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Growing Forward - Spring 2023 National
Forum

The second Libraries.Today Forum, “Growing Forward,” convened a series of conversations
among the library sector and outside experts that was intended to translate the finding from
the Fall 2022 Forum into actionable advice through deeper discussion and reflection. The
Growing Forward Forum was organized online in February and March 2023 and aimed to
unpack the challenges and opportunities in the field of school librarianship. Sessions were all
hosted online, with some panels presented live to an audience and some pre-recorded for
asynchronous viewing. For the live sessions, attendees were able to submit questions and
provide feedback anonymously using Padlet. The Spring 2023 Forum will be followed by a
convening of the Libraries.Today National Advisory Board in June 2023 to craft
recommendations for policy and practices in school librarianship. The project's final report and
recommendations will be shared at the 2023 ALA Annual Conference in Chicago.

Libraries.Today is funded by a grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services, the
primary source of federal support for the nation’s libraries and museums, and is supported by
the School Library System of the Genesee Valley BOCES. Project staff are Dr. Christopher Harris,
Project Director, Julie Hengenius, and Emilee Williamson of the Genesee Valley BOCES (NY)
School Library System with evaluation by Dr. Patrick Whipple, Genesee Valley (NY) BOCES.

The National Advisory Board includes:

Dr. Jen Cannell, St. John Fisher (NY) College Graduate School Library Program

Kathy Caroll, Lead Library Media Specialist, Richland 2 (SC) Schools

Priscille Dando, Coordinator of Library Information Services, Fairfax County (VA) Public
Schools

Erin Hollingsworth, District Librarian, North Slope Borough (AK) School District

Melissa Jacobs, Director of the New York City School Library System

Amanda Kordeliski, Director of Libraries for Norman (OK) Public Schools

Julie Miller, Librarian, Clay County (FL) Schools

Craig Seasholes, Elementary Librarian (Retired), Seattle (WA) Public Schools

Alicia Thompson, Director of the Erie 1 BOCES (NY) School Library System

This report of the Spring 2023 Forum is intended to provide a thorough overview of the
discussions. This report was produced by the staff of the EveryLibrary Institute, a non-profit
public policy, tax policy, and education policy think tank for libraries. This report attempts to
capture and relate the substance of each speaker’s comments accurately. The recountings of
the Spring 2023 Libraries.Today National Forum in this report were taken from the
contemporaneous transcripts of each session and were verified against the archived video.
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Speaker comments and quotes are edited for clarity and brevity. The Spring Forum was divided
into Keynotes, Strategic Discussions, Thought Pieces, and Author Messages. The video archive
of all sessions is available at https://libraries.today/gallery/ under “Growing Forward”.

Executive Summary

Forum Welcome

The Forum began with a welcome from Librarian of Congress Dr. Carla Hayden, who recognized
the importance of libraries and librarians and emphasized their role in providing accurate
information, celebrating identity, and empowering dreams. Dr. Hayden acknowledged the
challenges faced by libraries and staff but assures them that their work is recognized and
valued by students, families, and the public. She highlights the joy of connecting the right book
with the right child and mentions the endless selection of authors and books available today.
Hayden concluded by encouraging librarians to continue their good work and stay strong.

Dr. Christopher Harris convened the Forum by underscoring the importance of collaboration,
community engagement, and advocacy in the face of challenges such as book bans and
censorship. He talked about how the Fall 2022 Forum brought to light a critical lack of
understanding about school librarians' role and value among the public and administrators. To
address this significant advocacy shortfall, Libraries.Today partnered with GapingVoid to create
an eBook called "The Day The Librarians Disappeared." The eBook aims to raise awareness and
inspire action in support of school libraries. Advocacy and activism are crucial to change the
perception and restoring the integrity of librarians. The focus is on reframing the narrative and
engaging with the broader educational community.

Keynotes

In “Why Libraries,” Julia Torres discussed the role of libraries in education, particularly in
relation to diversity and inclusivity. She used several metaphors to illustrate the potential of
young minds, emphasizing the need for collective effort in educating and strengthening library
communities. Torres reflected on the history of the residential school system, highlighting the
suppression of individuality and uniqueness. She urged librarians to examine institutional
policies that may privilege certain groups of young people and emphasized the power of words
in shaping self-perception and worldview, and challenged the Libraries.Today community to
consider whether some learners or readers are underprivileged while others are overprivileged.
She asserts that libraries should address the diversity gap in children's literature to promote
recognition and understanding of diverse cultures and experiences. Torres calls for support for
school librarians, emphasizing the importance of creating inclusive spaces where everyone feels
welcome.
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In the second keynote, David Lankes emphasized the importance of well-trained librarians and
building networks of trust in “Next Steps for School Libraries”. He argued that libraries are not
neutral but actively promote scholarly achievement and diverse information sources. Trust is
built through clear, consistent, inclusive, and transparent actions. Lankes discussed librarians'
response to disruptions, the need for adaptation, and the shift towards a student-centric focus.
He critiqued generative Al and highlights the challenges it poses. Lankes addressed materials
challenges and the role of librarians in building trust and empowering students whiled
encouraging librarians to stand up against censorship. He sees the libraries’ attempts to reflect
local communities as a positive.

Strategic Discussions

In “Where are we going next?” panelists Courtney Pentland, Dustin Hensley, Lauren Mobley,
Suzi Tonini, and Suzanna L. Panter discussed challenges and strategies in their roles as
librarians. They covered topics such as barriers to success, stress in the profession, and hopes
for the future of education. They emphasized advocacy, collaboration, and community building
among librarians. The future of school libraries was discussed, highlighting the need for
creativity, innovation, and information literacy. The integration of Al and assisted search
technologies were also addressed, along with the importance of teaching students critical
thinking and adapting to technological advancements. Barriers to success included limited
recognition and support, a shrinking supply of certified librarians, and negative perceptions of
the profession. Strategies for advocacy, support, and self-care were shared. They emphasized
the importance of listening to students as a pathway to improving policies for libraries.

In “Representation On Both Sides Of The Book”, Lessa Kanani'opua Pelayo-Lozada, Breanna J.
McDaniel, Zinnia Bayardo, and Michelle Martin discussed the impact of book bans on young
children, highlighting the harm caused by dismissing their experiences and identities. They
focused on the need for safe environments in schools, particularly in the face of censorship. The
conversation stressed the importance of ongoing efforts to find and promote diverse books and
not becoming complacent. They encouraged librarians to acquire and promote diverse books
despite challenges or opposition. The panelists emphasized the importance of authentic
representation in literature and the profession, allowing individuals to see themselves as both
creators and librarians. They discussed the need for diverse perspectives and cultures in books
and the benefits of embracing diversity for all students. They clearly identified that removing
LGBTQ+ content from shelves is harmful to students and emphasized the importance of
creating inclusive and supportive environments for students.

Advocates Stephana Ferrell, Taylor Lyons, and Kasey Meehan shared insights into opposing
book bans and cultivating a pro-library movement in “Building Stakeholders for School
Libraries”. They emphasized the importance of forming diverse coalitions, centering affected
populations, engaging students, communicating effectively with the media and stakeholders,
and involving education unions. They provided practical advice to school librarians, including
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how to leverage supportive parent voices, national organizations, and local diversity groups.
The importance of addressing equity in library programs and advocating for staff, funding, and
support was highlighted. Collaboration, community engagement, and external resources were
stressed as key strategies in the fight against censorship and for authentic equity in school
libraries.

Panelists Mark Ray, Dr. Ouida Powe, Liz Phipps-Soeiro, and Sam Helmick discussed the need for
librarians to shift perceptions and promote themselves and their services to decision-makers in
“Growing A Support Network”. They emphasized the importance of understanding your
administrators' goals and supporting those goals in our work. Panelists see incorporating critical
pedagogies and aligning with new initiatives as crucial for the success of library programs.
Librarians were encouraged to be their own advocates, communicate their value through
stories and data, and engage in activities beyond the library to build credibility. Building
professional learning networks and actively participating in associations and legislative efforts
were also seen as ways to combat isolation and amplify the collective voice of librarians.

In “Speaking With A Collective Voice”, panelists Jason Allen, Becky Calzada, and Cindy Baron
discussed the challenges and opportunities in the field of libraries and literacy, emphasizing the
importance of community, unity, and innovation. School librarians were recognized for their
role in promoting student reading outside of classwork and addressing the impact of modern
technology. They highlighted that advocacy for both librarians and students, particularly in
meeting the needs of students with learning exceptionalities, was necessary and important. The
conversation also touched on education policy, highlighting the need for adequate funding,
access to libraries, and supportive policies. The power of a collective voice was emphasized,
particularly in finding support networks and engaging diverse stakeholders in the conversation.

Mychal Threets’ “Diversity In Libraries” focused on the importance of creating inclusive
environments where everyone feels safe and belongs. Threets suggested that libraries should
reflect the diversity of their students and communities, stocking books that represent a wide
range of experiences. Threets also raised concerns about the lack of diversity in the library
profession, highlighting the cost barriers associated with obtaining a Master's degree and
guestioning whether it is truly necessary to become a librarian. School library programs need
policies and hiring practices that align with the goal of creating safe and inclusive spaces in
libraries.

In “The Challenge Of Being Seen, Heard, And Respected When You’re One In A Building”, Dr.
Joette Stefl-Mabry and Dr. Michael Radlick presented research on the contributions of school
librarians to K-12 education. Their findings emphasized the essential role of school librarians as
information literacy educators, instructional consultants, information specialists, and
technology integrators. However, this influence is often unrecognized beyond the school library
profession, highlighting the need for a school-wide and district-wide effort to acknowledge and
leverage their skills. Dr. Stefl-Mabry and Dr. Radlick made recommendations for librarians to
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develop education policies, emphasizing the need for rigorous program evaluation and a
commitment to assessing learning goals and outcomes. They stressed the responsibility of
public education to provide equal educational opportunities and called for institutions to
promote critical thinking and digital information literacy, essential for a democratic society.

In “Telling Your Story”, Dr. Harris shared about the strategic partnership between
Libraries.Today and Gapingvoid to create an eBook called "The Day The Librarians
Disappeared." It aims to raise awareness and inspire action in support of school libraries.
Advocacy and activism are crucial to change the perception and restoring the integrity of
librarians. The focus is on reframing the narrative and engaging with the broader educational
community. Dr. Harris and John Chrastka then discussed the need for advocacy and activism to
restore the integrity and reputation of school libraries. They emphasized that librarians should
be seen as more than just custodians of books but as consultants and connectors who bring
ideas to life. They called for a change in the narrative and perception surrounding the role of
librarians.

Thought Pieces

In “The Trauma Of Book Bans And Censorship”, Kelly Jenson talks about the impact of
politicized book bans and personal attacks on librarians and how to build resiliency into your
practice as a school librarian. She emphasized that trauma and book bans are health issues, as
sustained pressures can affect people's brains, bodies, and behaviors. Jensen discussed trauma-
informed librarianship and its application in engaging with students, families, colleagues, and
the public. She also humanized the issue of book bans, acknowledging that not all book
challenges come from a place of bad intent. Decisions are often made by individuals trying to
navigate complex issues in education.

Amy Mikel talked about the “Brooklyn Public Libraries Books Unbanned” initiative to share
banned books with youth across the country. The initiative aims to combat book censorship and
provide young people with access to diverse books. The campaign gained significant attention,
resulting in over 6,000 eCards being issued and more than 70,000 books being checked out.
They also established a Teen Intellectual Freedom Council, a Teen Book Match program, and
partnered with PEN America for the Virtual Freedom to Read Institute.

Kirsten Zlanguard Muma shared pre-publication research in “Politics And Children’s Books:
Evidence From Public School Libraries” and explored the relationship between local politics and
book availability in public school libraries, highlighting the chilling effects of book challenges on
acquiring new LGBTQ titles. Disparities in library resources are found between high-income and
low-income areas, with wealthier schools having better collections. Muma's study also reveals
the negative impact of laws restricting discussions on certain topics. Despite challenges, the
research emphasizes the important role of school libraries in providing access to diverse and
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challenging material, underscoring the need for vigilance in monitoring the systemic effects of
book challenges on library collections.

In “Shore Up Your Boundaries,” Pernille Ripp emphasized the importance of setting personal
boundaries and maintaining a healthy work-life balance for school librarians. She highlighted
the systemic pressures within the education system and encouraged librarians to prioritize their
health and well-being alongside their professional responsibilities. Ripp emphasized the need
for self-care, setting boundaries, and practicing relaxation to counteract the unique challenges
faced by school librarians.

Author Messages

Josh Funk discussed the impact of coding on animation, apps, and website storytelling. He
highlighted the exciting aspect of coding and expresses his hope that the librarians attending
the forum will enjoy their own work.

Jarrett Lerner shared that he believed reading and literature save and enrich children's lives. He
urged the audience to view the author community as both allies and combatants in the fight to
protect their work and jobs.

Torrey Maldonado sent a message of support to school librarians in Libraries: Being Rainbows
In Everyone’s Clouds. He reflected on his uncles, comparing them to trees, and mentioned his
Uncle Larry, who was described as a tall tree or a symbol of the library. Maldonado expressed
gratitude for the shade and support provided by Uncle Larry and concluded by encouraging
librarians to continue their important work.

Ellen Hopkins highlighted the value and importance of librarians to the author. She mentioned
that her author friends, avid reader kids, and more people appreciate and value libraries and
librarians. She said there is a real need for the librarians to continue their good work and
encouraged them to persevere.

Mindy McGinnis shared in an interview with Julie Miler that the challenges faced by librarians,
particularly the potential legal implications of their work, are ridiculous. “I was a librarian during
a time when you couldn't get sent to jail for being a librarian”, she said. She mentions that
education is an often unforgiving profession. She highlighted the possibility of being charged
with a crime for simply doing their job, which she finds ludicrous, and expressed her support for
those in the profession, acknowledging the difficulties they face in a world that has "gone
crazy".

Neil Schusterman said that he would keep writing books if librarians kept being librarians.
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Proceedings: Keynotes

“Why Libraries?” with Julia Torres

Summary and Insights

Julia Torres provided a rich and detailed discussion on the role of libraries in education,
particularly in the context of diversity and inclusivity. She used various metaphors to illustrate
the potential of young minds, comparing them to galaxies full of intellectual bodies. She
emphasizes the importance of collective effort in educating young people and strengthening
library communities, stating that "we shine brighter when we shine together." Her galaxy
metaphor illustrates the vast potential of young minds, emphasizing the collective effort
required to educate young people and strengthen library communities.

Torres recounted the history of the residential school system, which prioritized indoctrination
over individuality. This is an important reflection on the way that the educational system can be
used to suppress individuality and uniqueness in students. She urged librarians to reflect on
how institutional policies and procedures may inadvertently privilege certain groups of young
people. There is power in words and their capacity to shape young people's self-perception and
worldviews. “We forget often about the people who have been disenfranchised,” says Torres.
“We also tend to over-privilege or over-represent the people whose stories are of the
dominant." School library leaders should consider how policies and procedures often privilege
certain groups of young people. Libraries should be places where individuals can discover each
other and their authentic selves.

Torres directly challenges the Libraries.Today community with this question: “Do we under-
privilege some learners or readers and over-privilege others? That's a question we always need
to come back to again and again. Do we privilege learners or readers that demonstrate the
behaviors that we recognize? This happens in library systems too. We tend to welcome the
young readers to the teen advisory board that are showing the behaviors that we showed or
that are showing the behaviors that we stereotypically would align with somebody who is a
good or a strong reader.”

If libraries are repositories of intellectual thought, stories, and the evolution of humanity, then
school librarians must address the diversity gap in children's literature. Torres draws a
correlation between the lack of diverse stories and the disappearance of school libraries. She
argues that this lack of representation can lead to a deficit in the recognition and understanding
of diverse cultures and experiences.

The current crisis in education extends beyond the shortage of school librarians. But school
librarians, as solo practitioners in schools, need unique support from other staff and
administration to effectively do their jobs. "So what can libraries do?” asks Torres. “Again,
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continue to invite in not just those that conform to the idea of the perfect library customer, but
also remember that their libraries... are spaces where everyone is supposed to be welcome."

Speaker Biography

Julia E. Torres is a nationally recognized veteran language arts teacher, librarian, and teen
programs administrator in Denver, Colorado. She is a teacher/activist committed to education
as a practice of freedom. Her practice is grounded in the work of empowering students to use
Language Arts to fuel transformative resistance and social progress. Julia has been awarded the
2020 NCTE Colorado Affiliate Teacher of Excellence award chosen as a 2020 Library Journal
Mover and Shaker, and serves educators as a member of the Educolor Collective, Book Love
Foundation, and as a Co-founder of #DisruptTexts. Through her work with The Educator
Collaborative, and other organizations, Julia facilitates workshops and professional
conversations about anti-bias/anti-racist education, social justice, and culturally sustaining
pedagogies in Language Arts, as well as digital literacy and librarianship. Her work has been
featured in several publications including NCTE’s Council Chronicle, NPR, AlJazeera’s The
Stream, PBS Education, KQED’s MindShift, NY Times Learning Network, The Chicago Tribune,
ASCD’s Education Update, Rethinking Schools, School Library Journal, and many more. Her co-
authored title Liven Up Your Library: Design Engaging and Inclusive Programs for Teens and
Tweens is just the first of many forthcoming publications for librarians and educators.
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Keynote

“Next Steps In School Libraries” with David Lankes

Summary and Insights

David Lankes discussed the importance of librarians being well-trained and having an activated
network of trust, including administrators, teachers, students, and professionals at various
levels while he emphasized the importance of building hyper-local networks of trust and the
need for clear, consistent, inclusive, and transparent policies about materials challenges. Lankes
perspective is that libraries are not neutral entities but are institutions that actively work
towards advancing scholarly achievement, improving literacy, and promoting diverse
information sources. He argued that this is not a political stance but an ideology that libraries
put forward.

Trust, in his telling, is built not through neutrality or objectivity but through clear, consistent,
inclusive, and transparent actions. He presented a compelling argument for the active role of
libraries in societal discourse, the importance of trust and transparency in their operations, and
the need for libraries to reflect and serve their local communities. He suggested that as libraries
navigate these challenges, they will begin to reflect their local communities more accurately.

He continued with a discussion of the experiences of librarians and their response to
disruptions in the field of librarianship. Librarians have faced various significant shifts and
changes that have affected their work and the society they serve. Unfortunately, our initial
response to these disruptions is often fear, with concerns about job security and the potential
replacement of traditional roles. However, Lankes suggests that fear can also serve as a signal
to pay attention to the changes and understand their implications.

Librarians tend to lean in when disruptions hit. They write articles, share links, create info
guides, and immerse themselves in the information space. They accumulate knowledge in order
to understand and interpret new developments. Next, librarians will categorize and catalog the
disruptions, seeking to break them down into manageable parts and gain a sense of control and
ownership over the changes. This cataloging process stems from the historical emphasis on
organizing and disseminating collections in the field of library science. As librarians become
more familiar with the disruptions, they begin to adopt and incorporate them into their work.
However, the most crucial step is an adaptation, where librarians manipulate and tailor the
disruptions to suit their specific environments and student needs. This step emphasizes the
importance of customizing and leveraging the changes to maximize their impact.

Throughout this process, the profession shifts from peer-focused collaboration to a student-
centric focus. Initially, librarians share knowledge and seek guidance from their peers, but as
they navigate the disruptions and adapt to them, their attention shifts toward the impact on
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the students they serve. In highlighting the iterative nature of technology adoption and
adaptation in education and libraries, Lankes emphasizes the importance of embracing new
technologies, understanding their potential, and incorporating them effectively to enhance
teaching and learning.

He also explored the disruptive shift from the profession using the term “school librarian” to
“school library media specialists” and back to being school librarians again. Partially, this was
the profession shaping its own identity in response to evolving technology and pedagogical
trends. This habit of school librarians adapting to various disruptions over time, from the
introduction of personal computers to the current era of Al and material challenges, suggests
that school librarians have a unique position in these disruptions.

He turned the discussion toward the topic of generative artificial intelligence (Al), particularly
ChatGPT, a language model that can generate human-readable text. His extensive critique of Al
models included several observations. One is that Al systems can draw on limited, biased, or
our out-of-date datasets, which can lead to discriminatory outcomes. For example, an Al-
powered hand dryer failed to recognize hands with darker skin tones because it was trained
only on examples of white hands. He also noted that while the text generated by ChatGPT may
be coherent, it doesn't necessarily guarantee accuracy. The model can sometimes make up
information. The challenges and limitations of generative Al, including the need to address
these core challenges, are being actively explored. In summary, school librarians need to be
engaged societally in consideration of ethical practices in the development and implementation
of Al technologies.

Shifting to the topic of materials challenges, Lankes unpacked the current climate of culture
wars and political debates. Many of the material challenges faced by libraries and schools are
due to differing ideologies and the modifications of obscenity laws. Several times he returned
to the theme that our sector can only build trust through clear, consistent, inclusive, and
transparent engagement. Lankes views school librarians as crucial figures in education, not just
as gatekeepers of information but as active participants in building trust, empowering students,
reflecting their communities, and adapting to technological disruptions. He emphasizes the
importance of school librarians being well-trained and having expertise in their field. This
expertise is not just about neutrality or objectivity but about providing equitable support to
students based on their needs.

Lankes highlighted the fact that materials challenges and restrictive anti-access laws are being
crafted by the same people who put together an anti-abortion bill like SBO1 in Texas. That bill
allows any citizen to sue an institution or private citizen for a bounty if they aided and abetted
an abortion after six weeks. This same technique of offering a bounty is being proposed about
obscenity, materials related to critical race theory, pride displays, and other controversial
topics. He suggests that there is an important role for students as well as librarians in standing
up against censorship. He also suggests that teaching students that they have a voice and
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power is crucial. He sees this as a positive evolution, arguing that libraries should look more like
their communities rather than conforming to a standard model of librarianship.

Speaker Biography

R. David Lankes is the Virginia & Charles Bowden Professor of Librarianship at the iSchool at the
University of Texas at Austin. Lankes has always been interested in combining theory and
practice to create active research projects that make a difference. His work has been funded by
organizations such as The MacArthur Foundation, The Institute for Library and Museum
Services, NASA, The U.S. Department of Education, The U.S. Department of Defense, The
National Science Foundation, The U.S. State Department, and The American Library Association.
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Proceedings: Strategic Discussion

Where Are We Going Next?

Session Description

School librarians with a vision for the future share innovative programs and aspirational
concepts for what is coming next.

Panelists
Courtney Pentland, Dustin Hensley, Lauren Mobley, Suzi Tonini, Suzanna L. Panter

Summary

Panelists discussed aspects of their roles as librarians, including the challenges they face and
the strategies they employ to overcome them. The panel addressed several topics, including
real and perceived barriers to success in the library world, working under stress, and their
hopes and concerns for the future of education. Panelists shared their strategies for advocacy
and outreach and emphasized the importance of collaboration and community building among
librarians, both within their schools and through state and national organizations.

The future of school libraries as more than just repositories for books. They should be hubs for
creativity, innovation, and collaboration, serving students, teachers, and the community.
Libraries should promote programs that enhance information and digital literacy, helping
students navigate the vast amount of information they encounter daily. This includes teaching
them to discern between true and false information and empowering them as content creators.
The future school library should foster critical thinking and innovation within its community.

Colorado School librarians and leaders have defined a concrete vision for the role of librarians
and the value that certified librarians can bring to students. It is important for librarians to be
leaders in culturally responsive inquiry, connecting students with the information literacy skills
they need in a way that respects their identities. It is important to recognize and leverage the
unique skills that school librarians already possess while also advocating for their roles within
school communities. They highlighted the need for continuous communication about the work
librarians do and how it connects to currently relevant issues. This includes areas such as
fostering creativity and innovation, evaluating sources in an ever-changing information
landscape, and staying at the forefront of new developments, like Chat GPT. Librarians should
embrace continuous learning and share their knowledge with their communities.

There is a significant need for librarians to be prepared for the integration of Al and assisted
search technologies into regular search engines. Panter believes it will be an "all 