
learning skills, but I also wonder if most people just don’t under-
stand how fundamentally the learning landscape is changing.

Right now my particular interest is the degree to which the 
“schooling” agenda has so thoroughly co-opted the education con-
versation, and how important it is to turn that conversation back 
to “learning.” I believe that teacher librarians have a unique op-
portunity to provide voice to the importance of learning over rote 
memorization and test-taking, and all education-interested people 
need those voices to be elevated. I look for teacher librarians to 
continue to teach and to model, as overtly as possible, the activi-
ties of self-directed learning and for them to be the leaders of such 
modeling in their schools.

When it comes to technology, my motto is “you, fi rst.” Some-
one once gave me some brilliant advice: if you want your children 
to be good readers, let them see you reading.  Teacher librarians 
can lead this area.  Building a personal learning network is the best 
thing you can do for students, because the fruits of that process 
deepen ones own understanding of its importance, of its method-
ologies and challenges in doing so, and of the incredible benefi ts 
that come from it.  The natural outcome of this activity will be 
modeling engaged learning in this way.

But I would take this a step further. I’m moving away from the 
phrase “personal learning network” to “personal learning environ-
ment” [something that has been a part of this journal for a long 
time]. A personal learning environment includes more than just 
the receiving of streamed information—it is the processes (again) of 
evaluating, managing, storing, curating, and (especially) contrib-
uting as a core part of our learning experience.

One area not often talked about as much as I think should be is 
all of the new opportunities for curation, both public and private.  
Programs like Evernote, for example, seem to have really signifi -
cant implications for one’s ability to gather varieties of knowledge 
materials and then to organize them to inform one’s own contribu-
tions and scholarship.   Social bookmarking and wikis introduced 
the idea of collecting and storing information that served not only 
the collector but made those collections public and publicly anno-
tatable.  It is not an exaggeration, I believe, to see that the ability 
to individually “curate” around topics of specifi c focus and inter-
est will signifi cantly determine opportunities to contribute in our 
educational, social, and work communities.

There are many ways to link a teacher librarian to the class-
room, and they all should include improving the learning process. 
I’d like to see more teacher librarians take an active role in the 
peer professional development activities for teachers, so many of 
which are free, and so many of which desperately need the teacher 
librarian voice.  When I say “role,” while I do mean gaining per-
sonal benefi t from, I really mean presenting and teaching others.  
The virtual communities and conferences I run involve 100,000 
educators a year, and they are geared toward broad participation 
and sharing, and many are focused on rethinking teaching and 
learning in the age of the Internet—but aside from my one virtual 
community and conference focused on libraries and librarians, not 
as many teacher librarians present as I would like. Teacher librar-
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I talk about education with some humility, having never been 
a teacher or teacher librarian.  But I work closely with them and 
what I’ve noticed, as I’ve built peer professional development plat-
forms (social networks, virtual conferences, and “unconferences”) 
for educators, is that the skills and attitudes that we hope educa-
tion will aspire to already exist in the form of teacher librarians. 
As our information world grows in stunning ways because of the 
Web, our students are faced with the (exciting) challenge of learn-
ing to evaluate and manage that information, to store and curate it 
for personal and intellectual growth, and ultimately to contribute 
to it in meaningful ways as self-directed and life-long learners.

Those skills and competencies are ones that we associate with 
teacher librarians, so the fascinating dilemma from where I sit is 
the way in which the general public’s conversations about librar-
ians misses this critical connection. I think it’s in part because of 
the focus on high-stakes, standardized testing rather than deep 
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ians have unique sets of perspectives that 
are not only valuable for larger learning, 
but are also critically important.

When talking about technology and its 
impact on education, I think the big story 
for me here is how the technologies of the 
last ten years have been social. Technol-
ogy itself is often promised as having po-
tential to transform education, and while 
adopted, it is mostly adopted in ways that 
don’t actually transform. Social technolo-
gies have opened the door to remembering 
how social learning is, while also provid-
ing incredible opportunities for peer learn-
ing—there are amazing examples at every 
turn: using YouTube to learn to play the 
guitar, or taking photos and getting feed-
back through Instagram.  My children take 
more photos, and get more authentic feed-
back, in one month of Instagram (maybe 
even one week) than I got as an amateur 
photographer growing up.

When talking about the most important 
information the teacher librarian needs 
to consider, I say focus on real learning.  
Learning is not taking tests, or trying to 
figure out what is the next hoop to jump 
through so someone else can decide your 
future. Learning is a relationship with the 
world and those around you, participating 
in the great conversations of humanity, 
and discovering the value of developing 
expertise and skill. This is, by and large, 
not what’s happening in our schools today, 
and recognizing this and providing oppor-
tunities for real learning are critical.

I have never been a teacher librarian, 
but I do consider myself an educator, and 
for me the most important practice is the 
personal “you, first” activity I described 
above.  Being a deep learner using the tools 
of the Web is going to be so critical for 
students, and they will not learn the skills 
associated and now required of the digital 
world from teacher librarians who are not 
deeply and passionately involved in this 
learning themselves.  

There’s another interesting story here 
that is part of “you, first.”  It’s the com-
mitment to helping learners become 
self-directed, which much of our current 
“schooling” seems to miss by using mod-
els of coercion for learning.  It’s incredibly 

Of course, teacher librarians can equip 
themselves in today’s world from from ca-
reer and financial perspectives, but I’d hope 
that truly equipping oneself to make a dif-
ference in the lives of students demands a 
commitment beyond the current ways in 
which we talk about success. Be the learner 
you wish to see in the world.  Consider the 
possibility that peer connections are begin-
ning to trump institutional ones and be a 
large part of this.

As I have traveled the country this 
last year, meeting with groups of people 
interested in how learning is changing, 
I ask them the question: what have been 
the most engaging learning experiences in 
your lives? As we drill down on those ex-
periences, and look at the conditions that 
led to them, the answers revolve around 
the impact of specific individuals, who are 
often teachers, who understood, trusted, 
challenged, and encouraged them. The im-
portance of a one-to-one connection with 
someone who models and influences can-
not be overstated, in my opinion. And in 
the new world, navigating never-ending 
information, caring individual voices of 
wisdom are what students need most.

sad to me that most students graduate from 
high school without practical skills to do 
much and without any confidence--at an 
age when they should be deeply engaged in 
life.  A part of that is the current economy, 
but the more significant part of it is the im-
plied promise of schooling that you are ac-
tually learning skills or knowledge that are 
valuable, when in fact they really aren’t. 
There is still opportunity for someone will-
ing and able to be proactive and entrepre-
neurial, who believes in him/herself, lives 
cheaply, works hard, and builds expertise 
and opportunity for the future.  My per-
ception may not be fair, but I can’t name 
many youth who believe that they could 
take that path.  Mostly what I encounter 
is this sad, unmotivated, discouraged sense 
that there is nothing they can do or try, 
retreating into entertainment or gaming 
while still dependent on parents or others.  
But how could we expect more, when we 
haven’t treated them like adults, when we 
tell them that everyone else knows better 
what they should do than they themselves, 
when we don’t actually believe them ca-
pable (since if they were we wouldn’t have 
to be so controlling of them), and they are 
just living up to the expectations we have 
for them? The model that teacher librarians 
can provide so brilliantly is the opportu-
nity to engage with someone who can help 
the learner become self-directed.

To me, the learning and knowledge 
skills unique to the teacher librarian pro-
fession have not been changed by the Web 
but they have become more important.  
There are going to be a lot of promises, as 
there always have been, that current tech-
nology is going to revolutionize education.  
While the new social technologies do open 
some new doors, they more “re-open” older 
important ones uniquely suited to teacher 
librarian skills and perspective. There is 
important value in making sure discussions 
center on learning potential and not just 
shiny new toy.

As well, there is a seriously flawed focus 
on high-stakes testing over actual learning 
in education today, and being a constant 
stable anchor in discussions about educa-
tion in schools, libraries, and communities 
is a really important role. 
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