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When a student at Adam Scott CVI 
(Collegiate and Vocational Institute) 
is struggling because of emotional, 
social, or behavioral issues, they do not 
go to the office—they go to the library 
learning commons.

When I was in high school in the 1980s, 
I could not wait for Grade 13. At my high 
school, the university-bound graduating 
students were allowed access to the balcony 
in the library for “quiet study.” The balcony, 
furnished with desks, chairs, couches, and 
tables, was off limits to all other grades. 
Younger students sometimes tried to sneak 
in but faced immediate eviction.

The library was commandeered by a 
woman who maintained strict order at 

all times. Talking was taboo, and even 
spirited whispering was discouraged. The 
library was for serious-minded academic 
students who worked silently and followed 
the many library rules. The library catered 
to a certain kind of student, and if you 
didn’t fit the mould, you were excluded 
from this learning community. 

The library’s main attraction was the 
coveted balcony, which was reserved for 
future university students. This attitude 
permeated the rest of the library as 
students who were not scholars and who 
were not entering college or the workplace 
felt denied. On sunny days, these students 
could be found sprawled on the front 
lawn of the school, working together, 

collaborating, and discussing. There was 
no common place for all students to go 
to work, especially for those students who 
were disengaged from school and who 
were at risk of possibly dropping out.

Despite the fact that I was a strong 
student who conformed to the school’s 
philosophy of learning, when I became 
a teacher, I became very interested in 
working with students who were the 
complete opposite of me when I was in 
high school. These students were disin-
terested and unmotivated, and it became 
a challenge for me to discover what 
could keep them connected to school.

When I was offered the position 
of student success teacher at my high 
school, I was very excited about the 
opportunity to meet with at-risk students 
and discover what was hindering their 
success in school. I knew that some 
of these students came from difficult 
home situations, and they had trouble-
some peer issues on a daily basis, so I 
really wanted a quiet place where these 
students felt comfortable confiding in 
me about their problems. I also realized 
that the majority of the students I would 
be talking to would be failing multiple 
subjects and might be embarrassed about 
their academic situation. They needed a 
safe place to strategize without having a 
lot of other students within earshot.

I went to the school’s main office to 
see if there was any available space, but 
it seemed every office was being used. I 
was given a temporary room, but it was 
the one that was used for community 
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counselors, and when they arrived at the 
school, their need for an office took prece-
dence; I would be left homeless once again. 
I needed an office that was consistent, where 
students could find me if they needed me, 
that was somewhat private, and a place that 
did not have any stigma attached to it.

Roger Nevin, the teacher-librarian, 
mentioned he had an old book storage room 
in the library that was crammed with decades 
of discarded books and resources but if 
cleaned out could serve as a possible tempo-
rary office until I found something better. 
The idea of having a room that was all mine, 
that I did not have to share, appealed to 
me, and we soon got to work (with the help 
of some of my students) to make the book 
storage room a comfortable, safe location 
for students to meet with me. I was thrilled 
with the results. The room was not big, there 
were no windows, and there was absolutely 
no decor, but once I moved in a desk, a 
mini-fridge, a few posters, and a plant, it felt 
homey and comfortable.

The original idea of having an office in 
the library came by accident, but within a 
few weeks, I began to see the benefits of my 
location. Originally, when my office was next 
to the vice principal’s office and I called a 
student out of class to see me, they arrived at 
my door anxious and defensive. Remember: 
Many of the students I served are deemed 
at risk because of behavioral issues—unable 
to cooperate within the confines of a class-
room, they refused to do the work and so are 
unable to succeed. Therefore, from their past 
experiences, they immediately assume they 
will be getting a reprimand, a detention, or 
possibly a suspension.

Being “called down to the office” has a 
stigma attached to it, and it is embarrassing 
to them because everyone knows where 
they are going and speculate why. With my 
new office, however, students are called 
down to the library, and they often arrive 
relaxed and in a more positive frame of 
mind because there are no negative conno-
tations associated with the library.

SUCCESS AND THE  
SCHOOL LIBRARY

Having my student success office in 
the library also had other advantages. If 
a student arrived and I was busy with 

someone else, Roger would invite the 
student to sit in the library’s reading area 
and offer materials they might be interested 
in. These students do not often visit the 
library by choice, so having an opportunity 
to read quietly in the library while waiting 
for me was one way to encourage our at-
risk students to begin to feel comfortable in 
this once foreign place. Not only did they 
become familiar with the library, but they 
discovered reading materials they actually 
enjoyed reading. We started to notice that 
these students began visiting the library, 
not to see me, but to sign out some of the 
materials they had been introduced to.

When I realized that combining the 
student success office and the library was 
attracting more students, Roger and I tried 
to devise other ways to keep the trend going. 
In spring 2007, I ran a leadership class twice 
per week so at-risk students could meet with 
a teacher and do team-building and collab-
orative-learning activities. We needed a space 
where students could move around for the 
dramatic activities but then have tables and 
chairs as well. In the library, there is a large 
seminar room that was a perfect spot for this 
class. Once again, the students in my school 
who were the most disengaged from school 
life were coming to the library for a positive 
program they really enjoyed. 

When my at-risk students come to the 
library, either to meet with me or to partici-
pate in their leadership program, they see 
reading materials they are interested in. 
Whenever Roger goes book shopping for 
the library, I often tag along, making sure 
that he purchases books that will appeal to 
students of all reading levels. There are racks 
of Orca (high interest, lower reading level) 
right in front of the entrance, and current 
magazines are right next to them. Behind the 
front counter is the ever-popular Manga that 
is carefully selected upon the requests and 
recommendations of these students. Roger 
and I even host Manga parties at the library 
during lunch and invite a dozen disengaged 
and disinterested students who are enthused 
about Manga for pizza. This gives us an 
opportunity to get to know these students 
better. These are usually the first to check out 
recently purchased titles, and it shows them 
there are caring adults in the school who 
know what they are interested in and want 
to help meet their reading and social needs. 

AWAY FROM HOME

The disreputable history of Frankie. 
E. Lockhart. Hyperion, 2008. $16.99. 978-
0-7868-3818-9. Grades 7–10. When her 
boyfriend refuses to take sophomore Frankie 
seriously, she outsmarts him and the secret all-
male society to which he belongs at their elite 
boarding school. A funny and highly satisfying 
read full of ideas, wordplay, plot twists, and the 
ups and downs of romance.

Savvy. Ingrid Law. Dial, 2008. $16.99. 
978-0-8037-3306-0. Grades 5–8. It’s Mibs 
Beaumont’s 13th birthday, which in her family 
means she’ll come into a special power. But 
a family emergency sends her on an unlikely 
road trip just as her weird ability appears. 
Wonderful language combines with an original, 
appealing premise in this coming-of-age story.

Storm: The infinity code. E. L. Young. Dial, 
2008. $16.99. 978-0-8037-3265-0. Grades 
5–8. Alex Rider fans will enjoy the intrigue and 
the spy gadgets in this thriller about Will and his 
companions, who infiltrate a dangerous scien-
tific lab. A journey takes them from London to 
Paris to Russia, never knowing who to trust or 
what will happen next.

Sunrise over Fallujah. Walter Dean Myers. 
Scholastic Press, 2008. $17.99. 978-0-439-
91624-0. Grades 11–12. Companion book to 
Fallen Angels. Private Robin Perry, nephew of 
Richie from Myers’s Fallen Angels, struggles 
with the boredom of military life in Iraq, punctu-
ated by moments of sheer terror. His narrative 
and letters home convey a vivid sense of the 
country, the importance of his new friends, and 
the confusion of war.
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Seeing these students excited and positive 
about the library clearly demonstrates that 
the libraries of today do not simply cater to 
the needs of the university-bound student. 
Rather, they can attract students of all abili-
ties and attitudes.

Another way the library attracts disen-
gaged students is with the computer lab 
at the center of the library. Students are 
welcome to use the Internet and check their 
e-mail outside of class time. The way young 
people use technology in their personal lives 
has changed dramatically over the last few 
years. From cell phones to iPods to Web 
2.0 and such social networking tools as 
Facebook, students today use new technol-
ogies for communication and research. 
Schools are challenged to keep up with 
these tools. The library provides the best 
central location for creating the school’s hub 
to support both students and teachers in the 
educational use of new technologies.

COLLABORATION/
CONNECTION

By integrating such technologies as 
Podcasting, simple video programs such as 
PhotoStory, and wikis into the curriculum, 
students become more engaged and pick 
up valuable 21st-century skills. Technology 
properly integrated into the curriculum 
especially engages at-risk students, who 
tend to be more active and are not passive 
learners. Also, assignments in these areas are 
more relevant to their personal lives—they are 
the MSN, iPod, and cell phone generation.

The collaboration between the student 
success teacher and the teacher-librarian 
is very important when successfully imple-
menting new technologies into the curric-
ulum. We provide guidance to classroom 
teachers by helping them enhance their 
curriculum. The assignments we recommend 
or design have been posted at connectinge-
ducation.com, which we created together for 
other educators to use. I use my experience 
with at-risk students and Roger uses his 
technical skills to suggest the appropriate 
levels of technology integration. For example, 
instead of students just reading a novel, they 
can create a dramatic Podcast of the reading 
with music and sound effects. This Podcast 
can then be played in front of the class.

Together, we offer presentations to 

students on how to use these technolo-
gies, which means the classroom teacher 
does not have to learn how to use the new 
technologies. Our experience shows that 
students, especially at-risk ones, are more 
motivated when new technologies are used 
to enhance the curriculum. 

MAKING THE LIBRARY 
STUDENT FRIENDLY

Resources and computers are not the 
only ways to make the library a student-
friendly place. In order to attract disen-
gaged students to the library, there must 
be a positive and encouraging atmosphere. 
School policy states that if a student 
returns a book after the due date, a late fee 
is imposed, but often Roger has a “sale,” as 
he calls it, or he waives the fine altogether. 
Of course there are expectations for library 
behavior, but the rules are reasonable and 
not stifling. Roger occasionally needs to 
speak to students about their behavior, 
but he does so with a sense of humor and 
ensures that the encounter is not confron-
tational. 

At Adam Scott, there is no balcony for 
the university-bound graduating students. 
Instead, all areas of the library are accessible 
to everyone, and there is an atmosphere of 
inclusiveness. All students are encouraged 
to succeed in a place that meets their needs. 
I do not know of any other school that has 
combined the student success office and 
the library, but here at Adam Scott, CVI it 
is a combination that really works.

Cynthia Sargeant (Student 
Success Teacher) and Roger 
Nevin (Teacher-Librarian) 
collaborate through the school 
library to support students, 
especially at-risk students. 
They are founders of boysread.
com, which is a non-profit web 
site supporting male literacy 
and connectingeducation.
com, which is a non-profit 
web site that provides resources for educa-
tors who want to connect education with 
young technology users. Cynthia Sargeant 
may be reached at cindysargeant@gmail.
com; Roger Nevin may be reached at 
connectingeducation@gmail.com.
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SECONDARY

High school is a time of transitions, particularly 
if you’re the odd kid out. Here are some audio-
books that highlight the high school experi-
ence from a diversity of viewpoints.

The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-
Time Indian. Sherman Alexie. Read by the 
Sherman Alexie. Recorded Books, 2008. 
$46.75. C: 978-1-4281-8297-4. Grades 8-12. 
Arnold Spirit, known by everyone as Junior, is 
the first person to leave his Indian reservation 
to attend an all-white high school.  The author, 
who gives a tour de force performance, 
conveys the harshness of reservation life with 
quirky humor and intelligence. It’s no surprise 
this novel won the National Book Award for 
Young People’s Literature in 2007.  

Does My Head Look Big in This? 
Randa Abdel-Fattah. Read by Rebecca 
Macaulay. Bolinda Audio, 2007. $64.00. C: 
978-1-74093-907-2. Grades 8-12. Amal, an 
ordinary Australian Palestinian teen, decides 
she’s ready to wear the hijab, the traditional 
head covering for Muslim women, full-time. 
This decision results in a reexamination of her 
relationships with everyone: her family, her 
friends, her neighbor, and especially Adam, 
the non-Muslim boy on whom she has a 
crush. Macaulay’s fluid reading allows listeners 
to feel that Amal is telling her story especially 
to them. 

Looking for Alaska. John Green. Read by 
Jeff Woodman. Brilliance Audio, 2006. $82.25. 
C: 978-1-4233-2445-4. Grades 8-12. High 
school students will appreciate exploring 
the world of boarding school through Miles 
Halter’s first year as he stretches to master 
new disciplines, establishes new friendships, 
deals with and invents fiendish pranks, and 
endures a shocking tragedy. Woodman’s 
stunning narration gives voice to this heart-
breaking, Printz Award-winning novel.
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