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Endorsements

			Twenty-first century school librarians are leading their school districts in many influential ways. Their efforts in design thinking, inclusivity, anti-racism, teaching multiple literacies, modeling lessons, and collaborative methods are just some of the core leadership efforts that can help transform any school district. Packed with specific examples of how successful school librarians have led from their libraries, The 21st Century School Library is a must-read for teachers, administrators, and school librarians who need concrete evidence on how they can develop efficacious school libraries for their school district.

			Dr. Krista Welz, school librarian in New Jersey, 2017 recipient of a Library Journal Movers and Shakers award, AASL Social Media Superstar, and co-founder of Edcamp Urban
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			The 21st Century School Library shows how great instruction benefits students and why empowering the school librarian to lead the way makes for great learning. Bringing in his own experiences and sharing the great thinking of librarians from across the country, Ryan Bani Tahmaseb paints a picture of what an essential school librarian looks like. This book is for every librarian who wants to give their students the best library program while working side by side with supportive administrators and teachers. It is perfect for new librarians, experienced librarians, and every colleague they work with.

			Tom Bober, author of Building News Literacy: Lessons for Teaching Critical Thinking Skills in Elementary and Middle Schools
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			In The 21st Century School Library, Ryan Bani Tahmaseb takes a deep dive into the role of school librarian. This book is a call to action for schools to utilize their libraries and librarians to help democratize education and allow students to follow their innate intellectual curiosity. Throughout the book, Tahmaseb advocates for student access, genuine inquiry, and opportunities to address real-world problems. He outlines a holistic approach to integrating multiple literacies into classrooms, including racial literacy, and teaching alongside students and teachers in an all-inclusive community — all while exploring collaboration, authentic research, and hands-on learning in a global learning community. This is a must-read for librarians as well as teachers and administrators, as Tahmaseb directly addresses these audiences in each chapter. You will leave this book with a plethora of ideas for making your school library the hub of your school: a place where curiosity, voice, and choice foster learning that is meaningful, inclusive, and engaging for all students.

			Tomasen Carey, senior lecturer at the University of New Hampshire and field coordinator for Learning Through Teaching
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			In a time when school librarians are disappearing from schools, Ryan Bani Tahmaseb presents readers with a timely, relevant, and important look at one of education’s most invaluable assets. This book is a useful guide for those of us leading change within school libraries and the colleagues we partner with each day. The 21st Century School Library is the perfect blend of theory and practice!

			Dr. Kristen Mattson, author of Ethics in a Digital World: Guiding Students Through Society’s Biggest Questions
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Foreword

			The school library is the heart of the school. It is essential in its location, access, and offerings to support learner-centered classrooms where students are constructing knowledge, designing, thinking, and collaborating. Where else in the school can you find a quiet spot to sit and read a book that allows you to travel to other worlds, meet new friends, or enter another dimension? Libraries are communities for book lovers, provide access to reliable research and information, and even transform into STEM labs and makerspaces. 

			In my first year of teaching, I learned my school librarian was going to be my best friend. We planned lessons together to help my students research, write, and read powerful literature. She had access to a wealth of knowledge that helped my students learn deeply. A class trip to the library was always a sensory adventure. When we studied the Harlem Renaissance and arrived at the library, jazz music was playing and books about artists, writers, and poets of that time period were spread across the tables for my students to peruse. Students wrote poems based on Romare Bearden paintings while listening to jazz in the library that day. Together, my school librarian and I applied to and attended the National Gallery of Art’s Summer Institute in Washington, DC for a week, to be immersed in mythology and learn from various experts and teaching artists. As a result of attending the learning institute, we wrote a curriculum together that we co-taught in our school the following years. She is still a close friend and I consider her a mentor who impacted my early years of teaching. 

			Fast-forward to today (and 18 years later). I am in a different school but the librarian is still my go-to when I am looking for something good to read, developing a new reading and writing unit, or just want to talk. He does lots of book talks, shows my students which databases to access for information for their research reports, and keeps me in the loop about potential award-winning books I must read. When I walk into the library, it is always filled with students doing homework, collaborating, and working on the computers. My school library is a central spot for students, no matter the time of day. 

			Ryan Bani Tahmaseb brings to the forefront the magic and power of school libraries. He provides a practical approach to elevating the level of learning in your school library, redesigning the space to welcome all students and teachers, and rebranding the library from “the room with the old, dusty, smelly books” to a hub for 21st century learning. A library today is a place where books and technology go hand in hand to empower learners, support creativity, and build critical thinkers. 

			Forward-thinking librarians are always in the know and piloting projects. Erika Long in Nashville, Tennessee, initiated an inquiry-based learning project for teachers and students in her school. Peter Langella in Hinesburg, Vermont, took the lead in his school to create a faculty book study, as well as a series of talks for the community to address racism and anti-Semitism. These are just two examples in a book that spotlights many models and mentor librarians who have made positive differences in their schools and communities. Ryan shows us that librarians are leaders and change-makers. 

			Reading The 21st Century School Library reminds me that libraries and librarians are crucial in our democratic society. Throughout the book Ryan provides practical ways for librarians to work with teachers to put more books in students’ hands that represent the diversity in our nation, bring attention to valid and reliable research and information, support digital citizenship, and gain funding for books, technology and after-school programs, as well as start a makerspace lunch group or after-school STEM club. He has connected his readers with amazing and inspiring librarians around the country who share their own knowledge and expertise. To build a better world we need access to information, knowledge, and ideas so young people are literate in all the facets of literacy. Ryan shows us how librarians and libraries can help pave the way to inspire and motivate knowledgeable and caring lifelong learners.

			Michele L. Haiken, author of New Realms for Writing: Inspire Student Expression with Digital Age Formats
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 Introduction

			School libraries stand at the forefront of innovation in education. Yet many teachers and administrators do not know what to make of them, much less how to best utilize their varied and valuable resources. 

			What if school librarians, whose field of practice has transformed in the past few decades, could show us excellent models for innovative teaching and leadership? What if the vital adaptations that school librarians have made could help other educators evolve? What if the lessons learned in the library could be scaled up to benefit all fields of practice and all students? These are the questions we’ll explore together in this book. 

			Each chapter takes an in-depth look at the paradigm-shifting work that school libraries are doing to advance student learning, professional development, and school-wide engagement. We’ll consider how library-led, forward-thinking initiatives can guide all educators — teachers and administrators alike — toward transformative educational practices. 

			I’ll walk you through specific examples of what leading school libraries are doing and provide some practical guidance on how K-12 educators of all stripes, including administrators, can adopt these focus areas into their practice — wherever you fall on the spectrum of experience. 

			There are countless amazing library-led projects, initiatives, and movements happening everywhere, and this book is my humble attempt to provide both a synthesis and an overview of what I have come to understand to be most important through collaborations, conversations, and my own first-hand experiences. 

			Of course, not all school librarians do great work. This is true of any profession. But the difference here is that, generally speaking, there’s a tendency to undervalue, underfund, and undercut school libraries, always to the detriment of the students and teachers they’re supposed to serve. 

			The library should be the heart of the school. It’s my hope that this book will help you understand how and why this is true. 

			Here’s a breakdown of what you can expect in each chapter.

			
Chapter 1: Prioritizing hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems 

			School librarians have found that teaching methods that prioritize hands-on learning and address real-world problems spark more genuine interest and creativity from students and educators alike. Teaching methods such as design thinking, inquiry-based learning, and project-based learning give students reasons to use the research process authentically. And while they’re working, students gain a newfound understanding of themselves, their peers, and how the world really works. 

			
Chapter 2: Improving access to books, information, and technology

			School librarians are charged with making sure students have equitable access to books, information, and technology. From securing access to educational databases that aid student research to ensuring that relevant books and devices are available for students to borrow, school librarians know how and why democratizing education should be at the forefront of educators’ minds. This chapter explores how libraries are improving access to books, information, and technology and explains why all educators should consider doing so in their roles.

			
Chapter 3: Centering inclusivity

			School librarians regularly review the latest literature to build resource collections that reflect diversity in each of the “Big 8” social identifiers: age, ethnicity, race, ability, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and socioeconomic status. Because librarians are up to date, they can be helpful guides in goal-setting for administrators, lesson-designing for teachers, and planning school-wide professional development. This chapter shares specific examples of how school libraries center inclusivity and offers practical tips for how these efforts can be extended throughout the school.

			
Chapter 4: Promoting and teaching multiple literacies

			To meet students’ evolving needs, libraries are no longer focused exclusively on textual literacy. Librarians now teach multiple forms of literacy, including visual literacy, information literacy, digital literacy, technological literacy, and racial literacy. With many libraries leading the way, educators are getting creative in how and where these skills are taught. The important part is each school’s commitment to teaching these literacies across the content areas to ensure that students have adequate practice in honing these skills, each of which they will need in order to be informed, perceptive, and empowered citizens.

			
Chapter 5: Building meaningful connections to the outside world

			School librarians do not face the same exact boundaries as classroom teachers. Considering this, as well as the fact that we live in an increasingly globalized society, school librarians often look beyond the school walls for student learning opportunities. We want to help students understand their place in what the American Association of School Librarians calls “the global learning community.” Drawing on specific library-led examples, this chapter takes a closer look at how all educators can facilitate meaningful connections to the outside world for their students. 

			
Chapter 6: Revitalizing research

			For many students the research process is dreadfully boring, mostly because they’re not given a chance to explore topics they’re interested in or develop their own research questions. But when educators invite students to follow their curiosity and eventually create something original that shows their learning and is shared with others, research becomes an exciting opportunity. Because librarians are expert researchers, we often show teachers and students how to liven up the research process and support them throughout the process. This chapter is a tour of what all this looks like in action. 

			
Chapter 7: Modeling and teaching collaboration

			Educators who collaborate with each other often find that doing so leads to a more dynamic learning environment, as well as modeling for their students what collaboration can and should look like. Just as important is explicitly teaching collaboration skills to students — skills that enable them to work effectively and efficiently with other people. Given the nature of librarians’ work in schools, we’re experts at modeling and teaching collaboration. This chapter examines the specifics of how all educators can collaborate well and the ways in which your school librarian can be a collaborative partner. 

			By emphasizing both function and results, each chapter illustrates why its particular topic is vital for advancing K-12 education. Throughout the book, my own experiences as a school librarian appear alongside those of other school librarians and library-adjacent educators. Each chapter also includes explanations of how to leverage the school librarian as an ongoing resource and collaborator, along with easy-to-follow recommendations for applying what is learned in the chapter to teaching and school leadership. Finally, each chapter provides guiding questions that educators can ask themselves about how they might effectively apply these ideas to their own practice, in their own unique contexts.

			This book is ultimately a survey of 21st century school libraries whose guiding principles also serve as a blueprint for innovation in K-12 education. My hope is that what you read in the pages that follow will help you use your library and your librarian better, and that by the end you’ll be convinced that school libraries — and all the educators associated with them — indeed offer a compelling vision for the future of our schools. 
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Chapter 1: 
Prioritizing hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems

			“Curiosity is underrated” 

			— Rob Bell

			I love being a school librarian. Every day, I have the opportunity to collaborate with students and teachers on a variety of lessons, projects, and units. It’s a privilege to participate in — and bear witness to — all sorts of educational adventures. And from my vantage point, there is one style of teaching and learning that stands above the rest. 

			There are different frameworks for this kind of teaching and learning. But each of them points toward the same pedagogical approach: hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems. 

			As educators, our approach to teaching and learning is arguably where we have the most control of student success. And as an approach, hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems is ideal because whenever and wherever it’s happening, students and teachers are energized, challenged, even joyful. You can see their genuine interest in the task(s) at hand. You can see their creativity. Best of all, you can see there’s plenty of room for making mistakes and learning from them.

			Today’s forward-thinking school librarians often utilize this approach to teaching and learning because it’s in our wheelhouse. We are charged with educational leadership around student inquiry, collaboration, exploration, and engagement. Indeed, these are some of our “key commitments,” as laid out by the American Association of School Librarians (AASL).1 For school librarians, hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems is both a strength and a mandate. It’s what we’re called to do.

			In this chapter, I’ll show you what this pedagogical approach looks like in action, in my own teaching practice and that of other forward-thinking school librarians. I’ll explore how our use of this approach can serve as a blueprint for innovation in other areas of teaching and administration in K-12. Then I’ll explain how you can leverage the school librarian as an ongoing resource and collaborator for this work, providing easy-to-follow recommendations for applying what is learned to both teaching and school administration. 

			But first, I’ll walk you through three specific — and increasingly popular — frameworks that fall under the umbrella of hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems. This will give us some common language and hopefully help you see their commonalities — that they are all, in essence, driven by the same general philosophy. 

			
Project-based learning

			PBLWorks, a nonprofit organization committed to building teacher capacity around project-based learning, defines PBL as “a teaching method in which students learn by actively engaging in real-world and personally meaningful projects.”2

			I like this definition because it stresses the importance of student projects that are “personally meaningful” and rooted in the real world. This feels right. When we give students permission to study a topic that is of personal interest to them — often something that’s not directly taught in school — we help them bridge the gap between school and the world outside, the so-called real world. In this way, school becomes part of the real world, instead of separate from it. This is no small thing.

			In their book Project Based Teaching, Suzie Boss and John Larmer lay out specific teaching practices for PBL, each of which helps the educator move from “the all-knowing expert who transmits knowledge” to “well-informed coach, facilitator of learning, and guide through the inquiry process.”3 Their seven project-based teaching practices, listed and summarized below, provide a nice overview of what project-based learning looks like from the educator’s perspective.

			
					
Build the culture. Shift the focus from yourself to your students, who are given permission to explore topics of interest to them. Create a classroom environment where collaboration is key, risk-taking is encouraged, and plenty of time is provided to work out possible solutions. 

					
Design and plan. Before beginning a project, gather all the resources your students will need to work effectively and efficiently. Connect with other educators, inside and/or outside your school, to learn from their expertise. You may also enlist them to come in and work with you and your students during the project.

					
Align to standards. Make sure you have clearly articulated learning goals and a plan for how project-based learning will help your students achieve them. This is how PBL stays grounded. 

					
Manage activities. Have in mind specific strategies (routines, calendars, checkpoints, etc.) for helping students work independently and collaboratively, leaving room for students to take risks and make mistakes.

					
Assess student learning. Have a plan for assessment that is rooted in student growth and includes feedback from not only you, but also other students and collaborating teachers. 

					
Scaffold student learning. This is all about equity. Make sure scaffolding resources are available to students who need them; this, of course, requires you to have a good sense of who your students are as learners.

					
Engage and coach. Guide students through the learning process via mini-lessons, soliciting their ideas and feedback throughout the process, demonstrating your high standards, and cheerleading during their successes and their failures. 

			

			Given these teaching practices, it’s easy to understand why PBL is a framework popular with many educators today. Student inquiry is front and center, which naturally leads to increased student engagement and interest, and often even a reinvigorated or newfound passion for learning. 

			
Design thinking

			With origins in engineering and product development, design thinking is increasingly adopted as an educational framework. It’s useful within the K-12 world because it’s focused on empathy: throughout the design process, students are encouraged to think deeply about what others want and need. Then they work creatively and collaboratively to make some kind of solution or product. Blake Sims St. Louis, program director of social innovation at Boston University, describes design thinking as an “authentic, but often messy, process for exploring and addressing complex, real-world problems.”

			The “messy” part is important. It’s also what holds so many educators back from giving this framework a try — or, for that matter, the others I’m outlining here. The problem is that if we’re risk-averse as educators then our students tend to follow suit. 

			The design thinking framework gives students the time, space, and guidance they need to be creative, in terms of ability to imagine and ability to make. Messiness is a crucial element of creativity. In fact, the mess actually becomes the means through which students learn important problem-solving and critical thinking skills. 

			In LAUNCH: Using Design Thinking to Boost Creativity and Bring Out the Maker in Every Student, John Spencer and A.J. Juliani argue that design thinking “isn’t a subject, topic, or class. It’s more a way of solving problems that encourages positive risk-taking and creativity. And when you start looking for examples of design thinking, you’ll see it all over the place.”4

			Depending on where you look, you’ll see the design thinking framework, or “way of solving problems,” articulated in different terms. The language that I use, shared in the list below, was created through a collaboration between Blake Sims St. Louis and the technology team at my school, led by Jonathan Schmid. We’re a Pre-K–8 school, so the terminology is intentionally simple, but it’s fairly representative of how other schools articulate this framework. 

			Before the first step, teachers need to determine learning goals. Next they should decide between selecting a topic for the class to address or allowing the students to select a topic themselves. And then they need to choose whether students will work independently or in groups. 

			
					
Understand. To begin the project, provide students with opportunities to read about their topic, ask questions, research, and talk to experts. The goal is to gather as much information as possible that could be used further down the line and, in the process, to develop empathy for the “user” of the “product” they’ll eventually make.

					
Define. Give students plenty of space and time to reflect on what was learned in the “understand” phase, with the ultimate goal of analyzing trends and identifying exactly what it is that the “user” needs or wants. 

					
Imagine. This is the brainstorming phase, where ideas should be wild and free. No idea is a bad idea. When all ideas have been listed, you can help students evaluate them. Which ideas offer the best routes forward for addressing the needs or wants of the “user”? Which can most likely be completed in the time allotted? 

					
Prototype. Students put together their first draft or sketch. Ideally, you’ll require them to create something physical that others can interact with in some way. This is when you can bring students into a makerspace, if you have one, or provide simple materials like cardboard and duct tape. 

					
Try. Provide opportunities for students to gather feedback on their prototype. What’s working? What’s not? Have students apply this feedback to the process of making a new and improved iteration of their prototype. 

			

			As you can see, design thinking involves lots of hands-on experimentation and interaction with other people. Again, its empathy-based approach — the way it centers what is needed by others — is its defining feature. Students come out on the other side with not only a better understanding of themselves as learners, but also the world around them.

			
Inquiry-based learning

			The Center for Inspired Teaching defines inquiry-based learning as “a pedagogical approach that invites students to explore academic content by posing, investigating, and answering questions … [This] approach puts students’ questions at the center of the curriculum, and places just as much value on the component skills of research as it does on knowledge and understanding of content.”5

			The best part of inquiry-based learning is that questions are ultimately more important than answers. So many of our students are answers-focused, because we’ve taught them to see learning as an impersonal process where they are assigned a task and their job is to provide an answer that satisfies the teacher. But if students are given enough opportunities to pursue questions that are genuinely of interest to them, they become more excited about the learning process and better able to discover answers on their own. When we allow students to pursue self-developed lines of inquiry, we help set them on the path to becoming lifelong learners. 

			In Inspiring Curiosity, Colette Cassinelli, a library instructional technology teacher, explains that a key attribute of inquiry-based learning “is that students’ own driving questions propel their research. The spark of curiosity bridges the gap between what they know and do not know. Learners steer the direction of their inquiry as they consider the best way to uncover stories or unexpected ideas.”6 Accordingly, learning becomes not only more exciting to students, but also a form of self-empowerment. They come to understand that they’re the captains of their own ships and that their options for learning and exploring are endless. 

			Before students get started, do what you can to create a classroom environment — or, if you’re an administrator, a school environment — in which students are regularly encouraged to share their ideas freely and take risks. This kind of environment is incredibly important for inquiry-based learning, because it increases the likelihood that students will trust their own instincts and be willing to share their genuine interests and questions with you and their classmates. Doing this kind of work on the front end of inquiry-based learning pays dividends throughout the entire process. 

			Heather Wolpert-Gawron, a teacher and PBL coach, argues that you should begin by modeling what the inquiry process looks like. Essentially, you walk students through your own process of inquiry about a topic of great interest to you. When they see your passion about the process, they’re much more likely to buy in. In an article for Edutopia, Wolpert-Gawron puts it like this: “Inquiry-based learning, if front-loaded well, generates such excitement in students that neurons begin to fire, curiosity is triggered, and they can’t wait to become experts in answering their own questions.”7 Once you and your students are excited, you can begin. 

			Below is a summary of Cassinelli’s inquiry-based learning framework.8

			
					
Curiosity. Work directly with your students to develop a list of topics of interest related to the subject at hand. What piques their curiosity? What problems related to this subject do they know about? What do they feel emotionally connected to? 

					
Ask questions. Once students have selected a specific topic, model for them how to ask good questions about it. Give them specific language. Encourage students to develop their own questions about their topics, then help them revise, clarify, and prioritize these questions through individualized feedback.

					
Investigate. Help students find and curate the resources they need to answer their questions. Teach (or review) how to research effectively, especially how to evaluate online sources for credibility. If possible, help them connect with experts outside school.

					
Create. This step essentially involves synthesizing the information gathered into a coherent “answer.” Your role becomes guiding students through the process of figuring out how to best communicate their answer. Have them consider their audience. How can the information they’ve gathered tell a story that caters to their audience? What can they create to tell this story? 

					
Share. Based on the nature of your students’ creations, help them facilitate some kind of authentic sharing experience for those creations. The goal here is to provide a real audience — ideally identified in the previous step — who can observe, appreciate, and provide feedback.

					
Reflect. Provide your students with time and space to reflect on what they created and the process that led to its creation. Ask them if they feel their creation successfully answered their question. Why or why not? Give students opportunities to think critically about their learning style.

			

			Inquiry-based learning helps students to trust and follow their innate curiosity about the world. In the process, they learn to ask good questions and become increasingly independent in the research process — important skills that will help them in school and beyond. 

			
Hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems

			The three frameworks I’ve outlined have distinct differences, but they each operate from a similar ideology. In this section I’ll discuss some key similarities. 

			With these frameworks, your role as an educator becomes less of a “sage on the stage” and more of a skilled facilitator and guide. This is a big and important mindset shift. It’s big because of its implications for your students’ self-sufficiency, and it’s important because this kind of learning can help increase student interest and engagement in the learning process.

			You’re not exactly doing more work or less work; you’re doing different work. You’re preparing mini-lessons to explicitly teach certain skills. You’re showing students how to organize and synthesize the information they gather. You’re arranging for experts to visit your classroom or connect with your class virtually. You’re collaborating with technology teachers, school librarians, art teachers, or whoever is willing and excited to help your students with whatever it is you’re guiding them through.

			Your students, however, are doing more work. Because they’re acting on their own interests and questions, their minds are fully engaged. They have neither time nor reason to be bored or disengaged. They’re incredibly, even surprisingly, eager to learn — all because you’ve given them permission to use their imagination, notice what interests them, pursue their unique or even outlandish ideas, trust their intuition, and, most importantly, to create. This is one of the guiding principles behind these frameworks: all students are creative. Educators who employ project-based learning, design thinking, or inquiry-based learning know in their bones that this is true.

			Throughout the process, mistakes are welcome, expected, and even encouraged. Risk-taking becomes second nature in this kind of learning. I tell my students that my most valuable educational experiences have come right after I’ve failed at something, because failure often allows us to look at a problem from different angles — and one of those angles might be the key to a more successful attempt. In fact, this is how we encourage innovation in our classrooms. When we give students space to make mistakes and learn from them, they naturally begin to make attempts that are new and different. According to The Innovator’s Mindset by George Couros, “new” and “different” are the twin components of innovation.9

			Each framework also assumes a kind of longer-term project. Students have the opportunity to dive deeply into a particular topic of interest, and in the process they have the important and true-to-life experience of plugging away at something for a while and seeing where it takes them. They learn to organize their thoughts and materials and take control of their own learning.

			Students also learn how to find good information on their own, which is important across all subject areas. In a day and age when information is plentiful but not necessarily trustworthy, this is huge. You’re expanding their understanding of what research entails. For example, when you help a student find an expert on a particular topic and give them permission to contact that person, you help them see this is something that a person can easily do to find information to support their learning and understanding. People are, in fact, sources. Any journalist can confirm this.

			In each of these frameworks, learning is hands-on. Students are huddled together working on a prototype. They’re interviewing classroom visitors. They’re tinkering in a makerspace. They’re using technology, books, found materials, sketchbooks, and more. 

			Perhaps most importantly, your students are able to wrestle with a real problem or real question that they have about the way the world works. At the end, students experience the satisfaction of producing something they worked hard to create. Even if their product is ultimately unfinished — which, of course, often happens in the real world — they are almost always proud of what they’ve made and know the steps necessary to finish it in their own time, if they’re inclined to do so. 

			This groundedness in the real world is ultimately what makes this approach to learning so effective. It gives students permission to do in school what people do in the world outside — the world we’re tasked with preparing them to enter. They see the real-world application because they live it, individually and as a class. You can see why school librarians like myself — whose job it is to bring about student inquiry, collaboration, exploration, and engagement10 — often employ hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems.

			
Responding to criticisms 

			As with any pedagogical approach, the frameworks I’ve outlined in this chapter are not without their critics. If you’re interested in employing one of the frameworks for the first time, or perhaps diving more deeply into one of them, chances are you’ll be on the receiving end of some of these criticisms — especially if the framework is relatively new to your department, division, school, or district. Perhaps you’re even skeptical yourself. 

			Educator criticisms about innovative teaching approaches sometimes come across as curmudgeonly, but I would argue that they’re actually quite helpful to consider. They force us to think carefully and critically about what might not work and then plan accordingly. 

			Here are a few common criticisms related to hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems, along with my responses to each.

			
					
No explicit teaching of “skills.” This criticism is actually rooted in a misunderstanding of these frameworks. Skills are still explicitly taught, perhaps most effectively in the form of mini-lessons. Indeed, mini-lessons that teach specific skills or concepts should be baked into the unit you create for hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems. You need to be thoughtful about how you scaffold knowledge, so your students can be as successful as possible. Accordingly, you can still use formative assessments to evaluate these skills through fairly traditional methods, such as rubrics, quizzes, and even tests. Your summative assessment is the final product that your students work to create. You teach specific skills all along the way and, even better, you help students hone other skills that are important across all disciplines, such as self-advocacy, critical thinking, and problem-solving. 

					
Not structured enough. This is a big one. Some educators see these frameworks as wishy-washy, free-form projects in which the teacher is mostly uninvolved. Cue the chaos, they say. But, again, this criticism comes from a lack of understanding of how hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems is supposed to work. In this case, well, the frameworks exist for a reason. It’s crucial that you follow the frameworks and carefully plan how to structure and execute the entire project, including what each class period will look like, the due dates for the various components, and how you’ll assess student learning throughout the process. That said, it’s definitely a shift in teaching style. As mentioned earlier, the teacher becomes more of a facilitator; if you haven’t done this before, or you’ve done it and it wasn’t immediately successful, then it can feel uncomfortable. But once we push past that discomfort and find our groove, we see that we’ve created highly structured learning environments that are very conducive to student engagement and productivity. 

					
Not rigorous enough. This one is definitely related to the previous two criticisms. There are many educators out there who cling to a very traditional understanding of what a classroom and a teacher-student relationship are supposed to look like. This is often the “sage on the stage” model, where the teacher is the one with all the knowledge and the students are receptacles for this knowledge. Although there’s nothing inherently wrong with this approach, it becomes problematic when it’s the only way you teach. Countless others have written about why educators shouldn’t rely exclusively on this paradigm, such as Ted Dintersmith in What School Could Be,11 so I won’t go into detail about that here. Suffice it to say that, when executed effectively, hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems favors what some have called the “guide on the side” approach, although the educator still acts as the “sage on the stage” to teach the necessary skills. With careful planning and some built-in wiggle room to allow changes on the go, you’ll absolutely be able to create a learning experience for your students that is rigorous — the “exhaustive” kind of rigor, rather than the “exhausting” kind. 

					
It takes too much time. I’ve heard this one a lot, mostly from teachers who haven’t yet tried any of these frameworks. They worry that building a big project will take valuable time away from other content that they need to teach, with no guarantee that it will be worth it. Of course, big projects require a good chunk of time, but there’s always the option of starting small. You could dip your toes in the water by designing a one-week PBL unit, for example, or perhaps even a three-day project. Regardless of how you begin, you’ll need to familiarize yourself with the framework, connect with other educators about your idea(s), and set a firm end date for the project. After all, it’s OK if your students don’t finish everything you set out to accomplish. The point is the process of learning and working to create something. If you’re committed to using a particular framework, creating a structured classroom environment, and involving other educators in the process then you can create a high-quality learning experience for your students that fits into almost any time period.

			

			These criticisms are common ones and of course there are others. Most raise reasonable concerns. If you’re a teacher who’s thinking about employing hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems, you must consider them. And if you’re an administrator working with teachers on advancing this approach to learning, it’s important to ask those teachers if they’ve considered them. This way there’s a much greater chance of success for all involved. 

			One last point on this topic. As with any good teaching unit, you also need to consider and include the basic elements of unit planning. Doing so ensures that you teach specific skills, maintain a structured classroom environment, keep the rigor, and do it all in your desired timeframe. 

			Here are the basics to keep in mind.

			
					Decide how you want your students to show their learning at the end of the unit. What will the final product be? How will it function as a summative assessment? 

					Identify the understanding goals that will help you determine which specific skills to teach. If applicable, align with standards.

					Design lessons and activities to be used throughout the unit in order to teach the skills you identified and therefore help your students reach their understanding goals.

					Design formative assessments to evaluate your students’ learning throughout the unit. 

			

			With a critical mind and careful planning, you can absolutely be successful with hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems. 

			
A word about makerspaces

			Each of the frameworks I’ve outlined in this chapter requires — or at the very least strongly encourages — students to create something that shows their learning. Because school librarians often lead the charge in terms of bringing about hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems, and because today’s school libraries are increasingly flexible learning spaces, you’ll often see makerspaces inside school libraries. This isn’t always the case, of course, and each school’s unique needs and constraints should ultimately determine where the makerspace lives. Regardless, they’re perfect for all schools interested in facilitating hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems. School librarians were early adopters of makerspaces because they simply make sense for facilitating this kind of learning. 

			Makerspaces provide the means through which students can use their imaginations, and their hands, to create. And students creating is obviously a crucial element in each of the frameworks we’ve discussed. In Transforming Libraries, Ron Starker makes the case:

			There are very few areas within today’s schools where project-based learning can take place. You need open space, proper tools, building materials, and safety procedures to support maker spaces, design centers, and tinkering corners. And while I’m not proposing that we convert all our libraries into wood shops, I am suggesting that libraries can support the establishment of learning spaces to facilitate knowledge creation.12

			That said, whether or not the makerspace lives in the school library is ultimately irrelevant. The important part is that any educator interested in hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems has a makerspace that they can use with their students. Providing space for students to innovate is what matters. After all, as David Kelley notes in the foreword to Make Space, it doesn’t matter “whether it’s a classroom or the offices of a billion-dollar company, space is something to think of as an instrument for innovation and collaboration.”13

			
School libraries leading the way

			Now I’ll introduce you to some forward-thinking school librarians who are employing hands-on learning that addresses real-world problems. I’ll share an example from my own teaching practice and some examples from other school librarians throughout the US. We are not the only educators implementing this pedagogical approach, of course. But many of us are leaders in this area because, as I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, it’s the kind of teaching that plays to our strengths and helps us most effectively deliver the skills that today’s school librarians aim to teach. 

			At my school, I have co-developed what has been dubbed “the Passion Project” with our fifth-grade class. For one hour each week, throughout the entire school year, the technology integrationist and I co-facilitate this course in collaboration with the fifth-grade homeroom teachers. With our help, students:

			
					Choose a topic they want to learn more about.

					Develop an argument — a thesis — related to their chosen topic.

					Use the research process to identify as many facts as possible that support their thesis.

					Communicate these facts through four pieces of writing, in different genres, and one physical representation of those ideas (painting, 3D-printed model, etc.). 
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