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As teachers come in and out, they see children working at the media stations, playing 
board games, browsing with crumpled shelf markers in tow, sitting against a soft pillow or 
stuffed animal while reading independently or with a friend, writing book reviews, shelv-
ing or circulating books, practicing reader’s theatre scripts, setting up displays, enjoying 
virtual author visits, or simply browsing the stacks. That is during circulation time. During 
the instructional period, students work in groups on structured media literacy activities 
while as teacher-librarian I am providing direct supportive reading instruction to students 
who are far below grade level.

As I close in on my fi rst year as teacher-librarian, I see and hear that the library has 
come a long way in a very short time. This time last year the library was a sterile room 
where every book was perfectly placed on the shelves and there was very little reading, 
learning, or access for students or teachers. I learned that teachers even inquired about 
eliminating the librarian’s position because it was so ineffective.

THE TRANSFORMATION

Newly hired three months before the 2009-2010 school year began, I focused immediately on 
listening, researching, and planning. The school has 797 students in a very transient (nearly 

50%), high-poverty, home foreclosure-prone 
area. Sixty percent of the library’s collection 
had never been checked out when I arrived 
(see Figure 1 for circulation numbers). I have 
not imposed a check-out limit on patrons. 
Choice continues to be a critical part of read-
ing success and it is unethical for me to re-
strict book checkouts based on reading levels 
or quantities.

Scheduling

I have tried to incorporate as much of a 
fl exible schedule in the library as possible 
even though the district only provides el-
ementary teacher-librarians for prep relief. 
Students have open access to the library as 
early as 8’oclock in the morning to as late 
as 4 o’clock p.m. when the after-school tu-
toring program ends. Students are also free 
to come into the library to work, use the 
computers, check books in or out, get help 
with assignments, and more, at any time 
during the school day. The library is closed 
for only 15 minutes when I am required to 
perform lunch duty in the cafeteria.

The Physical Space

Fortunately, the physical space of the 
Dickens LMC is quite large. In addition to 
a spacious main area of the library, which 
includes a stage and viewing area, vaulted 
ceilings with fl oating kites, fl oor to ceiling 

The school library at three-year-old 
D.L. “Dusty” Dickens Elementary 
School in North Las Vegas is like 

Grand Central Station. It is busy. It is 
crowded. It is sometimes messy. It is 
definitely noisy. And I like it that way. 
When walking through the halls of the 
school, one can hear the library buzzing 
with activity from down the hall.
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explaining higher-level thinking through 
scenarios, cultivating a writer’s notebook, 
writing songs and plays, and more. Students 
engage in all stages of the writing process—
including publishing—through the use of 
traditional and social media technologies. 

At the media literacy station, students 
participate in webquests, research informa-
tion through databases, explore Web 2.0 
tools from the library web site, and write 
book reviews for posting within our OPAC. 
Assignments such as the evaluation of web 
sources and tools, or step-by-step research 
guidance using the Big 6 model, generally 
help students transfer their learning from 
the library to the traditional classroom. 

The author study station provides stu-
dents with text sets by a particular author, 
as well as biographical information so stu-
dents can expand their knowledge. During 
an author study, students read books and 
compare and contrast them, write letters 
to the authors, create their own endings or 
versions of stories, and so on.

The reader’s theatre station is a place 
where students can strengthen their read-
ing fluency while working together as they 
read silly stories and poems.

In the games station, students practice 
their critical thinking, problem solving, 
and social skills through the use of games 
like Scrabble, Wits and Wagers, and Say 

Three-year Circulation Data

50,000

40,000

30,000

Circulations Holds Placed

*Through February 2010

1,653

12,157

17,270

42,836

2007-2008

2008-2009

2009-2010*
20,000

10,000

0

5 minutes 5 minutes 25 minutes 5 minutes 10 minutes

• Check in • Check out• Hands-on
instruction in
stacks

• Instructional
literacy centers

• Lesson
introduction,
announcements,
and book talk

windows, and a U-shaped circulation area 
adjacent to the Dewey section, there are 
also two wings. One wing is used for the 
fiction and general book sections. The other 
wing is used for professional development 
and station work. In the station, tables and 
chairs are arranged to allow for maximum 
movement and learning. The media station 
(a bank of seven computers) is also close by, 
but far enough away from the other stations 
so that students are not distracted.

Instructional Model

The model for the instructional part of the 
library program was borne from recent re-
search on school improvement, academic 
achievement, and reading instruction. As 
a former 6th grade reading teacher, I felt 
that a strong instructional component was 
needed within any program to maximize its 
effectiveness. With rigid reading programs 

fulfilling mandates, there is not a lot of 
flexibility for classroom teachers to teach 
literacy skills using authentic experiences. 

Therefore at Dickens each class is divid-
ed into seven groups with approximately 
six to eight students per group, depending 
on class size, rotating at a station to fo-
cus on thematic word study, writing, me-
dia literacy, author study, reader’s theatre, 
games, and guided reading. 

In the thematic word study station, stu-
dents explore the etymology of words and 
related concepts through games, sorting 
activities, web image searches, and presen-
tations. The goal of this station is to help 
students learn words in contexts relevant 
to topics studied in their classrooms or 
within the library. 

The writing station has a variety of 
authentic writing activities such as creat-
ing advertisements, responding to poems 
and photos, reflecting on life experiences, 
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Anything.
Finally, the guided reading station is 

an intensive group that I lead, which helps 
students with reading strategies such as 
thinking aloud, predicting, and summariz-
ing. We read texts and talk about them to 
help facilitate metacognition, which often 
does not happen in basal-level instruction 
in the traditional classroom. 

While these groups are heterogeneous, 
I find it important to stretch the thinking 
skills of the gifted students so they are not 
always in the position of having to help 
less capable students. The gifted students 
are on a special team that works together 
to design the reading garden that we plan 
to build just outside the library windows. 

Technology—The Web Site

It was during the summer that I started es-
tablishing a web presence for what is now 
known as the Dickens LMC (www.mrsben-
theim.com). The Web was the first place 
where I started to create the Dickens LMC 
brand—one of exploration, warmth, open-
ness, and creativity. As the brand took 
shape, I began emailing the school’s teachers 

and administrators to share relevant links 
about the new LMC, seek insight via surveys, 
as well as educate them on my philosophy, 
policies, and procedures. By the first back-
to-school staff meeting, teachers had a solid 
idea of what was to come from the Dickens 
LMC. In fact, they greeted me with whoops, 
hollers, and a partial standing ovation! I 
felt like a celebrity and realized this was an 
environment that desperately wanted the 
change I was setting out to provide.

WHAT THE PATRONS SAY

Teachers frequently praise the programs and 
services of the Dickens LMC. One teacher 
says, “The librarian reads to students, talks 
about books and technology, and lets stu-
dents explore and live the library. As a teach-
er, I have experienced much more assistance 
with finding the right books and with read-
ing programs, standards, and collaboration 
of lessons taught.” Another teacher reports, 
“Students are engaged in activities, can 
check out books they are interested in, have 
learned how to use the databases, can re-
quest and reserve books, and are allowed to 
speak and interact.” According to a staff sur-
vey I conducted in December 2009, 100% of 
staff respondents said they think the LMC’s 
instructional program will greatly affect the 
school’s test scores—and the lifelong learn-
ing of students—this year.

I also have a group of parent volunteers 
who help shelve, work our fundraisers, do-
nate books and stuffed animals, and so on. 
The administration says the new Dickens 
LMC program breathed life into the school. 

THE FUTURE

We have come so far, but there is still a lot of 
work to do as the cultivation of an effective 
school library program is an on-going pro-
cess. In the coming years I plan to continue 
building the library collection with e-read-
ers and MP3 players, design a permanent 
reading garden, acquire at least two Wii 
gaming systems, start media education pro-
grams for parents, get kindergarteners into 
the library to check out and read books with 
their parents, add a set of 40 wireless net-
books so each student has access to a com-

puter in class, expand our games station to 
include Legos, launch a podcasting station, 
fully document the collaboration occurring 
between classrooms and the library using 
our Collaborative Learning Launchpad, 
http://dickenslmc.wikispaces.com, and in-
spire teachers to actively use our collabora-
tion Ning, http://dickenslmccollaboration.
ning.com, among other things. Ultimately 
I would like to hire a paraprofessional (we 
currently have a part-time assistant) that is 
capable of guiding students in their quest 
for knowledge and let the Friends of the 
Library Club handle most of the clerical du-
ties such as shelving and filing.

I have been fortunate that I have ad-
ministrators who are willing to let me run 
with my ideas, parents who are receptive, 
and teachers who want to be involved. 
However, the things going against me are 
plentiful too including a transient popula-
tion and remaining stigma of the previous 
library environment.

The bottom line is that transformation 
is possible with a strong mission, vision, 
and goals. If you want change to happen 
badly enough, you have to be the change 
agent, the advocate, the publicity special-
ist, and the teacher-librarian, every day 
and to every patron.

Christina A. Bentheim is a teacher-li-
brarian in North Las Vegas, Nevada. She 
received a Master’s of Education in Cur-
riculum and Instruction (School Library 
Science) from the ALA-accredited Univer-
sity of Nevada, Las Vegas. Visit the Dick-
ens LMC at http://www.mrsbentheim.com 
and read the Dickens LMC blog at http://
mrsbentheim.edublogs.org. She may be 
reached at cbentheim@interact.ccsd.net.
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