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FEATuREARTiCLE

“People gravitate to comfort-

able environments, and if 

they aren’t comfortable in a 

space, they leave. ”

Walls Can Talk…but 
Are They Speaking to 
Teens?

My childhood summer days were taken 
up with swimming, waterskiing, rowing 
boats over to the woods, fishing, and read-
ing.  If it rained, we had more time to read, 
or if you got too sun burnt, you could sit 
in the shade and read even more.  I would 
venture to guess that many of you have 
similar childhood memories. 

Today, my nieces and nephews still 
swim and fish, but the woods are built 
up with homes and the kids bring with 
them Gameboys, iPhones, DVDs, and 
MP3 players.  They are readers, but they 
mix reading with music.  They are form-
ing different summer memories; they 
mix digital tools seamlessly into their 
lives and they are not alone.  Children 
and teens find comfort in new types of 
spaces.  The spaces are more interactive 
and more colorful with a lot more sound 
than we had growing up.  

On a recent summer afternoon, I visited 
the YOUMedia teen space at the Chicago 
Public Library (http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=yRG2Bf-me6k&feature=related). 
The space spoke volumes to me about how 
teenagers are learning with digital media.   
The space was designed to move teens be-
yond simple consumers of digital media 
into creators as well.   The space is fluid 
and blends three concepts—“hanging out,” 
“messing around,” and “geeking out”—to-
gether in a room painted in rich shades of 
green and rose.  There is a serious message 
in the YOUMedia space for middle and high 
school libraries.  So let me tell you what 
the room said to me.    

I happen to be one of those people 
who think that environments can 

speak.
I can’t tell you how often I walk into a home, an office, or a library and form an almost 
immediate impression of the dwellers.  I am sure I have made a mistaken identification 
somewhere along the way but I can’t really remember one, so I am going to say rooms 
speak to me and they don’t lie.  

I am not unique in this ability.  It is a facility everyone has, and whether they choose 
to exercise or ignore it is their prerogative.  The ability to study your environment and 
gather information from it is not difficult, and I would venture to guess you do it all the 
time.  You know when you are comfortable in a space or when you are someplace unsafe.  
The environment speaks to something deep within you. 

People gravitate to comfortable environments, and if they aren’t comfortable in a 
space, they leave.  It doesn’t matter if it is a favorite reading location, the best place for 
a cup of coffee, or a spot in nature.  Places become sketched in our brain and they stay 
there burrowed in forever.  We start developing these comfort zones, images, or memories 
as children.  Whether consciously or subconsciously, they will influence our selection and 
taste in environments for the rest of our lives.

Environmental psychologists write extensively on the topic, but have not spent a great 
deal of time discussing school libraries yet.  Sally Augustin, a practicing environmental 
psychologist, writes, “What we learn from the space we’re in influences us both at an 
emotional and at a more rational level and sparks us into one action or another.” (Place 
Advantage 2009, 15)  Environments can influence both our feelings and our actions.   

STuDENTS ARE buILDING MEMORIES OF THEIR OWN AND 
SHOuLD NOT bE ASKED TO LIVE IN OuR PAST  

I have a clear image of libraries from my childhood.  It blends in with my memory of sum-
mer.  My memory is of this large stone house donated to the community with rooms of 
books, massive archways, and small alcoves with more books. Under the windows are built-
in benches to sit and read.  In the main room is a fireplace and everywhere there is wood: 
wood beams, wood bookcases, wood shelving, and big wooden doors.  Today, it could be a 
set piece from Hogwarts, but from the time I was six—when my father purchased our lake 
home—until I started working in college, that library was an intimate part of my summers.  
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neon signage or a coffee bar, although you 
can eat in the “hang out” area.  The soft 
furniture was comfortable and practical.  It 
reminded me of furniture I have seen in the 
family rooms of homes with teenagers—a 
mix of sturdy, dark fabric sofas and chairs 
arranged around tables, which housedgame 
boards underneath.  

The “hang out” space is available for 
reading, playing video games, checking 
email, or talking to friends.  It is a safe 
place to access new media and learn from 
your peers. The day I was there, a group of 
teens from the Y came in for an overview of 
the resources.  The space has been home to 
guest authors, artists, and poets.  Above one 
of the sofas is a large painting that teens 
created based on their first project; it is a 
representation of Mango Street from their 
exploration of the novel of the same name 
by Sandra Cisneros. The wall at that end of 
the room has a continuous run of YA books. 

In the center of the room, mixed into the 
“messing around” space, are more shelves 
with graphic novels, CDs, and DVDs.  It’s 
not an overwhelming collection of material, 
but Mary Dempsey, Commissioner of CPL, 
says circulation of the material is up 700% 
since the space opened and the YA collec-
tion was merged with new media.  Resourc-
es are focused and easily accessible; there is 
a strong mix of literature-based curriculum.  
Teens explore themes and produce digital 
artifacts such as documentary videos, hip-
hop songs, fan fiction, games, and virtual 
worlds based on literary themes.   

In the “messing around” area, you can 
tinker with tools like multi-media produc-
tion computers, digital cameras, electronic 
pianos, white boards, checked-out lap-
tops, electric guitars, and other resources.  
Teens learn based on personal interests, 
while they extend their understanding of 
technology.  The circulation desk is in this 
area and it is thought of as the “kitchen 
table”—a place for teens to ask questions, 
talk, check out books or digital tools, and 
formulate projects while talking to either a 
librarian or a mentor.

My tour guide through the space was 
Michael Hawkins, the Lead Mentor from 
Digital Youth Network. Mentors are a 
key reason why the space works so well.  

Hawkins has been with the project since its 
inception and works with teens across me-
dia, from spoken word to radio to graphic 
design.  Hawkins is just one of the well vet-
ted mentors which include artists, instruc-
tors, librarians, and other professionals.  
They are all fluent in digital media.  

The mentors work closely with teens, 
especially when they reach the “geek out” 
area where their learning accelerates and is 
focused on their personal interests.   Digital 
media is changing the way young people are 
learning, which is more social and interest-
driven.   They are learning from their peers 
and social groups with similar interests. 

Teens who work in the “geek out” area 
have found a passion, which is shared by 
adults and other teens. Their creative proj-
ects are shared via Web 2.0 with their social 
group for feedback, critiques, and discus-
sion.  The “geek out” area at YOUMedia is 
an open space with mobile furniture, pre-
sentation equipment, more still and digital 
cameras, drawing tablets, a sound mixing 
board, gallery capabilities, wi-fi, and easy 
access to power outlets for laptops.  The 
space hosts instructional sessions, collabo-
ration work, and public sharing of projects. 

The types of software applications used 
at YOUMedia are tools available to any 
school library.  Mentioned on their website 
were programs like:

• Comic Life and iPhoto to create books 
and publications

• GarageBand and FL Studio for stu-
dents working on beat production

• Pro Tools and GarageBand for record-
ing or podcasting 

• IMovie, Final Cut Express (Mac) or 
Movie Maker (PC) to facilitate short films, 
book trailers, public service announce-
ments, music videos, and videocasts 

• FlipShare to edit movies on Flipcams
• Aviary for teens who are exploring 

graphic design 

These types of software programs pro-
vide teens with access to tools similar to 
professional production studios at a frac-
tion of the cost.  Digital storytelling tools 
like VoiceThread, Animoto, GoAnimate, 
Comic Creator, and StoryBird can be easily 

In 2009 the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology published the white paper 
“Living and Learning with New Media.”  
That report was followed in 2010 by the 
book Hanging Out, Messing Around, 
and Geeking Out.  It is an important 
research study into the ways young 
people are using and learning with 
new media.  The impact of this study 
on the future of school libraries is sig-
nificant.  The partnership between the 
Chicago Public Library and the Digital 
Youth Network  leveraged that research 
to create a unique learning space for 
teens, which is ground-breaking.  We 
see at YouMedia a library model that is 
not overshadowed by long entrenched 
ideas about what a library should look 
like or how it should function.   

The design for YOUMedia is based 
on collaborative research done with a 
five-year, $50 million research grant 
funded by the John D. and Catherine 
T. MacArthur Foundation. The research 
was conducted at the University of 
California - Berkley and the University 
of Southern California, in conjunction 
with the Digital Youth Project.  “The 
MacArthur Foundation brought the 
concepts to Chicago Public Library, be-
cause they thought a library would be 
a terrific space to see if it could work,” 
said Amy Eshleman, Assistant Com-
missioner, Strategic Planning and Part-
nerships.  The concepts do work.  And 
CPL has one of the best designed digital 
learning spaces for teens I have seen in 
the country. 

“IF TEENS DESIGNED A 
SCHOOL LIbRARY, IT WOuLD 
LOOK A LOT LIKE THIS.”

First, it was a beautiful summer afternoon, 
but the appeal of YOUMedia is strong 
enough that the library was full of teenag-
ers.  They obviously wanted to be there and 
they were engaged.  The space has never 
been promoted to teenagers; it was built 
and they found it.  It did not have flashy, 
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incorporated into schools to create stories 
and picture books.  In a survey conducted 
by an AASL Emerging Leaders Team this 
past spring, they found pockets of schools 
leveraging these tools with students on 
structured, assigned projects. 

The Emerging Leader’s survey found 
students were also using tools like Free Play 
Music to create soundtracks for poetry and 
original oration for public performance.  
One senior class used MovieMaker, PhotoS-
tory 3, and Free Play Music to create re-
search stories on the year they were born.   

Live Action Role Playing (LARP) pro-
grams allow teens to create their own 
worlds, storylines, and characters.  They 
develop plot lines, imagine conflicts, and 
problem solve for their characters.  Using 
GoogleDoc, teens are engaged in collab-
orative writing and with WordPress they 
are voicing their ideas on blogs.  Another 
high school had students create Tweets on 
freedom to read.   

The tools to create interest-based learn-
ing for teens using digital media and liter-
ature-rich curriculum are sporadically ap-
pearing in middle and high schools around 
the country.  But we are still floundering 
as we look for a new school library model.   
Schools are experimenting with “bookless” 
library concepts.  They are struggling to 
convert spaces into a school version of a 
learning commons.   Unfortunately, I have 
yet to walk into a new school library that 
speaks as clearly as YOUMedia does about 
the power of teens and learning.  YOUMe-
dia was designed to support curriculum, 
like a learning commons model.  It is logical 
to expect that these will be the types of en-

vironments that will succeed in the future. 
Teens come in to find a social, technical, 

and cultural environment that speaks to their 
generation of active learners.  It is a space 
to connect with peers, explore new media, 
and become self-directed and passionate 
about learning.  It is not a “bookless library,” 
but an environment that embraces print, as 
it overlaps and integrates media. “We have 
shown there is a way to marry new media 
and books and make it work,” says Amy 
Eshleman, Assistant Commissioner at CPL.  
“We wanted a teen space that was different; 
we wanted curriculum behind it.  We were 
not looking for just a hook to bring teens in; 
we wanted a vibrant learning space. “  

YOUMedia was designed based on a 
study of teenagers and how they live and 
learn using new media.  It is not architec-
turally complex or a high-tech lab, nor is it 
a pristine show room where no one lives.  It 
is a flexible space with functional furniture 
that supports the learning activities of a lit-
erature-rich curriculum.  It is comfortable 
and casual, yet there is a visible structure 
and produces impressive results.  And it is 
alive with activity and learning. 

YOUMedia has another critical compo-
nent that has nothing to do with software, 
furniture, or space planning.  They have 
mentors who facilitate, nurture, encourage, 
respect, collaborate, critique, and hold teens 
responsible for deadlines.  Hawkins called it 
the “real world piece” of the learning envi-
ronment.   This unique asset of experienced, 
digitally knowledgeable individuals collab-
orating with teens in the library is missing 
in most schools; schools have a human re-
source shortage that impacts learning.   

YouMedia is as Dempsey said: “A safe, 
fun place and they are learning.”   It is a 
space that is building long-term memo-
ries of what a library can be while clearly 
speaking to teens.  
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