group them with intention, but you don't even need a sign. People are going to go to them.
Kids especially are more than willing to grab it. When it looks too pretty, they get nervous about it. Adults, too. It's not that different, by the way. The teens loved it when I would just be- I'm like, "Oh, and here, let's go throw them all on the table. Look at them if you want. Take them if you want. I don't really care." You're like, I didn't say that, but I was like, "I got more if you need them." That's what we have to keep making clear when we do this. I might not find you your favorite book in the whole wide world forever, but I hopefully am going to find you a book that entertains you while you're reading it. When you come back and tell me what did and didn't work for you, we'll find you something else.
Leah: The other thing, you have to let kids know, "If you don't like this, we'll keep trying." It's not like, "Okay, well, this is the book. If you don't like it, I don't know what we're going to do with you."
Janette: Again, it's about feelings. "You're not going to hurt my feelings. I'm just here to show you what I have."
Leah: Come back and ask. Some of them come back again and again, and you're still not getting it right. You're still not getting it right. You're like, "Okay, I don't know what to do except for drive over, hold that one author with one book hostage, and make them write another one." [laughs]
Becky: I actually have a tip for that because I have adults like that too. "I've read everything you have." I'm like, "No, you haven't. You've only read the books you know by the author you know." Kids the same way. First of all, two things about that patron. Number one, that patron coming back to you again and again, whether they're a kid or an adult, they like coming back to you and giving you reasons why they didn't enjoy the book. I had to learn this after I was starting to get upset. That is fun for them. That is something you're providing for them.
Leah: It's a relationship.
Becky: If they truly hated the books, they wouldn't keep asking you, but they enjoy having that reason. Second thing about that, the best tip to do for a person who has one author and only one author that they always want to read. Kids and adults both do this. It's not just kids. You go find a list online of that author's favorite books, and let me tell you, they might be written completely different. There's resources that do this. You can go see what books they've blurbed and all of this, but--
Janette: Right, right.
Becky: Especially kids authors, they usually have on their website a list of books they really like, authors they really enjoy. They're like, "You have nothing else I want to read." I'm like, "Here is what Tana French says are her favorite books. You can read more than just Tana French." Then they read them. Sometimes they are in wildly different genres.
Host: Yes, I was just going to ask how that goes over.
Becky: They're not predisposed to argue with their favorite author like they are to argue with you.
Janette: That is a good point. Just because you write something doesn't mean that that's necessarily what you read. Because I know several different authors I've talked to, they talk about how they don't read within their own genre because they don't want it to influence their work, so it's like, yeah, the books that they prefer and the authors they read might be very different. We talked a little bit about you're a huge horror fan. You said how kids love to be scared and whatnot. How do you navigate helping kids look for things that might be too--
Leah: They want to be scared, but not too scared.
Becky: It's a great question. Adults always ask it because they don't know how to set their limits. Kids are very good at setting their limits. I cannot stress that enough. This question only comes from adults. It never comes from kids. I love that because it just is proof of concept. You say to them, "Okay, it sounds like you're going to like this. This is the vibes it has." Again, use a resource like NoveList or Review, which they're there. The Review from Booklist or School Library Journal will tell you things that you need to know. That's their job to tell you this has this in it, so that might be scary for the kids.
You can say things to them like, "This book is a little more scary, not so creepy. Are you okay if you're going to feel like you have to keep the lights on at night?" They'll be like, "No, I don't want that." That is one of the things that I'm really clear about with them is that you need to tell me. Then if it is too much, close it, and we'll find you another one. There's also kids who are like, "That was so scary. I couldn't sleep. Can I have another one?"
Janette: Right. You just don't know which end of the spectrum you're going to get.
Leah: I have a sticker that says, "This book ruined my life, five stars." [laughs]
Host: Sometimes it is. Sometimes the book that you hate is the one you can't stop thinking about. You're like, "Why can't I stop thinking about this book?"
Becky: Kids need a space to feel their emotions themselves and have control over it. They really do. They need to learn what their limits are. This is part of what reading is. Yes, reading builds empathy. Yes, but reading is about control. It is a safe space for kids to tune those dials.
Janette: I think that's an important aspect of school libraries. You're doing it in a place that is also a safe space with people who can support you.
Leah: Also, a big part of that is that's why you have to respect their boundaries.
Becky: I also want to caution all librarians who work with kids. You don't know what's going on in their life. You don't know how scary their everyday occurrences. You can't tell by the way they're dressed and the way-- I know this from my own family, with my own nieces and nephews. You don't know. Horror has been known to be a safe place to work out your real-life fears and go against something that's scarier than what you're up against. Don't assume that it's too much for them without talking to them about it. You don't need them to open up about the real-life horrors in their life, but everybody's going through something. Let's let them be the decision-maker on what is too much.
Janette: Yeah. You've talked about listening and questions and the resources that you have. What do you say to the librarian that is still like, "I don't think I'll ever be able to do this? I'm not good at it. I think this is just a skill I don't have."
Becky: I think it depends a little bit there. What I encourage everyone to do in libraries is to share the books that you love and why you love them with others without the ulterior motive of trying to connect them with books to foster conversation in the library. Honestly, those relationships we make, whether it's at the school library or the public library, are what sustain us and drive us, and what brings people back. Here's a good example. I say at every public area, have a little stand and put something on that stand and say, "Ask me why this is here," not “ask me to tell you about this book.” Ask me why this is here. You can put anything there. You can even put the checkout for the Nintendo Switch there.
The idea is that you have asked me why this is here, so you can have a conversation starter with someone and be like, "Why is that here?" Sometimes your answer is just, especially if you work circulation, "Someone returned this. It looked interesting. It didn't have holds, so I put it here because I thought if I have a chance, I'll look at it later." It might not even be about reading. It's just this idea of we have so much here we can talk about, but also talk about the favorite movies, your favorite books, your favorite experiences with each other. Start with your coworkers.
At Berwyn, we used to do this all the time. We would all get on these kicks where we'd all read a book. When Bird Box came out, it went like wildfire through the whole floor. Our first floor had Children's and Circulation and Readers' Advisory, which also did Teen. We were talking about Bird Box constantly, and other patrons heard us. Some of those people would have thought they can't do readers' advisory, but because they were overheard talking about books they like, it led to the patrons joining in. "What is this book you're talking about? How can we get it? What else is it like?"
I know people get worried about that transaction, that matching the person with the perfect book. Readers' advisory is more than that. If you are just sharing the items at your library that people could check out for fun, you can share your love of whatever you love that can be checked out at the library out loud, whether it's to a coworker at the desk or whether it's to a patron as they're checking out. Then hear what they have to say. Somebody might overhear you, and that's Reader's Advisory because they went and checked out a book.
Leah: I always loved that when I was sharing my love of reading with my coworkers, then they're sharing their love of reading with me. Then when a kid really stumped me, I'm like, "You know what? Let's go ask Mrs. Jones. I know she loves this kind of book," and so just knowing, building those resources.
Becky: Leah, one of my rules is working together is your best resource. Thank you. I actually had the whole staff do a staff reader profile, both so we can get a sense of who likes to read what, and the library can sort of make a chart and identify who the experts are. I use this example all the time. When I was at Berwyn, and Fifty Shades of Grey came out, those of us at the Adult Reader's Advisory desk were not great with erotica, but you know who was? One of our assistants at Youth Services. How did we know? Wasn't talking about it at the desk, but we did put out an email like, "Who here is reading this? We need help."
Then we knew we had to remove Brigida there from the children's department to discuss it, but we had her make us lists, we had her help us, and we found somebody else who worked in the back of the house who loved romance that we didn't know. We included them in our collections, in our displays. Absolutely, you have to find ways to know who your experts are on the staff regardless of where they fall on your organizational chart. If you have a page who loves Andy Weir and Hail Mary's a big deal, what if you have a page who's going to college as a classics major? They should be doing your Odyssey, right?
Janette: Yeah. Oh, for sure. I think this is a good place to mention that it's important to break down the stigma around different genres. I think there's a lot of protection within readership and there's a vulnerability in admitting what you like and what you enjoy reading outside of your work. It feels funny to me to say that as someone who works in the library world. You would think all types of genres are appreciated and accepted and whatever, but those stigmas still exist in society, and they bleed over into the library a little bit. You have to also create a safe space for your staff to talk freely and share without judgment.
Becky: I wrote a book called Why I Love Horror. Let me tell you, the number of people who, when I post about it or send me comments, or something, are like, "Well, the world is a horrible place already. How could you write this book," or "That is the devil's book." This is happening everywhere. We can't stop it from happening in the world because people are people and they're going to be jerks, but we can be a place where that doesn't happen. Every kind of reader is out there, and we need to make sure we're serving every kind of reader and not worry about what other people think. I actually, in the first rule of readers' advisory, I talk about getting the phrase guilty pleasures out of your vocabulary.
Leah: Pleasures are just pleasures. [chuckles]
Janette: Well, yeah, you shouldn't have to feel bad about it.
Becky: You shouldn't, but people do. I'm always very open. I grew up in New Jersey. I call myself a Jersey girl in exile. I love Jersey Shore. I will watch it. I am sad that it is ending. These are my people. This is places where I went, and I grew up. My best friend lives down the street from where they live now. She sends me updates when she sees them places. I love it because it connects me to who I am. It is not a guilty pleasure. It is a pleasure. We are grownups. Grownups have very little leisure time. Do what you want with your leisure time. I feel like we're getting much better about it.
Let me give some caveats. First, I want to talk about children. Do not do this to children at the library. They have so many rules on them already and so many people telling them, no, the library should be a place of yes, always what you want to read, never saying no. When I started, kids could only have two books. One had to be just right, that five-finger rule. Now, the end of last year, they can have eight books at any one time, and only one of those is assigned. Guess who assigns it? Not the library, the teacher. The teacher helps them pick out that book from an approved list that maybe the library made based on their reading level and what they're studying and what genre study they're doing. The other seven, whatever you want.
What I love about it is that there's no rules of how many graphic novels you can have or what reading levels. One time at the beginning of a year, because we have a kindergarten center in our district, so when the first graders come, they have to learn about using the big library. They have a very small library. The librarian spends a lot of time in the first couple of weeks explaining to them that there are books here that you might not be able to read, and that's okay because they're too hard for you, but that doesn't mean there aren't books for you. She shows them the whole library and explains it to them and then takes out a sampling of books. I was there one day after one of the final visits, and some of the Elephant & Piggie books were still spread out. I love Elephant & Piggie.
Janette: I do love those books. They're precious.
Becky: I don't trust a person who doesn't love Elephant & Piggie. Anyway, these fifth graders were coming in, and a fifth-grade boy in a football jersey sat down, and a bunch of other kids, boys and girls, sat around him, and he's like, "Oh, remember Elephant & Piggie?" Remember, he's in fifth grade.
 [laughs]
Becky: Reminiscing.
Janette: In the course of his life, that's a big jump.
Becky: I know. I was right near him, and I said, "You know, you can check those out." "I can?" "Sure. The first graders are done with them. They were learning about using the library." He's like, "Oh, my goodness," and him and all his friends scooped up Elephant & Piggie.
Janette: I love that.
Becky: They think they can't because it's not for them. We have made the library a place where we say yes, and we let you read whatever you want because reading has intrinsic value no matter what you're reading, and we don't say no. If it's here, you may have it. We've had first graders bring a big, giant, nonfiction encyclopedia about animals, and we're like, "You sure you want that?" He's like, "I'm going to read it with my parents." We're like, "Great."
Leah: I used to have a collection of picture books in middle school, and everybody's like, "Why do you have this?" I'm like, "Well, first of all, sometimes you just want to reread your favorites, right?" Second of all, the number of kids that will be like, "I want to take this home and read it to my little baby brother or sister." I'm like, "That is a huge, important thing." You have to foster that.
Janette: We had Pernille Ripp on another episode of this podcast, and one of the things that she talks about is the concept of book shopping. I think that gets at that same thing that you're talking about, right? It's like any book in here is potentially yours if you want it.
Leah: Yes. What do I have to do to put you home with this book today? [laughs]
Janette: What are your needs? What are you shopping for? I feel like I remember my own kids going through those struggles because my oldest daughter is a voracious reader, but the struggle of like, "My teacher says I can't shop in this section of the library anymore, but I really would like to reread this Junie B. Jones or this," whatever. I was like--
Leah: Everybody loves a good Junie B. Jones. Some kids just want to go back to the Magic Tree House. You know what? When you're in middle school, that sounds like a pretty nice place to be.
Janette: Leah, someone told me that's not even in their school library anymore. I said, "For shame. That is sad."
Leah: I know.
Janette: They just didn't have room for it.
Becky: Ours has bins you flip through still. Oh, love it. I love it. That was a great series. I want to wrap up this part of the discussion by asking you, what's one thing you think librarians get wrong, or is there a biggest misconception that you'd like to dispel right now?
Becky: I think the biggest one, and I hinted at it, but I'm going to say it out loud, is you can only suggest books to people that you've read yourself. That's absolutely not true. Even children's librarians tell me, "Well, I can't tell a book kid to read it if I haven't read it thoroughly." I'm going to say to you, if you used your collection development skills to add it to your collection, piggybacking off of what you both said about book shopping, it's here for a reason, you can read it. Stop worrying about having read every word.
I will say reading about books is just as important as reading the book. You can go to those resources again. You can look at especially NoveList because you get the appeal terms. You get the reviews from professionals. You get other books that are similar to it. It's all made by humans, by the way. I'm very careful to only use resources made by humans.
Leah: That's what I love about NoveList. Yes.
Becky: Only made by humans. There is a database aspect, but it's putting together the metadata that humans input it to put together a list. You might pick three or four of those appeal terms and put them in, and you find more books that have those exact words that kids want. I think that that's so important with adults and kids as well. You don't have to have read the book. Someone said, "Well, you can't admit when you haven't read it." Absolutely not [crosstalk]
Leah: Absolutely. I used to love to shock the kids because, as I said, I love readers' advisory, and I did-- People felt I had the magic touch for matching kids with books. Then the kids are like, "Have you read every single one of these books?" I'm like, "No, I've read hardly any of them, honestly," so-- [laughs] They're like, "What?" I'm like, "I just know about them."
Becky: It's a skill. It's a practice. There is some art to it, yes, but not as much as people think. That's a big misconception. My 10th rule for readers' advisory is practice. You got to always practice every day. I read Yesteryear, but I haven't read Theo of Golden, but I can help you with read-alikes for both. Those are two of the books that are really hot right now. You don't have to have read any of them to help people.
Host: We've talked through a lot of different resources, but do you have a favorite? You mentioned NoveList, which is it's valid to mention because it's part of the database package that the Illinois State Library provides. It's free for everyone in Illinois. Everybody has access to it. Are there other tried and true places that you would start for someone who is saying, "I don't have a lot of time to invest in reading. A lot of different journals or a lot of blogs," or things like that?
Becky: For better or worse, it's Goodreads. Why? It's real readers telling you what they think about books. Here's the best thing about Goodreads. It's the four-star reviews and the two-star reviews, four, three, two. One, throw out, those people are mean. Sometimes they're racist. "The book smells."
Janette: Yeah. They're nasty.
Leah: Yes.
Becky: Five is great, but five is someone who loved it. You can follow my reviews, but I do five-star reviews. That means I gave it a star in Booklist or Library Journal. I get pretty much everything else a four because I am writing the reviews to the best reader. If I did this for myself, there'd be a lot of threes probably and personally twos. When you see those four, three, and two, you get to see people, four liked it but didn't love it, three were fine with it, and two didn't like it but didn't hate it, you see real people talking about a book.
Especially for those buzzy books that you want to know about that everyone's reading, you go look up Yesteryear and see the people who loved it and the people, "Meh," it and the people who didn't like it at all, and you see why. Sometimes the reason somebody doesn't like a book is the exact reason why you or your reader would like it. They talk about other books. That's my first one to get a sense about those books. My second one is it's not going to make a lot of people happy, but I'm a huge fan of Reddit, not of participating, but of lurking.
Janette: I love Reddit.
Leah: I do. Reddit has a ton of great information, like it or not.
Janette: It really does.
Becky: You know what? It's a mess of the human experience. I can't say about with children's books how it works, but for adult books, I do a Google search, "Read-alikes for The Only Good Indians," which is behind me, "Reddit." Then I'm only getting Reddit results. Reddit is humans, right? Most of them are moderated and suggest a book is an entire thing on there. I love Reddit because I can see and I can watch. Especially in the areas where I'm an expert, I can watch. I'm like, "Oh, that makes total sense. That makes no sense, but I see why that person's brain went there because they tell you.
Those are the two quickest places I would say to go. Then if nothing else, I think the fastest and easiest newsletter to follow every day is PW Daily. Full disclosure, my child works for Publishers Weekly and is part of the team that puts that together. You'll see the name Spratford sometimes, but that's not why I suggest it. It is the one that bridges everything the best. They have a library reporter. They have bookstore reporters. If you want to just know the largest issues like this very quickly, that is where I would go.
Leah: Can I jump in with two of my favorites? [chuckles]
Becky: I would love to hear your favorites, Leah.
Leah: I use these mostly for me now, but I did use them in my job as a school librarian. The first one is the literature tourist map. Have you heard of that?
Becky: That is on my blog as well.
Leah: Okay. I love this. You put in an author you love, and then it does some little internet magic and tells you, "Here's some authors that are similar." That's a good one when you're looking for that feeling.
Becky: That's all based on crowdsource. That's all based on people who go in. Again, that is people-generated.
Leah: Then I also love What Should You Read Next? Not because it's super great, I don't find that many, but it gives me a rabbit hole to go down. I love it. I recommend them for schools because they're usually in a time crunch because they've got 50 minutes to get that whole class of 30 or whatever out of there. Those are some shortcuts.
Becky: A good shortcut for that and that time crunch is when you've had a class because usually the 5th graders are all going to come through right-- Like that week you're going to get-- You hear the questions for that group of fifth graders when you have a moment, and you probably didn't get the answer to them, then pull out those books because the next group of fifth graders is going to want to see.
Leah: They're going to want to know. Yes. [laughs]
Janette: Absolutely. How does someone know when they're good at this? How do you know when you've succeeded at readers' advisory? Then I want to know if you have a favorite success story that you can share.
Becky: How you know that you've succeeded is, quite honestly, when you have created a library where people come to you without a reason, without you asking, to talk to you. Not to ask for books, but to talk to you about books, where their conversations about books are happening between staff, between patrons. When they're coming in regularly to look for new things to read. When they are coming back and spontaneously telling you, before they return the book, what they thought. That is how you know you've succeeded.
One of my favorite success stories, we all have those patrons, kids and adults, but I'm going to talk about adults, who come to the library daily, weekly, and just want to stand at the desk and talk to you all day, and not let you keep—we’re all nodding. We all know we have these patrons, and we love them, and we sometimes hate them. What I did with those patrons--
Janette: Only when you have other things you need to be doing.
Leah: Yes.
Becky: Right. What I did with those patrons is, I got them to help me create this culture of book talking at the library, of sharing books. Now remember, I was there a long time. I ran a book club. I ran the Friends of the Library. I knew a lot of these people intimately. I went to funerals. I went to baby showers. I would say to them, "If you get a book on hold that you had no idea that you put on hold, that's because I put it on hold for you when I ordered it, because I know it's a book you would like. That means you're supposed to come back and talk to me about it. I don't want you to badmouth it if you didn't like it. Don't talk to me at all, because I don't want anyone to overhear. I want you to come and tell me what you liked about the book, because I can't read every book, and you're going to help me. Also, somebody might hear you talk about it, and they're going to want to check it out."
One day, she was there talking to me about the book-- Also, when they finish, you can send them on their way. That's the other thing. She was talking to me about the book. She's here. I'm here. Someone walked really quickly behind her. We were in a high-traffic area on purpose so people could watch us helping people. This person looked like they were in a big hurry. When they got about that far, they spun on their heels, and she came back. She's looked at the person talking to me, not me, and she said, you know what book you'd like to read? Then gave her a recommendation.
Janette: Crowdsourced in real time.
Becky: That's how I know that's my success story. That is what you're going for, a place where spontaneous conversations about books are happening.
Leah: The thing that I love about reader's advisory is what you're ultimately getting at, when you're trying to match a person with a book, is you want to know how they want to feel. Your success, obviously, is if you help them feel the way they want to feel. If they come back and they didn't like it, you've still made them feel, and you've still made a connection. They may come back, and like, "I don't know what you were thinking. That was the worst book I've ever read in my life," but they still have a connection with you because they'll be like, "All right, that's the woman who recommended that book that I hated. I can go back to her."
Janette: They're still talking to you about the book.
Leah: They're still talking to you about the book. Yes.
Janette: That is the key, is I think, about the books that I have disliked where I do go on Goodreads, and I am like-- and people are like, "Don't leave a bad review for authors. That makes them feel bad." I'm like, "This is a reader's space. This is not an author's space." I think most of the people in the publishing community understand that. This is a place for readers to leave their feedback. Also, I made a rule for myself, talking about self-imposed reader rules. If I rate a book three stars or less, I have to explain why. I can't go in there and just randomly rate something two stars and be like, "It was terrible," because it wasn't terrible. Someone's going to love that book. "I didn't love that book. Here's why I didn't love it. Maybe you want this in your book, but I don't."
We all bring a lot of baggage with us to what we read. I didn't like it because I'm a very cynical reader. If it's too sappy or too- but some people want that. You talk about cozy vibes. Some people need that because they're not getting it in their regular life. They're like, "I want nothing more than to feel like I'm being wrapped by a warm hug." "Okay, this book would be for you."
Becky: One of the things I do in my trainings, the basic training, is I have people think about a book they love. Then I walk them through figuring out why they love it. Then I'd show them how to use NoveList and Goodreads to speed-read a book. I say to them, "Now your goal is to go look up your book on Goodreads and look at someone who hated it. I want you to understand why they didn't like it."
Janette: No, that's a great point. Thank you so much for sharing all of your expertise and insight. This has been a really great conversation. I feel like we could talk about this literally for hours. I'm going to move into the final segment of this episode, which we call shelf care, which is the time for us to share how we are taking care of ourselves because it is rather stressful to work in the library world. We talk about it being a public service profession, and there's a lot that goes along with that. If you don't mind sharing how you take care of yourself, aside from listening to audiobooks as a treat, what else do you to do to de-stress and unwind?
Becky: Yeah, I will say I am the kind of person that other library workers come to when they're struggling, or they're having a problem. Some of the work I do, specifically the anti-racist work that Robin and I do, we do get a lot of very difficult-to-take-in emails, but I'm glad to be that person. I do remind myself that I can't fix everyone's problems. One of the things I do to take care of myself is to, one, make sure I've taken care of them as best I can, but set limits. I often connect library workers with other library workers. I don't have to be the one to help them. That makes me feel better about helping them.
To just remember that I can't be everyone's helper, and I take time for myself always. I make sure I stop working at a certain time every day. I go take a walk. That's one of my big things. Especially if I have a meeting where I can take a walk, I go across the street to the park and just walk. I put in my headphones. I listen to a podcast or a book. I make sure that I prioritize time for that because it's away from my computer. Yes, I have to use my phone to listen to whatever I'm listening to, but I put it in my pocket. I am not looking at it. I say this all the time, and I said this to my staff when they got upset, "No one is going to die. It's just books." That is obviously an overstatement, especially with what we're going through in libraries, but it is a reminder to me that it will still be there. You don't have to solve all the world's problems.
I felt that way at the desk when I had that unhoused person who needed help. I felt that- you just have to know that you can do the best you can do. Sometimes the best you can do is hand them off to someone else who can help them better, and then take time for yourself, and I never feel bad about it. I schedule my walk in my calendar as part of my day. I have one for after this recording.
Janette: It's like the whole put on your own oxygen mask before you put on someone else's. You have to take care of yourself in order to be able to help all those other people who rely on you. I'm really glad that you made that point. Before we wrap it up for today, is there anything else you'd like to share or promote? You mentioned your work with Robin, and I know you all have a lot of stuff going on.
Becky: First, I want to mention my book, Why I Love Horror, from Saga Press. In June, it won the Bram Stoker Award for Best Nonfiction Horror Book in the Whole World.
Janette: Congratulations.
Leah: Well, that's amazing.
Becky: I was nominated also for the Locus Award for Nonfiction. I knew I would lose to Cory Doctorow's Enshittification, but I'm very proud to have been nominated alongside them.
Leah: Hey, that's rarefied company, yes.
Becky: It's coming around again. They're reprinting it with a new cover, so if you want to add it to your library with a new cover. I'll be out and about all over the country going to libraries, including some local ones. Look for that this fall. Yes, Robin and I do a lot of work. Right now, for the last 18 months, we've been working on being the guest editors of an academic journal out of the University of Illinois's library school, which is called Library Trends. They asked us to be the guest editors of an entire issue on readers' advisory. We solicited articles from library workers, not just librarians, all over the world. We even have one from China and one from Australia, talking about readers' advisory.
You can be looking for that. It's an open-source journal, so it will be free. It's University of Illinois. It comes out in November sometime. We'll be doing some free webinars with both University of Illinois and then some with Booklist. We get the academic and the public library. All of it will be free. We're really excited to share the next generation of people doing the readers advisory work and all the different ways they're doing it.
Host: Congratulations. That is really exciting. I can't wait to see that.
Leah: Thank you, Becky, for being here today. It was a fun discussion.
Host: I hope all of our listeners out there got a lot out of today's episode. We would love to hear from you, your readers' advisory stories, woes, whatever you want to share. You can always reach out to us via email. You can also leave us a voicemail at our hotline, which is 630-734-5015. Until next time, stay legit, don't quit.
[music]
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