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McNew:
Good afternoon and welcome to our webinar entitled Creating Community Through Dynamic Teen Book Discussion Groups. This is Christine McNew, youth services consultant for the Texas State Library & Archives Commission. Our presenter today is Ellen Snoeyenbos. She’s the young adult librarian at the Duxbury Free Library. Ellen has held a weekly book discussion group for teens for the past six years. She views YA fiction as a perfect vehicle for exploring larger issues and perspectives with teens. And now, I’m happy to turn this program over to Ellen Snoeyenbos.

Snoeyenbos:
Hello. I’m so delighted to be here and to share with you what I have to, what I’ve experienced here in Duxbury, I’m going to put my slideshow up for you to see. There we go. As Christine says, I’ve been the young adult librarian in Duxbury for well, I’ve been a librarian in Duxbury for about 13 years, but we’ve run this regular, weekly high school book club for about six or seven years now and I’m super excited about it. It has, seems to have a really good longevity to it which I want to share with you with the reasons for that.  And before we get started, I do want to thank Christine and the Texas State Library & Archives Commission for inviting me to present my material to you and I’m excited to be on with all of you.  And what I’d like you to do is to be thinking of, as I present my material, be thinking of some big questions that you think teens might enjoy asking and discussing, because we’re going to be talking about that as I go through my program, and you will be asked at some point later on, on in the presentation, to share what you think would be a really great starting, jumping of, philosophical question that you think your teens might enjoy doing. 

So to continue, as I said I’m from the Duxbury Library, and my goal with setting up this weekly book discussion was a couple things. I wanted to create a buzz about books. As much as we’re of highly technical society, I still think that books are just at the real root of what we do in libraries and our kids, teens, my teens still love to read books. Of course there are lots of different formats for them, but they still love print books and I want to create a buzz about that. The same group ends up hosting events for teens at the library so you know, you could call it a TAG, I suppose a teen advisory group as well, but they see their main function as literary.  And as a sidelight, I want to teach them you know, through the experience of the book group, to learn discussion and conversation skills. 

Now, we all know that there are many obstacles to programming for teens at libraries. High school students are under an awful lot of pressure; they got a ton of homework. They are, they have a huge you know, huge things coming out from all different directions. There’s a lot of afterschool commitments and I know Duxbury I’m sure it’s not the only town in which the school becomes a real focal point for activities and so you know, we encourage kids of course to do afterschool commitments. We don’t want the library to be competing against school activities or commitments but we want to augment what they’re doing both afterschool and during school. 

A lot of teenagers complain about their heavy reading assignments curriculum which of course they have to do and they have this, it makes it difficult to find time to read for pleasure, but with enough enthusiasm, sometimes they can squeeze an hour or two in a week or maybe find some quiet time on weekends to do so.  Another big obstacle for discussing books, especially if you choose one book to discuss amongst a group of people, is that people have very different reading interests.  I mean, teens are all over the maps; some people really like science fiction, some people like for fantasy, some people are really in to romance. How do you find a book that’s going to really appeal to everyone?  And then of course there’s also people into reading bibles. 

So one of the many solutions that I think people can be doing, and I’m sure a lot of you are doing it already, is starting a group with a popular book of general interest. When I was, first beginning, beginning, it was Harry Potter. It was, just Harry Potter has just taken over the world and we just loved it. We just fed right into and did as many Harry Potter activities as we could and even now, you know, this many years later, the seniors that are in my group, they still come back to Harry Potter as the archetype of book of you know, the hero and friendship and good and evil and all those things. 

Twilight was a huge success in terms of brining people into the book group.  And then this last summer, Hunger Games has been a really great discussion. There’s going to be a movie. Frequently a good idea is to pick a book that does have a movie so people, kids who aren’t strong readers might have seen the movie and can at least be on the same page if you are discussing a particular book of interest. Word of mouth, once you have a small group of kids, you ask them like bring your friends in. If you’re having fun, tell them about it and have a, and that’s a great way to bring people into the group.  I don’t find it, advertising on, in the newspaper is very successful. 

I try to choose a day that works for the people’s commitments. We chose Wednesday because Wednesday is also drama work night.  So kids can come over here after school, do the book group then get their homework done, go out and have a bite to eat and then go to work night so their parents kind of know exactly where they are the whole time and they don’t have to depend on rides as much. This is a big one, no attendance is really required to be in my book group. If you’re playing a sport or you’re in a play and you have to stay away for a month or so, you’re always welcome back into the group because you know what, it’s not as if we’re moving from one session to another in a sort of consecutive way.  Each week is a unique experience and that’s the way we really set it up. 

We try to keep the format pretty flexible depending on the group. How much time they want to spend maybe playing a couple of games you know, or do they really want to get into big, big discussion or did they wanted just you, chat about books exclusively, we keep it fairly flexible.  And then another thing that I’ve been doing lately is been collaborating with a high school interest group to develop interest.  I’m sure a lot of you realize that you know, the time goes by in high school pretty fast and before you know it, in a blink of an eye, your tight, your tight group of wonderful readers are graduating and you know, they’re gone.  And so you have to continually feed younger kids in and your group will have highs and lows of attendance, and don’t be put off by that because that’s a real natural flow.  I’m actually in a little bit below right now myself. You know, big group of kids who graduated last year and we’ve got some younger kids coming up, but you know, it’s a little bit of a smaller group this year and that doesn’t make me upset. I just you know, now we have to do a little bit more outreach. 

People are always asking me how I get so many boys to the book group and I just have to say, people may have other experiences with this, but I don’t emphasize crafts too much. I’m not, myself, am not a really a big crafty person and I just find out the guys aren’t really turned on by having crafts I mean, crafts are fun to do at other times during library programming, but I don’t usually do crafts built into this particular program. 

But we do, do games. One of our favorites is Are You A Werewolf? Which is based on that card game Mafia which many of you may know about, but I ended up ordering from Looney Libraries a little card pack which is just really a lot of fun and kids loved to play. It’s kind of a, it’s a little bit of role playing game but super simple and then also Apples to Apples has been a lot of fun.  And these are just things to kind of fill in, use for fill ins, and when we, we do an overnight once a year and the kids loved to play those games during the overnight as well. 

Another great way to recruit people is through book talking at high school English and Reading classes in middle school, you know, English Reading classes and with that, everybody continuously asking. Don’t think, you know, sometimes I’ve asked and not received a response. I continue to put the invitation out because sometimes, as busy as they are in high school, there are sometimes when curriculum ends or there’s a pre exam period or a post exam period or there’s a day before a holiday, those are perfect for coming in with your truck of books to talk. 

Finding that initial book like Harry Potter or the Twilight book is also you know, really, really helpful. Make sure it’s easy to get to the library. Be sure the school busses are stopping at the public library if you’re not on campus like I am. I’m lucky that I am within walking distance of the schools, but in my old job, I make sure that the regional bus company was able to stop at the public library that that was a regular stop and let kids know that.  Sometimes they don’t realize they can get off at the public library.  

So the way my book group starts is that people gather and we usually, I usually have a couple books that I want to talk, bring up and book talk, but of course why open it up to anybody else, they have something they’ve been reading lately.   Kids really love to put gold stickers on their favorite books and we do a big rumble of our hands [ph0:09:51.7] on our laps when people have a favorite book that they want to tout [ph0:09:56.1] we put the gold sticker on and they give a little just a real brief book review. Just a couple, sometimes just a couple of sentences but that’s really been great for creating a buzz about the books. And when someone has, is excited about something, you’ll be surprised the number of kids nearly be reluctant readers that might pick up, pick up something of it. They might not have picked up if their friends hadn’t been talking about it. 

And then of course the big, big unique part of what we do here in Duxbury of which I really want to put some time into is what we call a Socrates Café. Socrates Café is a concept of talking about philosophical issues in a way that any lay person can participate in. A few years ago, Christopher Phillips, a philosopher, American philosopher who is, I think he’s associated with the University of Virginia, wrote a book called the Socrates Café. I heard him in a radio interview and I just had an a-ha moment. I said, oh my gosh. This is perfect for teen book groups because what he does is he sets up a way and it’s very simple, a way to talk about really big as essential issues without jargon, without you know, needing a lot of academic knowledge and he’s found this format to work in nursing homes, prison schools, coffee houses; he’s done Socrates Cafés in Starbucks, they’ve done in church youth groups. He even has one, a Socrates Café set up in an elementary school system in southern new, southern Mexico, in Chiapas province and he’s done in India and Korea, all over the world. And it’s just a wonderful concept.  And how you do it is you start off with brain storming ideas, and you obviously will probably have to come up with some ideas first, and I’ll give you some ideas before we’re done with this of course, but as kids get into it, they start thinking about things and they might have talked about something in an English class or history class and they’ll bring that to the table and some other kids might have been on the same class and hadn’t had time to talk about it as adequately in school as they wanted to and so they bring it to the, to us. 

And then we vote on which one we want to discuss like how many people want to talk about what is truth versus evil that what, does evil exist in the world or and that so they, the people who are there have a vote in what to discuss.  And once the vote is taken, you know, you have to be respectful and participate in it and sometimes kids don’t listen and we say basically, if you don’t want to participate, feel free to leave, you know, this groups is only for those who really are intent on listening.  So you know, we have our ups and downs with that, but it’s a big, it’s a big goal of mine to help them learn to listen to each other and be respectful of each other’s point of views. 

Now, this is a big one, and a tricky one, and a hard one for teens is I challenge them to try to keep the thread of conversion going. Try to say something that’s just isn’t the end or something that is so definite and you can’t budge on that you, it’s hard to go from there. It’s a challenge but it’s a really wonderful tool in the future for kids to be able to keep a conversation thread going at work, in a job interview, in a college interview, all sorts of places where they want to meet people and let them know what they think. We also try to think of a probing question and a follow up. 

This is a big one, we try, we are not a therapy question and it’s okay to bring up subjects that might touch on people’s personal lives but we can’t solve their problems for them and it’s important for them to realize that it’s not, this is not a, this is not a therapy group but it’s a philosophical club. There’s actually no talking, we have no tolerance for people talking about people behind their backs. There’s no name calling. There’s no naming of people whether they be teachers or people of the community or friends or enemies, we don’t want to hear their names, but you can certainly talk about the gestural situation because keeping the conversation general is the way that we can all find commonality in the issue and that’s really what we’re looking for. 

So the Socratic method is looking for, asking people to evaluate the basic assumptions that lie in the question, like if you start with a question like are people, is your goal in life to be happy then a follow up question might be, are you assuming that everybody wants to be happy? Or are there people who don’t want to be happy? Is happiness always what people value and then embedded concept, is it always either or? Sometimes we put things in a black and whit dichotomy that may or may not exist and kids, teens loved to talk about that. 

Degrees, like lying is certainly, we, most of us would consider lying to be a bad thing; we want to always consider ourselves to be truthful. But, if you’re, you know, in the resistance in Nazi Germany, maybe lying is going to save someone’s life. When is lying okay? They love to talk about that.  And then gently probing logical consistencies or inconsistencies in someone’s argument is also really fun to do.  And then finding compelling objections and alternative view points, you know, taking the devil’s advocate position can be really a learning experience and something that really extends the conversation further. 

So here are some of my questions, or not mine, but our group’s questions that have come up. We’ve talked about just something as mundane as pen versus pencil. Do you like to use a pen better or a pencil. You’d be surprised of how much discussion there was about that. It was the whole issue of [inaudible0:15:59.5] you can ask something as simple as pen versus pencil. Yes.

McNew:
Ellen, just your, your sound comes out just a little bit every now and then. Perhaps could you come closer to the microphone or talk a little louder?

Snoeyenbos:
Okay. Okay. [inaudible0:16:22.9]

McNew:
That’s better, thank you.

Snoeyenbos:
Okay, thank you. Okay, so I hope people could hear me before. I’ll try not to wave my arms around quite so much. I get excited about these things. We’ve talked about secrets. When is it okay to keep a secret? When is it not okay to  We’ve talked about books with happy endings; some kids love books with happy endings, other kids find that really manipulative so it’s really, can be really fun to see what kids, what people come up with. How does a name define a person. That’s been a big, a really good discussion point for kids because some kids feel that they really are defined by their name and that can be a good thing or a bad thing. 

So here’s an example, with Harry Potter, starting with that example, how did.

McNew:
Ellen, are you there? I think we just lost your audio. Yeah, are you there? Ellen?

Snoeyenbos:
Yes. Can you hear me?

McNew:
Yes, I wonder why that you’re cutting out sometimes. 

Snoeyenbos:
Okay.

McNew:
I’m not sure what’s going on.  Try and figure it out. You just go ahead and we’ll try and figure it out at this end okay? Alright. Thanks.

Snoeyenbos:
Okay. Thank you. One of the good examples of how to use a book that kids have really enjoyed for it to start our discussion with was The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie, what tribes did junior belong to and then we talked about what tribes do you belong to and how do you define belonging? What do you expect from belonging to a group? That’s been something that’s been of interest to kids. Also, loyalty and The Hunger Games using The Hunger Games is a starting point. Some kids have read it. Most, some kids haven’t, but you can certainly talk about loyalty.  What loyalties did Katniss have and with kids who haven’t read the books, they can join in the conversation about loyalty. What, how do you define loyalty and how important is loyalty in terms of your friends and your friendships? 

Here’s a challenge, I hope that you guys have been able to hear me all this time, can any of you think of a meaty question that might be discussed, able to be discussed with a group of teens from a popular novel that they might have read?  Be thinking about it and respond via chat as we give you some more examples and Christine will relay your example to all of us. 

A book, a topic that doesn’t need a book to discuss is, what frightens us?  Having a general discussion of recently seen horror movies, suspense movies and books they’re based on can be a lot of fun and kids all have lots of opinion about that. What are the ways they work, what doesn’t work? What senses are you well susceptible to? A lot of people don’t think, a lot of people think that by turning the sound off, visuals aren’t necessarily as strong in terms of scaring them as audio. What kinds of things frighten, are frightening at different times in our lives?  Sometimes, we find things more frightening when you’re, we’re younger and as we get older, different things frighten us. 

What is evil? Of course everyone has an opinion on this subject and I found that kids with obvious learning disabilities or challenges have really strong opinions about what is evil and what they see you know as dangerous. One of the goals of the goals of the group is to model good listening skills and almost all have discovered truth of someone else has said, so that’s been really successful. 

Here’s another one that gets everyone going which is truth, is it overrated?  We had a big discussion about this. This would be one that you’d want to use a lot of probing questions on.  Be sure not to come up with a particular conclusion, keep things kind of open ended. There doesn’t, you can end when nobody has anything else to say, but I think there doesn’t need to be a final, there shouldn’t be a final resolution ever.  We just end the group and the group gets maybe too small people have to go away or we run out of things to say, we might turn to a game. 

What about the inappropriate subjects? One thing we’re clear about is privacy.  Although we’re clear that no overtly personal information is shared, sometimes things might come up that are touchy and it’s important to ask if the speaker stay after he talked to you privately and you have to be clear with them that if you hear something that concerns their safety that you will intercede on their behalf with authorities. You are a reporter because you work with teens and they need to understand that.  But again the areas of inappropriateness would be no talking about people behind their backs. That includes teachers, other students, family members and friends. 

We, we stress that the point of our discussion is not to solve our problems but rather to raise the issues and questions that are universal in nature. Many of the teens have taken the philosophy course or a psychology track in college and they have come back to me and told me that they really benefited from the discussions they’ve had at the library in their college courses. One of the values of having these rules is that it helps us model really good discourse. For politics and religion can be discussed but it’s important to keep the dialogue open and use non judgmental and non threatening language and I frequently ask them if they think something is appropriate and kids, teens can actually be pretty conservative about what they consider appropriate and inappropriate so that can be a way to self check. 

For example, I think we sometimes don’t want to get into the realm of dealing with a subject whether the religion is dangerous or not so I try to avoid that. Is Islam a dangerous religion? I would consider that not appropriate. What about our crazy math teacher? Again, not appropriate point of discussion. Do you see what, did you see what somebody was wearing today? Was it too short to you know, rescale or whatever, that would be inappropriate also. 

And now I was wondering if anybody else in our group might have some good example topics.  You could share those with Christine and maybe she could let me know what those might be. Hopefully you can hear and I’m hoping that we, our audio problems have been solved. Christine?

McNew:
Yes, hi Ellen. The audio is better. We had a little bit of problem there and I just want to ask you to be sure and speak close to your microphone so that everyone can hear you as well as possible. There’s probably some congestion on the internet right now. That’s what we think. Here are a couple of ideas that have been brought forth. If you were discussing Twilight, what is true love?

Snoeyenbos:
Oh, great question.

McNew:
During a discussion of Being, by Kevin Brooks, we discussed exactly what does it mean to be human.

Snoeyenbos:
Wow.

McNew:
And here’s one for the book If I Stay, the end is ambiguous and discuss did she survive or die in the end?

Snoeyenbos:
Right. Well they have read the book well.

McNew:
Starting with the Lightning Thief, here’s a question, how did Percy react to finding out who his real father was? Was Poseidon, a hero to Percy and who is a hero to you?

Snoeyenbos:
Oh my gosh. That’s a wonderful question and the hero, talking about heroes is a really great starting point because again, even if the kids haven’t read Percy Jackson, they can remember a book in which they saw a hero in action so that’s a great question that brings a lot of literature into play.

McNew:
Would you like to hear a few more?

Snoeyenbos:
Sure.

McNew:
Okay. With James Patterson’s Witches & Wizards, that could start a discussion on families and brother and sister relationships. And Pretty Little Liars, the question that could, that got people talking at one library was, do people keep secrets close?

Snoeyenbos:
Yeah. Secrets are a biggy. Secrets are a big issue with teens. Not just girls but boys too so, that’s great to hear. There’s some really good discussion going on out there, I can tell. That’s wonderful.

McNew:
Yeah and there’s book Maze Runner by James Dashner, a question would be who would be who is controlling us?

Snoeyenbos:
Oh, yes. And you know there’s a lot of books on dystopian future that people love to read. I know, a lot of my kids are into Steampunk now and that’s kind of a dystopian future set in a sort of a Victorian setting but you know, it’s also fascinating to think about who is controlling us, how much control do we have over our own lives and how and then that can get into it’s top at the discussion of technology. Is technology a boon or you know, the bane of our existence in terms of you know, our control. That’s great.

McNew:
Would you like to hear a few more or do you want to go on with your presentation?

Snoeyenbos:
Let’s hear a couple more and then [inaudible0:26:52.7].

McNew:
Okay, alright. Here for the book King of the Screwups, how important is acceptance by so for others and how can you attain self acceptance?

Snoeyenbos:
Wow. That is great. And, you know, something like that, I’ve just started a middle school book discussion as well and we call ourselves a philosophy club and acceptance is a big issue with middle schoolers. By high school sometimes a few of those issue have been a little bit more resolved but middle schoolers have lots to say about subjects like that. So that’s really wonderful. Oh, I’m so excited by the discussion. [inaudible0:27:34.7] around the country.

McNew:
Yeah, and here’s one, the Forgotten Fire by Adam Bagdasarian, I don’t know if I’ve pronounced it properly, it focus on genocide of Armenians and how would you react if you lost your home and your family is the question.

Snoeyenbos:
Wow. That is so powerful and again they, that’s such a great question because you started with the book but if the kids haven’t read the book it doesn’t matter because those are questions that can be answered by anyone who identifies with that problem. That’s great. Well, thank you Christine.

McNew:
Your welcome. Now, a couple of question have also come in. Do you want to discuss those or do you want to hold them till the end?

Snoeyenbos:
Well, either way. Let me get through what I, I just have a few more examples to give.

McNew:
That’ll be fine. Okay. I’ll turn it back over to you.

Snoeyenbos:
Thank you.

McNew:
Your welcome.

Snoeyenbos:
Yeah. So in conclusion, I really do want to say that talk is good. Talk is something that kids are not getting enough of in school. I just wanted to really remind us all that conversation is sort of a lost art. We do less of it in the family, around the dinner table. Less of it is available to kids in classes because of the, because curriculum has been so regimented lately and you have to get, you have to get so much more you know, work in, within a given amount of time and allowing conversations, free flowing conversation is something that we can provide that cannot be provided in other institutions as well. 

When they learn to be good listeners, you know you’ve really gotten the job and that’s a constant source of challenge because kids have trouble hearing each other but it’s really important to validate and reward people who do good, a good job of listening. One thing that we tried in my book group about listening and bringing up new conversation is I have, we have this hand signal which is if you’re responding to something someone has already just said, we have them put their hand up with a fist, a open, a tight fist and that means that they are interjecting as a response to what was, what was just said.  But, if you have a new topic, or a new question, or a new way of looking at something, that’s completely different, then you raise your hand with an open hand.  And that’s been really fun to play with because we usually take interjections first because that means they’ve been listening, but we also sometimes run out of a particular strand or thread of conversation and at that point, the open handed questioner gets their turn to speak. So it could be really fun and then you know, you have kids who play with that a little bit but we, we all tried to keep it very honest about whether it is an interjection or is it a new topic.  

So, it’s important not to proscribed message or an adult agenda, teens are very sensitive to that.  They can see and agenda a mile away. It’s really important to be as objective as you can be. Sometimes kids need you to maybe reflect what they’ve said in a way that’s a little bit more understandable because they may have been run on or been too personal or whatever, you may have to just reflect but that’s not setting an agenda. That’s just helping them express themselves more clearly.  And listening is all, is still a very hard skill to cultivate but its something that we can do, again it should be like the library is a place where that can happen more effectively than in the school and sometimes even the home.   

But, one thing that I want to encourage you to do is if you’re comfortable enough, if your group is comfortable enough doing this, is to video tape yourselves in discussion.  First of all, kids love to be on TV you know, even if you just use it in house, but you can also create a library YouTube channel which is what we’ve done.  And I’ll have the link to that available to you in a slide or two but, it’s really in [inaudible0:32:12.9] you must get permission from parents for kids to be on that but in this day and age, parents are very used to having their kids participate in multi, in multimedia, things like that. And it’s also, remember how useful it can be to see yourself on video because it can be an opportunity for you to really reflect how you look, how you sound, are people listening to you, are you listening well to them? 

So video can be a wonderful tool to both save what you’ve done and also to increase and enhance the quality of your, of your discussions.  But these resources, these [inaudible0:32:52.1] books I’ve found to be really wonderful additions to my collection. The first two are books that have lots of pictures in them. They’re really simple, simple format. They discuss some philosophical issues and kind of a little bit more of a history of philosopher, of philosophy at a teen level and a lot of fun to use and you can pull it off the shelf if you kind of don’t have a question, you can use them as a starting point. 

Then I have the Socrates Café by Christopher Phillips of course. He’s written a number of other books so I encourage you to read all of the books he has because they’re all basically discussions for the lay person on big issues.  And then Action Philosopher’s is like a graphic novel presentation of the famous philosophers of the world and that’s a lot of fun and I find middle school has really loved that. 

To see us in action, we, I would send you to our website. I mean not our, well it’s our on website too, but our YouTube channel which I have listed here and what I was planning to do was to, to send Christine a page of both of the resources and the web addresses that you can look at. 

Some of you may have looked at the teen discussion that we used at the ALA presentation in June which is on our web channel, but I’ve added a few other things to the web channel since then to show you how we, how we do our high speed book talks at the beginning of our, our conversations every week and those are on our web channel as well. And if you have any questions about any of this or want to contact me, I have my email address on the screen which will also can be shared and my phone number. So I think at this point if we have any other questions this would be a great time to bring them up. 

Christine, do you have questions that we can all talk about?

McNew:
We sure do and I wanted to tell everyone too that we will prepare a list of the suggestions for books and discussion topics and we’ll upload that along with the resources that Ellen just mentioned and the archive of this webinar. So here’s a question for you Ellen, if a kid in a session really seems to have problems and maybe seems even need therapy, how do you help them?

Snoeyenbos:
I make it very clear to them that I would you know, that I am a reporter and I would probably contact, I would talk to them in my office and let them know that I can contact, I will be contacting their parents. I think it’s important to support parents as much as possible with their children and I have had conversations with parents on a number of occasions about, about kids in my group who maybe have some gender issues. Am I, is my audio going in and out again?

McNew:
It’s just a little, a bit quiet. If you could speak up a bit, that would be great.

Snoeyenbos:
Alright, great. I’ve had, a couple of times we’ve had kids, who’ve  had you know, gender issues and we’ve you know, they can come into my office and talk about those in privacy, but I’ve also told them that I think it’s important to include their parents in any of that discussion, and if they want to talk to a guidance counselor at school, that that’s another very important resource.  So kids need to know that although we respect their confidentiality, if we feel that they have, if they’re, we feel that there’s a safety issue involved, that we will help find that resources that they need starting with their parents.

McNew:
Okay and here’s another question, do the kids know the goals of the group that they are discussion, respect and listening skills. Do you tell them that at the outset or you’re just sneaking that in?

Snoeyenbos:
That’s a great question. It was a long time coming because as I said when I started, I wasn’t really sure where I was going with this, but about year two into our group, things were sort of starting to fall apart a little bit in terms of the quality of discussion so I really, we sat down and sort of define better what the parameters would be and that’s where we came up with the fist for interjection and the open hand for a new topic formality.  And they do know that we are here for discussion and if you, we’ve had, we’ve had kids leave you know, we’ve asked people to leave. 

What I find with teens is if you set the bar high in terms of quality, you end up with more kids wanting to join you then if you are too accepting and tolerant of misbehavior.  It’s really important to protect the sanctity of the group and if they want to be here then they need to follow the rules. We have discussion rules on the wall along with our questions which are you know, be respectful, take turns, raise your hand and listen so that, those are the basic parameters.  And then last year, I mean we have such good discussions. I really encourage them to think about what is the, what is the follow to what Sarah just said. 

What’s the deeper question you might ask? They like to be challenged like that and then it doesn’t become just a show and tell on how, how smart you are or how clever you are. It’s really a group probing of a really interesting topic so, a good probing question that you can ask is, ask the group, what, you know, what are the issues that she’s just, who can reframe that in another way or what are those, what are the issues that come up with you? Or do you, does anyone have any experience with them, with this issue in their own life. Frequently with friendship and loyalty, those things come up a lot. 

But no, I’m not, you know you can, we don’t, I’m pretty clear, I find that clarity about your goals is usually a pretty good thing because I’m not trying to be subversive or anything. I want to add here too, I want to mention that when I did this presentation at ALA last June, my group was down there with my, my team group and we were staying at the Youth Hostel [ph0:39:44.6] two blocks away and among the members, among the people staying at the Youth Hostel[ph0:39:50.9] were two  really dynamic young librarians, who were librarians at Rikers [ph0:39:56.4] Island, which is the Juvenile Detention Center for New York City and they have been doing discussion there of a really meaty kind, they’ve been reading books with those kids and they are just changing lives. 

It was really very exciting to hear about. Christine? Can you hear me?

McNew:
Yes, I can hear you. Can you hear me?

Snoeyenbos:
Yes, I can.

McNew:
Okay, great. Well, thank you for the answer to that question and here’s another. If you find out that a teen is being abused, do you report it to your supervisor or do you report it directly to the authorities?

Snoeyenbos:
I would go through my supervisor first because you have to set, we have a, we have a incident report mechanism that we use for situations like that and I would bring my supervisor and you know, right away. I’ve never had that type of situation come up with me directly. The issues of gender questioning that did come up were you know they were kids with very loving parents and you know, they were not in any kind of you know, they weren’t in any physical danger or anything in the situation that I’ve described.  But we’ve talked about this at staff meetings where you know, if your [inaudible0:41:22.2] child is in danger, you do need to report, but I would do the reporting through my supervisor, my director.

McNew:
Okay and here’s the next question, do you think a book discussion group will work for college students 18 to 21 years old? I work at a university library.

Snoeyenbos:
Absolutely. I have, like at times have a post high school group that needs regularly and they love it. They can’t meet very frequently so you know, it’s been kind of sporadic because they’re sometimes off in college, but I think that a college setting would be fantastic. You know, in my father’s days, this used to be called bull sessions, but I don’t think that term is used anymore.  But you know, I can remember sitting around my college dorm floor lounge late into the night having really interesting discussions with people you know, on my floor and I’m not sure that that takes place as much anymore.  But you know if the school, the college library would be a good setting for that, I think that would be really fantastic. 

I think that college kids you know, they’ve got even sort of larger issues that they’re dealing with in terms of their future and how they see themselves in the world and how much control do they have over their own lives etcetera. I wish you the best of luck. I hope you’ll let us know how those discussions go. I highly recommend that Christopher Phillips book again and his website, www.socratescafe.org for setting that up because he has really pretty detailed guidelines as to you know, how to keep the conversation general, how to make sure that one person doesn’t dominate too much and you’re like making sure everyone has a chance to speak. 

You know, these are issues that you as the leader need to be aware of but, I didn’t get into that as much in this session because I thought you guys probably would find it more interesting to talk about you know, the actual question and how to make the library tie in.  But you can never become, you can always get better at a, as a discussion leader I found and you know I really, I feel like I’ve improved quite a bit and my kids have improved too. When I’m on vacation, they frequently meet without me and it’s been a little rocky at times but you know, they really want it to keep it going every single week of the year so it’s, it’s heartening to know that they wanted to work. Christine?

McNew:
Yes, Ellen. I have a request for you to display your contact information again. Would you please go back to that slide? Thank you.

Snoeyenbos:
Sure.

McNew:
Okay, and here’s another question, did you have to get approval from your collections department to put the gold stickers on recommended books? If so, how did you convince them to allow this?

Snoeyenbos:
Oh, well I’m in charge of my own collection luckily, I guess. I would hope that your library would see it as a marketing tool. That would be the way to try to approach it. If you don’t have control over your collection, it’s like putting a, an ALA awards sticker on, it’s like putting YALSA sticker on, it’s like putting a Michael Printz award sticker on. It’s just that it’s your, it’s your library group whose sticker it is that you’re putting on the book. In fact, I’ve had parents who want me to come up with a list of everything that’s been gold stickered and I’m just not organized enough to be able to provide them with that list, but I think you know, having the gold sticker on the book is a real, you know, it’s an eye catching, excitement builder and I would hope that your library staff, maybe doing a presentation at a staff meeting would be the thing to do and actually you could show them circulation statistics. I do find that having the gold sticker on increases the circulation of the title so I would hope that would be a good selling point for you.

McNew:
Okay, and here’s another question. It says, if I am understanding correctly, your book club is more of a book sharing club. They are not all reading the same book and then you find a topic and discuss it, is that right?

Snoeyenbos:
That is right. Now we do occasionally choose a book together to read collectively but we, and we usually do that for our overnights. We have, last year we had two overnights. And at one of them we read the latest John Green, well no, that was the latest John Green book, the first overnight we did, we read Paper Towns and we had about 3 hour discussion of Paper Towns.  And in order to go on the overnight they had to have read Paper Towns, so that was one book, one read, but I don’t find kids really like to do the one book, one read all the time.  As I said before, there’s so much variety of taste among, in literature that I just think it’s a little bit too confining to do that all the time so, we do it about twice a year and I found, we did, the Sherman Alexie book big hit, big hit. 

John Green, any John Green book is going to be a really big hit as a group read and we’re what was the book we’re thinking about using next, what’s the name escapes me, but you know an action book, Percy Jackson you know, has been a big success as far as a book that everybody likes.  But no we definitely, it’s just, it’s a book review group with philosophical discussion and my purpose as a librarian is to get books off the shelves and into the hands of other, of kids and them provide them with a place to discuss you know, topical issues of the day of the, you know, what it means to be human, that’s just a fabulous discussion point. So yeah, it’s not, it’s not one book, one read although we do that occasionally also.

McNew:
Okay, Ellen does an adult stay with the kids during the group discussion or do you leave them alone and check in?

Snoeyenbos:
I stay all the way through. As I said, when I’m on vacation, they run it themselves but I find it, can deteriorate if they’re off, if they’re alone too much. They like the structure of having me there and it’s not as if I’m, you know, confining their discussion so much as making sure that they’re taking the next step rhetorically and keeping within the boundaries of civility and all that sort of thing. Because it can become a boisterous group and a lot of kids don’t want it to become too boisterous so it’s not self perpetuating, but there are weeks where I’m not there.  I hope that answers the question.

McNew:
I think it does. Okay, here’s another. This may have been covered, I’m not sure, but have you used technology to engage teens for a book discussion group? IE sending chapters of books as emails or using Meebo to do instant chat whether from home or other locations?

Snoeyenbos:
Well I was lucky enough to have a friend from one of my YALSA conferences. Karen Santa Maria from Kalamazoo, Michigan, we went on a Skype session together once between two book groups and that was a lot of fun. There is a lot you can do with technology. I would just be you know, be careful to make sure that the technology doesn’t overwhelm whatever point it is you have for, for talking. Sometimes I think if you sustain at a low tech level and then interject technology occasionally into the process, that can be a lot of fun. I know when the Philip Pullman movie came out, there was a really fun sort of game site on their website for the film and a lot of people had read The Golden Compass and had seen the movie so during the session, we, you know, went to the game site and everybody found out what they’re demon would be which it was a lot of fun.   But you know I think that technology can be really, really a lot of fun to enhance what you’re doing but I just really think it’s nice to focus on the low tech just being there together and forming and bonding and being a group.  It’s frequently what they really like to do. 


At the end of the year, we always make a T shirt for our group and it’s usually emblematic and what we’ve done for the year. Last year, T shirts that we wore down to ALA was, it was the word bookmarks because that’s the name of our group, in the form of leaves of grass because as you remember from the book that John [inaudible0:50:42.8], the John Green book called Paper Towns, he used as the wall put in leaves of grass metaphorically and interjects the lines of well, put them into the storyline and so they loved that and really wanted to have that portrayed to our T shirt so that’s the T shirt we had last year and I don’t know what our T shirt will be this year but it’s a way to be in the group. 

One of the kids who went down to Washington DC with me said you know, book club really saved her life. She wasn’t involved that much in any of the other groups or clubs at school. She was very shy, but at the book club, she felt like she could be heard and she could read and share and her name was right there on the T shirt, the back of the T shirt and now she’s really helping frame questions really well for us.  But she hadn’t found a place to fit in other places either out at school or afterschool and so you know, she showed that really you know, in a really emotional way at our session at ALA conference of June. 

You know, we were all pretty touched because she’s an important member of the group and I think you know, keeping things in the here and now is just, I guess a kind of a value that I feel is important, but adding technology where it’s appropriate, I think it’s a lot, just a lot of fun as long as we don’t get super carried away with it I guess. That would be mine to take but I’m sure others feel differently and so I’d love to hear what other people think too.

McNew:
Okay, well here’s just a few more questions for you. What grades does your group primarily serve, 9 to 12 or younger? And do you serve food at your group discussions?

Snoeyenbos:
Oh, excellent questions. It’s basically, my longest group is a high school group, 9 to 12, 9th through 12th grades. Last year, we had a lot of 11th and 12th graders this year because they graduated and now it seems to be a little bit of a younger group, 9th and 10th graders with a few, a smattering of 11th and 12th graders.  I’m trying to start on middle school group now.  I started in the fall, I mean in the spring and we went on hiatus over the summer and now we’re starting up again in the fall.  And when you go on my YouTube channel, you’ll see the spooky thing we did for Halloween which was to produce this take off of the Blairwitch Project with the four of them. 

There are only 4 kids who show up so far and so with middle schoolers, I’m finding like a little bit of an activity first is a good way to start and then we can get into the discussions and with the middle schoolers I find they can be a little self conscious about talking about super big issues so I focused the discussions with middle schoolers on things like friendship, loyalty, what does it mean to be in the tribe, those kinds of things as a post to truth, happiness, lying, you know, I’m sure they would have something to say about those but they seem more interested in the issues that sort of relate to them on a day to day basis.

McNew:
Okay, here’s another question, how many teens do you typically have in the group and what size makes for the best discussions?

Snoeyenbos:
Great question.  It’s gotten as big as 20 to 25 but the area really can’t support that many. We usually have about 8 and 10 at a time and they might vary as I said before from one season to another, you might have a different collection of people talking, but we had about 30 kids whose names were on the T shirt at the end of the year.  So although not everybody comes every week, they’re still part of the group and they want their name on the T shirt and so it’s kind of you know, it’s kind of nice bonding thing that way. I do think that the question of critical mass is a really good one. 

What is a critical mass for a discussion? I fell like you need about 4 at least. My middle school group has just barely the critical mass. We’ve got about 4 kids who come regularly and I’m trying to encourage them to build that up. Ideally, I think 8 to 10 is really perfect because then you don’t feel like you have to say something every single time in order to keep the discussion flowing, you can be quiet and listen and still have things have to talk around you, but ideally 8 to 10 but it can be bigger and it’s been successful bigger. It just requires far more self control. Those are really good questions.

McNew:
Ellen. Excuse me, there’s just one more question.

Snoeyenbos:
Okay.

McNew:
It’s about time to end and so I just want to thank everyone for attending. If you need to leave at exactly 2:30 or 3:30, please feel free to go ahead and leave. To leave, you’re just going to click on file and exit and then close your window and there will be a pop-up survey with 3 questions and it’s just very quick, if you would please fill that out and if you have a moment to stay, this is an interesting question and I will let Ellen go ahead and answer it before we close today. Ellen the question is, you mention games during your meetings, do these games fit in with the discussion theme topics or serve merely as a break to the conversation?

Snoeyenbos:
That’s a great question. So far I’ve only used games like Are You A Werewolf ?and Apples to Apples, [inaudible0:56:23.4] brainiac or Cranium, those kinds of things, but you could you know, do some other kinds of gaming that would be more topical to the subject at hand. I haven’t done it so I think someone should do it and find out how that works. I think it’s a great idea. The only trouble you know, my caveat on that would be, you don’t want to make it seem too much like an exercise, because their radar’s going to go up and it’s going to feel maybe a little bit too much like school. But one of the fun things we did for a T shirt a couple years ago was we read the book a Six Word Memoirs which was super popular and so then for the T shirts, we challenged ourselves to come up with a six word memoir that would say something about in ourselves and that actually, sharing that and thinking about ones that would fit each other. 

That was kind of a game situation in a way that was a lot of fun and did add to the ambience of the discussion frequently, but in general, the games that we’re doing are just distractions.  But, I’d love to hear about anyone who’s doing something that’s more related to discussion you know and wonder if that’s you know, maybe feels a little bit too much high school or is there a way that they made it work for them that have seemed really, intellectually exciting.  And just one last thing I’d love to say Christine is that running a discussion like this, the Socrates Café like discussion as I said before but I really want to stress, I have had kids from the lowest level of high school talking very meaningfully with AP [ph0:58:07.6] students with and yet, and getting the respect they deserve from those top students as well, in really profound discussion that are have and existential value and it’s really powerful to experience and I really encourage everyone to try it. You’re providing them something that they don’t necessarily get in any other setting, in a safe environment where people who are listening to them and it’s a way we’ve really been able to appreciate each other’s differences while really acknowledging the commonality among us all.  So with that I say thank you so much for letting me share my experiences with you and I wish all of you the best of luck with your teens.

McNew:
Well, thank you Ellen. That was a really enjoyable presentation. I think we all learned a lot and I want to thank everyone for attending and just a reminder that as you exit, there will be a brief exit survey and just please complete that and you will receive an email from us in 2 to 3 days with a link to the PowerPoint presentation, the archived webinars, a list of the discussion topics that people suggested with books and Ellen’s resources that she mentioned. So thank you all again for coming today and join us for the next webinar. Thank you.
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