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Preface
IN 1991, the first edition of The Whole Library Handbook was compiled by George 
M. Eberhart. Now, more than two decades later, this prize of librarianship has 
entered its fifth edition, and much has changed. One notable area that has under-
gone much growth is spaces, collections, and librarians for teens. We hope that 
The Whole Library Handbook: Teen Services is able to fill in some gaps, start some 
conversations, and ignite some interest in what we consider to be the best job, 
with the best clientele in the library world. 

This book is divided into eight chapters. We begin in Chapter 1 by getting 
to know our bosses—the teens. Without a good understanding of who we are 
working for, our best intentions will fall short and our services will never be as 
successful as they could be. 

In Chapter 2, we turn a similarly critical eye on ourselves. We examine the 
markers for ideal conduct for teen librarians, deal with special circumstances that 
teen librarians encounter, and discuss how to set a teen librarian up for success.

Chapters 3 and 4 discuss services and programs for teens, respectively. Al-
though it may seem that these belong joined in one section, we explain that teen 
services encompass much more than after-school programs, and programs are a 
crucial part of any teen services plan. 

Moving on to Chapter 5, we address what many think of first when they think 
of teen services—the collection. 

Chapter 6 addresses an important topic that most of us will only learn on the 
job—and only then if we are lucky. Marketing services to teens is different than 
marketing library services to adults, and given the structure of many libraries, it is 
often left up to the sole discretion of the teen librarian. 

In Chapter 7 we return to teens, examining what positive, productive teen 
involvement looks like in the library setting. 

And, finally, in Chapter 8, several of the hot-button issues in teen librarianship 
are discussed.

In many ways, this is a book that will never be complete. Every day, another 
teen librarian has a brilliant idea, an innovative way of approaching teen services, 
a shining example of service, a clever use of new resources and technologies, or a 
new take on an old topic. Every day, new advancements make certain aspects of 
our jobs less relevant, yet many of these same advancements make aspects of our 
jobs more exciting and challenging. In light of these changes, we hope that the 
articles collected here paint a descriptive picture of teen services as they are now, 
with respect to the past and an eye to how things could be in the future.

Heather Booth
Western Springs, Illinois

xi
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Who are teens?
CHAPTER ONE

Despite its title, this book begins, not with the whole library, 
but with the whole teen. Before we can move into the Teen 
Services portion, we really need to consider who we are doing all 
this for and how the forces acting on teens—their physiological 
and social development, societal position, and the culture that 
surrounds them—work to mold these interesting people into the 
library patrons that we have chosen to work for and with. 

It’s not uncommon for a new hire or the younger of the 
librarians on staff to be assigned the task of working with teens in 
the absence of a structured teen services department or position. 
But it’s folly to believe that the librarian who is still wearing her 
jeans from college or driving the car he got after high school 
graduation is always the best choice to work with teens. 

We are adults, all of us. We all need to work to acquaint 
ourselves with the teens in our community and then reacquaint 
ourselves with the new crop of teens every few years. A teen 
generation flashes by in the blink of an eye, and what you 
knew about teens and their culture when you were one—even 
if it was only a few years ago—has undoubtedly changed. This 
constant change is part of what makes working with teenagers so 
challenging—and interesting! 

1
www.alastore.ala.org



2 THE WHOLE LIBRARY HANDBOOK: TEEN SERVICES

Defining the local teen community
by Heather Booth

IF WE ARE TEEN SERVICES LIBRARIANS, just who are the people we 
serve? It’s not a rhetorical question—the defined group is going to vary depend-
ing on the community, and knowing the community in which we work is critical 
for forming strong programs and services that meet the specific needs of our 
young patrons. Striking a balance between local and global interests is easier once 
the community needs are understood. Here are some questions to consider while 
defining your demographic and structuring your services. 

How does the school district, park district, or other community organi-
zation divide grades and ages?  Knowing how a community defines teenager is 
helpful to a library as it breaks services into age groups, collects age-appropriate 
material together, and assigns service desks and staff in the right numbers and at 
the right desks. A community where elementary school ends with 5th grade may 
define teen as slightly younger than those with junior high beginning at 7th grade. 
One will likely see this reflected in libraries in the difference between juvenile and 
teen materials. 

To assess this, also weigh the following: Are sports leagues 
splitting kids between 11 and 12, or between 12 and 13? At 
what age does the park district permit teens to rent a racquetball 
court or come to teen programs? How are teens in your com-
munity accustomed to being grouped together? Consider how 
this will impact the upper end of your collection as well as how 
you might dovetail services on the younger end with children’s 
services at your library. 

Does the community have many older teens and younger 
adults? It’s commonly acknowledged that teens don’t limit their 
reading to what the publishing world considers YA and that 

teens are eager and willing to read the right adult-market book, not to mention 
the burgeoning “New Adult” designation. Knowing what the older teen popula-
tion is like in a community will lead to improved services, such as collecting pa-
perbacks of adult-market books, creating displays for New Adult titles, or adding 
books with older YA interest to lists and pathfinders. The information needs of 
older teens are distinct as well. As schools are increasingly focusing on academic 
skills and testing, many of the courses that taught young people the basic skills of 
adulthood, like balancing a checkbook, writing a résumé, or cooking basic meals, 
have fallen away. Consider whether the public library can fill the gap in circum-
stances such as these. 

Do the majority of graduates move away to colleges or careers outside of the 
community? How many older teens have dropped out and no longer have access 
to a school library at all? Is a community college, university, trade school, or the 
job market an incentive for students to stay at home after high school or for young 
adults to move into the community? Who is serving recent high school graduates? 
Although the conventional wisdom dictates that people will frequently abandon 
the library between school and parenthood, this need not be the case if a teen 
program attempts to bridge the transition to adulthood, and there are services on 
the other end in the adult department to catch new arrivals. 

How are young people served by libraries in their schools?  As school librar-
ies and school librarians suffer in difficult economic times, the community library 
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3WHO ARE TEENS?

1
can be an important resource if it knows the gaps it needs to fill. Additionally, the 
local library can be an attractive study destination for commuter students work-
ing toward degrees if the library has enough of the right resources. Although even 
the best-equipped public libraries are no replacement for well-stocked and well-
staffed school libraries, any opportunity to help students is a good one, and a teen 
services department that is aware of the needs and is poised to address them will 
go a long way in serving its students.

What are the prevailing community sensibilities and issues involving teens 
and young people? Public libraries are community spaces. Collections and spaces 
are not the librarian’s, nor are they the library’s. They belong to the community 
members collectively, and, as such, the sensibilities of the community should, to 
a certain extent, be reflected in the services and collections. This is not to say that 
“majority rules,” and a public library should be beholden to one viewpoint to the 
exclusion of others. Rather, the needs and interests of a local community must 
be considered and balanced with those of the global community when structur-
ing and executing services. Are specific religious groups widely represented? Are 
many residents recent immigrants? What are the languages most spoken in the 
home? Are there many teen parents? What issues are local teens facing (paren-
tal layoffs, crime, gentrification, environmental changes, academic 
pressure, etc.)? What is the racial and ethnic diversity of the popu-
lation? What local groups might make use of teen services at the 
library? Scouts? 4-H? Confirmands? Job seekers? GED test takers? 
Homeschoolers? Do most households have computers and inter-
net access? At what age do local teens begin appearing with cell 
phones? Laptops? E-readers? Knowing who the teens are and what 
their needs and interests are will help direct the scope and depth of 
various areas of the collection and services. 

Who can get to the library, and how do they get there? Are young people at 
liberty to find their own way to the library, or are parents generally more involved 
in their children’s after-school hours? Is the library easily accessible to teens on 
foot? Does public transportation safely and efficiently serve the location? Must 
teens or their parents drive to the library? Considering how and how often teens 
are able to access the space may help in the design of pathfinders, signage, and 
displays, or it may indicate a need for more sweeping adjustments, such as explor-
ing the possibility of bookmobiles, branches, or remote library stations. It will also 
give a clue as to how much service via proxy will be needed. If parents frequently 
stop by but the library is less accessible to teens on their own, be prepared to get 
friendly with some “oldsters.” 

These questions are only some of the many that we ask while attempting to 
know our communities. For a librarian who was once a teen in the same home-
town in which he or she works, the answers may come more quickly than for 
one who is a recent transplant across the country, but even if we once knew the 
community, we need to continually refresh our knowledge. A teen generation is 
a short one, and the influences that make big waves one year could leave barely a 
ripple five years later. As our communities change, we best serve them by being 
abreast of the changes—anticipating them when possible—and responding. Li-
brarians are in the business of receiving questions and giving answers, but when it 
comes to knowing our teens, the tables must turn. The more questions we ask, the 
better we are doing our jobs.

SOURCE:	 Specially prepared for The Whole Library Handbook: Teen Services by Heather Booth, teen 
services librarian, Thomas Ford Memorial Library, Western Springs, Illinois. 
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What’s hot, what’s so yesterday,  
and how to keep up

by Heather Booth

RECENTLY I WAS DRIVING with a teenage cousin. I turned on some music 
I had bought a few years earlier—new music instead of the old stuff that I still 
listen to from my own teen years. I applauded myself at being a hip young role 
model for my cousin, still with-it enough that she could relate to me, so unlike 
her parents and teachers. As we sailed down the highway and the next song came 
on, the 15-year-old next to me laughed and exclaimed, “Oh! I love this song! I 
remember listening to it at my babysitter’s house when I was a kid!” My heart sank. 
When she was a kid? How old was this song? How old was I? 

Time moves faster as we age; and as we grow comfortable with our personal 
tastes, it’s easy to forget how much new culture is being created and consumed 
constantly by the teens we work with. As those who have ever been assigned a 
collection development area they were not personally fond of can attest, you don’t 
have to love it to do it well, but you do have to know it in the first place. If your 
personal taste trends more classic or retro than current, you may need to plan a 
pop-culture education into your week, just like you would update yourself on 
what this week’s bestsellers are or what is happening in the news. Make a plan 
and a schedule for yourself, and soon the world of pop culture won’t seem as 
daunting or foreign as it might now. Here are some resources to help teen librar-
ians stay abreast of current trends and cultural touchpoints that are important to 

the teens we work with.

VOYA “Teen Pop Culture Quiz”
Published online (www.voyamagazine.com) bimonthly, the 
“Teen Pop Culture Quiz” is a quick-and-easy way to pinpoint 
your teen pop-culture savvy . . . or failings. It addresses con-
temporary issues, music, movies, and more, and even if you fail 
the quiz, you’ll be exposed to some names, trends, and con-
cepts that teens are talking about and that are worth knowing.

Watch some TV
You don’t need to watch a lot of TV—but try to catch the CW show you overhear 
teens dishing about, pop over to Hulu or Netflix to see what is new instead of 
checking Facebook some afternoon, or use snark to your benefit and watch shows 
like The Soup, Tosh.0, or TMZ on TV, and get a tongue-in-cheek perspective on 
media; then go back and figure out what they’re talking about if you don’t know 
who any of the people are.

Weekly rags
Us Weekly, People, and Entertainment Weekly are just long enough to pack in a lot 
of useful tidbits and just short enough to breeze through on a lunch break or bus 
ride home. Remember: If you don’t recognize the people on the cover, that’s all 
the more reason to pick it up and find out why.

New Zealand pop singer 
Lorde performing in 2014. 
Photo by Annette Geneva, 

used CC BY-SA 3.0.
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1
Surf
Find blogs or news aggregators with a tone you enjoy, and keep up with them, at 
least weekly. If it’s happening anywhere, someone is talking about it online. Fol-
low celebrities and trend makers on Twitter, Instagram, or Tumblr. Read teen-cre-
ated content like Rookie (www.rookiemag.com); read what your teens are reading. 

Apps
Load some apps on your mobile device with an eye to what is happening and 
what is about to happen. Billboard, People, MTV, The Soup, Entertainment Weekly, 
and iTunes movie trailers are all accessible via apps, and they can be browsed as 
a matter of your morning routine or while you’re waiting for your lunch to heat 
up in the staff lounge. Additionally, keep attuned to new apps that teens may be 
using to connect with one another and that you might be able to employ in mar-
keting or programming efforts. The YALSAblog (yalsa.ala.org/blog/) frequently 
posts updates on new apps and features an “App of the Week” column.

Podcasts and radio
Catch up on your commute by tuning in to pop-culture podcasts like NPR’s Pop 
Culture Happy Hour or A.V. Talk from the Onion’s A.V. Club. Or tune in to top-40 
radio instead of your usual station and get an earful of what your teens are singing 
along to this week.

Listen
You don’t need to call it eavesdropping if it’s for 
your professional edification! Listen to what the 
teens are talking about in programs, while lounging 
in your teen spaces or while waiting for a computer. 
This is important for two reasons. First, you’ll know 
if they need help, aren’t finding the book they need, 
or are involved in something that you need to in-
tervene with. Second, you can get a straight-from-the-horse’s-mouth idea of what 
interests local teens.

Keeping your focus on your teens will also help hone your pop-culture edu-
cation. If anime has been done to death and your local teens have moved on to 
something else, it’s handy to know that before delving too deeply into the creation 
of an anime club, even if that’s what it seems everyone else is talking about doing. 
Just like your collection will reflect local taste and interest, so should your pop-
culture offerings.

It would be a well-educated librarian indeed that used all of the above tools on 
a daily basis, but most people will only need to find what appeals to them, set a 
method for regular updates, and will be on their way to feeling more connected to 
teens and their culture and more aware of what is happening in the pop-culture 
arena. Fortunately, pop culture is inclusive of so many subcultures that there will 
be something to appeal to nearly everyone. Find what you enjoy and learn more 
about it. Specializing while staying abreast of the big picture will give you an “in” 
with local teens who share your new passion. 

SOURCE:	 Specially prepared for The Whole Library Handbook: Teen Services by Heather Booth, teen 
services librarian, Thomas Ford Memorial Library, Western Springs, Illinois. 

South Korean girl group After School. 
Photo by Kiyoung Kim used CC BY-

SA 3.0.
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Fast facts for librarians about  
the teenage brain

by Heather Booth

WE CANNOT EFFECTIVELY create library environments and structures to 
support teenagers without understanding how their brains work. The differences 
in teen brain function do not mean that they are deficient; rather, their needs are 
unique to their age. If we strive to celebrate and work with these qualities rather 
than trying to force teens into molds better suited to those older or younger, 
everyone’s experience can improve. The library world is far from alone in recog-

nizing the importance of teen brain development. Research on the 
subject has increased significantly in recent years, and even the Su-
preme Court of the United States has taken teen brain research into 
account on major decisions, impacting social policy and leading to a 
greater understanding of these people who may look like adults from 
the outside but are very different inside.

For example, in 2010, teen brain development was discussed dur-
ing the oral arguments in two cases: Roper v. Simmons, which abol-
ished the death penalty for juvenile offenders, and Graham v. Florida, 

which prohibited life imprisonment without parole for juvenile offenders, with 
the exception of murder convictions.

Controlling impulses and managing conflicting information in teens rely 
mainly on the prefrontal cortex more than the same functions do in the adult 
brain, which distributes the tasks throughout multiple parts of the brain. Accord-
ing to Laurence Steinberg in “Should the Science of Adolescent Brain Develop-
ment Inform Public Policy?” Issues in Science and Technology, Spring 2012, this lack 
of distribution partially explains why the tasks are more difficult for teens.

Richard Monastersky writes that the teen brain is more positively responsive 
to novelty and new experiences than that of a child or an adult (“Who’s Minding 
the Teenage Brain?” Chronicle of Higher Education, January 12, 2007).

Teens decipher facial expressions and interpret sarcasm in different parts of 
their brain than those an adult uses. Use of sarcasm in our conversations with 
teens or relying on facial expressions to convey our feelings can therefore lead to 
communication difficulties or misunderstandings. See Dave F. Brown, “The Sig-
nificance of Congruent Communication in Effective Classroom Management,” 
Clearing House 79 (September/October 2005): 13–14.

“Teenagers are far healthier and stronger than children in general, but the 
overall risk of suffering death, disease, or injury climbs 200% between childhood 
and late adolescence,” Monastersky writes, “in large part because of dangerous be-
havior, such as drug abuse and unprotected sex.” When approached this way, all of 
the teens who walk through or past the doors of the library, even the best-adjust-
ed, best-supported, smartest, most logical teens, are part of an at-risk population.

Social and emotional functions develop earlier than cognitive and logic-based 
functions, which may play into the innately social nature of teens. Their group 
behavior is a normal developmental stage.

Between early and late adolescence, “synaptic pruning” reduces the amount 
of gray matter in a person’s brain by eliminating connections that are unused. 
New research shows that if these connections are strengthened, a teen’s verbal 
and nonverbal IQ, previously thought to be static, can increase between early and 
late adolescence. See Sue Ramsden, et al.,“Verbal and Non-verbal Intelligence 
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Changes in the Teenage Brain,” Nature 479 (2011): 113–116. When it comes to 
imprinting on the teen brain—with the usefulness of the library, with technologi-
cal acumen, with love for words and an openness to literature, with information-
seeking behavior—it is quite literally a use-it-or-lose-it situation.

Resources
Sheryl G. Feinstein. Secrets of the Teenage Brain: Research Based 

Strategies for Reaching and Teaching Today’s Adolescents. Thousand 
Oaks, Calif.: Corwyn Press, 2nd ed., 2009.

Beth Gallaway. “Pain in the Brain: Teen Library (Mis)Behav-
ior 101.” California Library Association, 2008 Annual Conference. 
www.slideshare.net/informationgoddess29/pain-in-the-brain-
teen-library-misbehavior-presentation.

“Inside the Teenage Brain.” Frontline, January 31, 2002. to.pbs.
org/1jJbb9u.

Valerie F. Reyna, et al. The Adolescent Brain: Learning, Reasoning, 
and Decision Making. Washington, D.C.: American Psychological 
Association, 2012.

SOURCE:	 Specially prepared for The Whole Library Handbook: Teen Services by Heather Booth, teen 
services librarian, Thomas Ford Memorial Library, Western Springs, Illinois. 

Teen development:  
The 40 Developmental Assets

by Karen Jensen and Heather Booth

OVER THE LAST FEW DECADES, the research on adolescent-brain de-
velopment has grown tremendously. When we find ourselves asking, “What were 
you thinking?” we can take heart in knowing that teens really and truly do think 
differently than adults. But knowing the basics of adolescent development and 
the teenage brain are not enough. We need to be able to apply the physical-de-
velopment piece to the real lives our teens are living. Fortunately, we have a great 
tool out there just waiting for all who serve teens to utilize: the 40 Developmental 
Assets (www.search-institute.org/content/40-developmental-assets-adolescents-
ages-12-18). This tool enumerates specific qualities that successful teens have. 
Libraries that use the 40 Assets as they structure programs, services, and philoso-
phies are employing research-based teen-development philosophies.

A brief history
The 40 Developmental Assets are a youth-development program put together 
and promoted by the Search Institute. Since 1990, the Search Institute, a non-
profit organization “devoted to discovering what children and adolescents need to 
succeed in their families, schools, and communities,” has been using the findings 
from extensive research to help train organizations that serve youth in the assets 
to promote positive youth development. To date, more than 2.2 million young-
sters have been studied, and the findings demonstrate time and time again that 
asset building is an important part of youth programming.
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The concept behind the 40 Developmental Assets is simple enough. Research 
has shown that successful teens need to develop the 40 Assets that are outlined. 
These assets are qualities, both internal and external, that, when present, are more 
likely to lead to a supported, confident, knowledgeable, goal-oriented, successful 
teen, who will carry these skills over into his or her adulthood. The more assets 
teens have, the less likely they are to engage in risky behaviors, such as violence, 
unhealthy sexual activities, and drug use (though they will probably still like rock 
and roll). In contrast, research demonstrates that the fewer assets teens have, the 
more likely they will be to engage in risky behavior.

The 40 Assets distill the various elements that lead to success in adulthood 
into quantifiable elements that can be cultivated and nurtured during adolescence. 
Understanding adolescent development is key to serving teens effectively. Who 
are they? What makes them unique? Then we must take that information and 
turn it around: How do we take what we know about teens and use that informa-
tion to serve them effectively? 

This is where the 40 Assets are a teen librarian’s best friend. 
For example, we know that teens tend to be very peer orient-
ed, which means that we should give them opportunities to 
work together in groups. We can then refer to the assets to see 
that numbers 15 (“Positive Peer Influence”), and 18 (“Youth 
Programs”) relate directly to this developmental element, and 
several other assets are tangentially related, such as 3 (“Other 
Adult Relationships”) or 33 (“Interpersonal Confidence”). 
This means that when we put together library programs and 
market them, we want to make sure they have built-in oppor-
tunities for peer-group interaction and market that opportu-
nity, and do so in the full understanding that these programs 

are meeting developmental needs that research-based science says will help teens 
succeed in life.

Assets inside and out
The assets are divided evenly into two lists of 20 assets each: internal and external 
assets. Internal assets are those values that come from within the teen, and exter-
nal assets are those that come from the various outside forces in the lives of teens, 
including family, peers, and community. 

 Each list is divided into four subcategories that have five assets each. For 
example, the internal assets list is further divided into “Commitment to Learn-
ing,” “Positive Values,” “Social Competencies,” and “Positive Identity.” Then, for 
example, under “Positive Identity,” there are more specific assets, such as “has a 
positive view of their future” and “has a sense of purpose.” The external assets 
are further divided into “Support,” “Empowerment,” “Boundaries and Expecta-
tions,” and “Constructive Use of Time.” “Empowerment” includes attributes like 
“youth as resources,” wherein teens are given valuable roles in the community, and 
“service to others.” Elements of our teen services, such as teen advisory groups 
(TAGs) and teen volunteer opportunities, help teens develop these types of assets.

How to use the assets
We know that teens need to develop these 40 assets, so we should use them as a 
basis for planning and evaluating our teen services in our libraries. Print off the 

Teens learn about media lit-
eracy at the San Jose (Calif.) 

Public Library. Photo by 
Darragh Worland.
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A closer look at how libraries help teens build assets

Asset: Other Adult Relationships
Description: Young person receives support from three or more nonparent adults.
Library Connection:
•	 Library staff provides positive adult interaction to community teens and helps teenag-

ers successfully navigate the library environment.
•	 Teens who regularly attend library programs develop a positive relationship with the 

teen services librarian.
•	 Through readers’ advisory and informal book discussions, many regular teens develop 

a positive relationship with the teen services librarian.

Asset: Caring Neighborhood
Description: Young person experiences caring neighbors.
Library Connection:
•	 Library resources, especially those designed for teens, communicate that the library 

cares for teens in the community.

Asset: Community Values Youth
Description: Young person perceives that adults in the community value youth.
Library Connection:
•	 The library provides a developmentally appropriate teen program, including a special 

teen resource collection, that meets a variety of their needs and interests, which com-
municates value in the community.

Asset: Youth as Resources
Description: Young people are given useful roles in the community.
Library Connection:
•	 Through regular interaction with the teen services librarian, both formal and informal, 

teens give input into programming, services, and the collection. Teen advisory groups 
and teen volunteer programs are formal ways that libraries can help teens usefully 
interact.

Asset: Safety
Description: Young person feels safe at home, school, and in the neighborhood.
Library Connection: 
•	 The library provides a developmentally appropriate, enjoyable environment for teens 

in their neighborhood.

Asset: Neighborhood Boundaries
Description: Neighbors take responsibility for monitoring young people’s behavior.
Library Connection:
•	 The acceptable-behavior policy helps outline responsible behavior for teens in the li-

brary. When staff worry about appearing “mean” or “unfriendly” to teens for enforcing 
behavior policies, remember that doing so meets an asset and is one element of grow-
ing a successful adult.

Asset: Adult Role Models
Description: Parent(s) and other adults model positive, responsible behavior.
Library Connection:
•	 All library staff and the teen services librarian directly model positive, responsible be-

havior to teens in the community.

Asset: Creative Activities
Description: Young person spends three or more hours per week in lessons or practice in 
music, theater, or other arts.
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A closer look at how libraries help teens build assets (continued)

Library Connection:
•	 The library’s teen services programs provide a variety of opportunities for teens to be 

creative and engage in self-expression.

Asset: Youth Programs
Description: Young person spends three or more hours per week in sports, clubs, or organi-
zations at school and/or in the community.
Library Connection:
•	 The library’s teen services program offers a variety of programs that provide teens with 

opportunities to engage in developmentally appropriate programming.

Asset: School Engagement
Description: Young person is actively engaged in learning.
Library Connection:
•	 Libraries have essential resources for teens engaging in learning.

Asset: Homework
Description: Young person reports doing at least one hour of homework every school day.
Library Connection:
•	 Library resources are beneficial in the successful completion of homework.
•	 Teen spaces in libraries provide a comfortable, secure place in which to complete 

homework.

Asset: Reading for Pleasure
Description: Young person reads for pleasure three or more hours per week.
Library Connection:
•	 Library provides an extensive collection for teens’ reading enjoyment.
•	 Library provides a variety of programs and events that encourage reading for pleasure.
•	 Readers’ advisory services aid teens in locating reading material that they find pleasur-

able.
•	 Teen spaces provide a comfortable destination for pleasure reading.

The Asset Shortcut for Staff
In addition to the regular library programming that you do, remind staff that they can be posi-
tive adult role models to teens in the library and embody the assets:
•	 Smile at teens in your library.
•	 Learn the names of young people and greet them by name when they visit.
•	 Notice when teens are doing something right. Compliment them and encourage them 

to continue in that behavior.
•	 Ask teens to tell you about a good book they read recently.
•	 Set clear behavior expectations and enforce them consistently.
•	 Talk and act in ways you want teens to follow.

assets and keep them posted by your desk. Remind yourself of the various things 
that you do and how they help teens develop assets to become successful adults.

In your planning, ask yourself this very simple question: Does this program, 
service, thought, or idea help teens develop any of the assets? If the answer is yes, 
then it has value. One could argue that the more assets an idea meets, the more 
valuable the idea. If the answer is no, then do we really need to spend our time on 
the service element?

Assets can also be used in evaluating our library services and in our marketing, 
and that concept is discussed in those respective chapters. But the bottom line is 
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that when you meet assets, you are succeeding because you are making a positive 
difference in the life of teens in your community. For access to the research, the 
full list of assets, and more information, visit the Search Institute website.

 One of the core assets that we meet involves reading for pleasure. Developing 
a love of learning is a developmental asset, which doesn’t surprise us, as we know 
the value of the written word and the power of the story to change lives. Build-
ing diversified collections that engage our teens and promote a love of reading? 
We have that one in the bag. But it is certainly not the only asset that libraries 
can help teens meet. Whether we are providing teens with a space to feel valued 
and a voice by participation in teen advisory groups or teen volunteer programs 
or providing positive adult interactions through one-on-one encounters at the 
reference desks, libraries are a vital part of our communities because we help teens 
build assets.

With an understanding of the 40 Developmental Assets and their role in the 
lives of teens, libraries can plan, implement, and evaluate their teen services in a 
different and more effective way.

Additional resources
Karen Jensen. “Mpact: An Asset Builders’ Coalition: Working with Commu-

nity Agencies,” VOYA 34 (October 2011): 354.
Karen Jensen. “Asset Builders Coalition Support,” Teen Librarian Toolbox, 

October 25, 2011. www.teenlibrariantoolbox.com/2011/10/asset-builders-coali-
tion-support.html.

SOURCE: 	 Specially prepared for The Whole Library Handbook: Teen Services by Karen Jensen, teen 
services librarian, Grand Prairie, Texas, and Heather Booth, teen services librarian, Thomas 
Ford Memorial Library, Western Springs, Illinois. 

Reading in the dark: Boys, their books, 
and the search for answers

by Eric Devine

MANY OF MY STUDENTS, particularly boys, have an aversion to reading 
that is almost incomprehensible to me. Almost. Case in point: I was monitoring 
detention, and a freshman boy had no homework and no teachers to see for as-
sistance. I asked him what he was reading. He did not understand the question. I 
called him forward and offered a pass, suggesting he go to the library so that he 
would not waste the hour. He said, “I don’t read.” I quietly queried as to whether 
he had difficulty. He said, “No, I just don’t like to.” I still sent him to the library. 
Ten minutes later, the boy returned with a book. I was elated. Then he 
sat down. It was Twilight. He was making a joke. But as I sat there with 
a dozen authors and titles in my mind—whereas he could not come up 
with one, or did not care to look—I was unsure who exactly was the 
butt of his joke.

I constantly review YA titles with a wide range of classes, and often 
students, boys included, will pick up the books I mention. When they 
do, invariably they enjoy them. Then they share with each other, and 
then they ask for more. Therefore, it would seem that all schools need 
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in order to get boy teens to read is a voracious YA reader on staff. Good luck with 
that. It is increasingly difficult to find pockets within my teaching to allow for 
“pleasure” reading. I make them, but I cannot imagine the future trending in that 
direction.

It would seem then that librarians hold a greater responsibility in connecting 
teens with books, especially the boys. It has been well-documented that boys read 
less, that they skip YA and jump from middle grade to adult, while girls take the 
bridge offered and along the way ingrain a love of reading. I spend a great deal of 
time thinking about the habits of boys and their book selections, or lack thereof. 
I also talk to them, and their answers to my most recent questions were eye-
opening but not shocking. However, there was one conclusion I drew. The sum-
mary of the challenge to create more YA boy readers and then adult male readers 
is this: To convince boys that the narratives they are currently consuming (video games, 
YouTube, movies, social media) are not as good as books at providing the insights they 
need to succeed in life.

Easy, right? You may continue reading when you have dried the tears from 
your laughter. 

I base this belief on the responses I received from my male students to the 
four questions below as well as my own research and more than a decade teaching 
adolescents.

How many books do you read in a year? Please indicate how many 
fiction and how many nonfiction. The average number of books is 
around six, with a majority from fiction. However, that number in-
cludes boys who read 15–20 books and those who read none. It was 
surprising that fiction won out, as the common belief is boys need texts 
that teach them something they can use, and we assume this mostly 
comes from nonfiction. The concept may be true, but the source is not. 
Boys still want to learn about life, and they choose to learn from fiction.

What particular genres of fiction and nonfiction do you enjoy 
reading? The nonfiction selection fell into these camps: biographies, 

military/war stories, and historical accounts. The fiction ranged the gamut from 
an overwhelming demand for realistic fiction to affinities for historical fiction, 
fantasy, zombies, mysteries, the supernatural, and fantasy to a few graphic-novel 
nods. The military books bled into both genres, which is not a surprise, but the 
range of fiction was. Boys read all types, but what was most compelling was that 
in spite of the genre (with the exception of fantasy), the boys wanted realism. They 
wanted characters they could relate to in settings that were familiar and conflicts 

in which they could see themselves. Yes, this sounds a lot like how girls 
select books, doesn’t it?

What are the roadblocks to reading in your life? I believe this to 
be the most illuminating question based on the answers. My school 
has a predominance of athletes, so “sports” eating up time made sense, 
but our athletes are, across the board, scholar-athletes, so this does not 
speak to the slanderous “dumb-jock” mentality. Rather, the demands 
are real, and our boys must cut somewhere, and books are typically first 
on the list.

Following sports came a mix of responses that all congealed under 
two categories: “life” and “story structure.” The boys, when not busy 

with sports, were busy with friends—in real life or online—had an inability to sit 
and focus, and would rather be up and doing. Makes perfect sense to me, as being 
social is normal and enjoyable.
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I lumped responses such as “chapter length,” “book length,” “time it takes to 

read,” and “being a slow reader” under the story-structure response because these 
all speak to just that. Boys today enjoy quick chapters and fast-paced stories so 
that they can dip in and out of them and not lose the momentum or have to back-
track to remember the plot or characters. I believe any book you can pitch with 
having chapters that can be read in five to ten minutes is a phenomenal selling 
point with boys.

What, if anything, should or could be done to get you to read more? The 
overwhelming yet disturbing response to what could get boys to read more fol-
lows: More books with violence and gore. Following that, the responses all focused 
on shorter works with fast-paced plotlines. Overall, the boys had a gross inability 
to see—in spite of their social-media predilection—that a world of people dis-
cussing books exists, where if at minimum, they could at least glean 
titles, and at maximum, they could join the conversation. 

These responses have proven to me that boys want and need to be 
shown how to live. They do not know how to fully function in this con-
temporary society. They are unsure of who they are, what they should 
enjoy, how they should behave, or who to emulate. They are extremely 
lost in a void where the information they receive is predominantly 
aimed at entertainment rather than education. 

This brings me back to my central premise, which I believe my boys 
highlighted. The challenge is not simply to get them into the library; it 
is to get them to incorporate books as a staple to the narrative diet they are already 
consuming. The challenge is to demonstrate how the ridiculous YouTube clip and 
the culture of computer-screen passivity is addressed in YA literature—preferably 
in short chapters. The challenge is to show them how those tweets or the Face-
book messages they send are part of a larger conversation that exists in books. 
That by reading, they can better inform their decisions on what to say and what 
not to, how to behave and how not to, because others have already walked these 
roads and have written about them. The challenge is to demonstrate for them the 
fundamental value of books, not just for books’ sake, but for the sustenance they 
provide. 

Our boys desire more. They just have no clue how to find it 
and then know if it’s worth their while. They live in a world of 
unlimited selection, which is wonderful and problematic. How 
can they know which story is worth the undertaking, which one 
will help turn them into a better man? Left to their own devices, 
our boys will make a joke out of reading, most likely out of fear, 
as did the boy from detention. By doing such they will erode their 
ability to be more than they are today. That is a shame, and an 
outcome that cannot be allowed to develop. Yet it is also a situa-
tion for which the solution is attainable through a persistent at-
tention to the shifting interests and specific needs of boy readers 
and potential readers, and continually working to make those vital connections.

For more information on boys and reading, see “Boys and Reading: Is There 
Any Hope?” by Robert Lipsyte, New York Times, August 19, 2011; and Guys 
Read, www.guysread.com.

SOURCE: 	 Specially prepared for The Whole Library Handbook: Teen Services by Eric Devine, young 
adult fiction author of Dare Me, Tap Out, and This Side of Normal.
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field. She is also the author of Radical Reads: 101 Edgy Books for Young Adults and 
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recommending under-the-radar titles) is her passion, which she shares with read-
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critic for most of that time. She has worked as a reference librarian, teen services 
coordinator, collection manager, and director of branch services in a variety of 
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