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“with a more consistent work 

force, we are able to create 

iStaff teams that balance 

experience, talent areas, 

personal styles, and grade 

levels.”

i Am, iStaff—A Glimpse 
into the Student Work 
Force Transforming a 
School Library

On a recent application, one student claimed, “I feel like the library is my HOME!!!!!!!!” 
and that is very telling about the atmosphere we want for our students. We are constantly 
searching for ways for students to be engaged participants in our library culture. Another 
student applicant shared about her work qualities, “I am proactive, nice and never give 
up.” This attitude exemplifi es the type of work ethic we want connected to all aspects of 
our library team. 

The iStaff team at the Pine Grove Library has transformed from a casual group of 
student helpers who showed up sporadically to a committed team of young leaders who 
are playing a critical role in the delivery of goods, services, and programs throughout the 
entire school community. 

Griffi n, a third-year veteran, has become a walking advertisement for iStaff. Two years 
ago he saw a need for a designated graphic novel area and took the initiative to create a 
small special-interest reading area appropriately named “Griffi n’s Graphics.” Since that 
time, he’s assumed a great deal more leadership and now coordinates the delivery and 
set-up of mobile laptops and assists with special presentations before school each morn-
ing. Though he still supports the graphics area and a variety of other tasks, he has really 
diversifi ed his resume by taking on new roles. 

The school librarian manages the iStaff program, but once students are hired, the man-
agement becomes a shared venture where the librarian plays more the role of facilitator 
and the iStaff team takes on increased leadership for the hiring, training, and manage-

Crisis at the Pine Grove Middle School 
Library! We have more iStaff appli-

cants than we have work shifts available! 
This is proof that when students are given 
meaningful opportunities to make a differ-
ence, they rise to the occasion.

ment of the program. Often a team of iStaff 
members and the librarian will review shift 
openings and applications and make col-
laborative hiring decisions accordingly. 

A recent applicant noted, “I have deter-
mination to get done what I need to, I’m 
a good listener, I can get along with peo-
ple.” The reputation of the iStaff program 
is that students who are hired need to be 
constantly thinking about the bigger pic-
ture of how they can impact the program 
and entire school community. Recent visi-
tors from a neighboring school enjoyed an 
in-depth tour and discussion of the library 
program provided by iStaff members. Mrs. 
D. shared this about the volunteers in a 
note to the librarian: “We were particularly 
impressed with how responsible, creative, 
and thoughtful they were. The relationship 
that you and they share was palpable.” 

article by sUe koWalski based on conversations with and contributions from iStaff members: Garrett Temple, 
Griffi n Ferrarri, Mitch Russell-Jeffers, Damien Mitchell, Trevor Nolan, Tyler Kilmer, Mary Louis Pontius, Garren Kuney, Dan Carlson, 

Sara Kavanagh, Jake Rosch, Abby Oliver, Johnny Walentowski 

Jake helps a potential iStaff member 
fill out the online application.
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library. Trevor, a veteran, recently recom-
mended a peer and claimed he could be his 
“wingman” until he got comfortable with 
his job. Dan is a new member of the iStaff. 
“I like being able to help out in the library,” 
he said, “and I like to work with technology 
in the areas of helping other students and 
teachers troubleshooting computer prob-
lems. As an iStaff member I believe I am 
learning how to work together with others 
as a team.” 

Last year iStaff students were expected 
to examine a posted list of jobs to be done 
and complete them accordingly after an 
initial training. This year, each student is 
given a list of routine jobs that happen at 
each shift and will likely take five to ten 
minutes. These tasks include set-up, gen-
eral maintenance, and upkeep of seven to 
ten unique areas of the library and prepara-
tion for classes arriving. General manage-
ment jobs focus on facility set-up, supply 

organization, book shelving and displays, 
graphic novel area, signage, deliveries, and 
technology. 

In addition to routine management 
tasks, iStaff are expected to be part of the 
instructional support team. At this time they 
assist as appropriate with reader’s advisory, 
technology integration, location and ac-
cess of resources, smart board integration, 
or general troubleshooting. Sometimes this 
instructional support is in the library, and 
other times students assist in other class-

Michaela, Griffin, and John join 
other student leaders in a virtual 
presentation with the Superintendent 
regarding the role of student 
leadership in effective technology 
integration. 

Griffin presenting to a Board of 
Education meeting about his leader-
ship role as iStaff member

Trevor and Tyler assemble a new 
mobile white board easel

Joe helps keeps the library laptop 
charging station organized.

This is our second year of a formalized 
program, and we remain in a cycle of as-
sess, revise, and implement with all aspects 
of the program. Last year, for example, stu-
dents who were hired as iStaff had a pass 
that allowed them to work as it aligned 
with their schedules and teachers. Though 
the concept was to capitalize on student 
availability, it resulted in an inconsistent 
work force, with some shifts being over-
staffed and others not staffed at all. 

This year students are hired for a desig-
nated shift. This has provided the program 
with a healthier balance and more orga-
nized opportunities for all students, not 
just those who are frequently available. 
Today, for example, Tyler, Trevor, Mary 
Louise (iStaff members) and the librarian 
worked collaboratively to match potential 
candidates to shifts. “We don’t need any-
one for period 5 on days 2 and 4, as we 
have enough staff during that time,” Tyler 
shared as the team narrowed down the se-
lections and looked at the schedule. One 
student overheard that we were hiring for 
lower traffic shifts and immediately filled 
out his application. This likely simulates 
more real-world scenarios regarding the 
nights, weekend, or third-shift jobs some-
times being less desirable but possibly the 
only option for getting on the roster.

With a more consistent work force, we 
are able to create iStaff teams that balance 
experience, talent areas, personal styles, 
and grade levels. Due to emphasis on col-
laborative teams, each shift can have a 
diversified approach to tasks and better 
connect with the range of customers in the 

with a more consistent work force, we are able to 

create iStaff teams that balance experience, tal-

ent areas, personal styles, and grade levels. Due 

to emphasis on collaborative teams, each shift 

can have a diversified approach to tasks and bet-

ter connect with the range of customers in the li-

brary.
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rooms. Though students may not be expert 
in all that a class is covering, they are as-
suming a critical role of customer service 
and are learning to vocalize what their skill 
set is. 

For example, Sarah might not be an ex-
pert at desktop publishing, but she is tal-
ented with Google Docs and may offer that 
kind of assistance. Another student may be 
uncomfortable with content above his read-
ing level but can be the go-to person to re-
mind folks where to go for virtual access, 
specific print resources, or for supplies like 
headphones, chargers, staplers, and more. 

Even the application process this year 
saw some changes. Last year, paper appli-
cations were readily available, and students 
brought them to the library in person. This 
year, one of our iStaff members created 
an online application using Google forms. 
Data is now updated, available virtually, 
sortable, and paperless. As the application 
is accessible on the iStaff web page, many 

are coming in after hours, making this a 
powerful home–school connection. 

Our school community supported the 
program and its impact last year. There 
were situations, however, when a student 
was choosing iStaff over academic com-
mitments. Though a lack of communication 
was not intended, there was a definite need 
for better sharing of information about stu-
dents’ success on iStaff, in the classroom, 
and throughout the school community. 
We’ve added a contract this year that re-
quires a teacher sign-off, and we believe 
several of the systems we have in place will 
empower students to be successful in and 
out of the classroom. As this is a leader-
ship team that is the face of the library, it 
is necessary for each and every student to 
be a role model in all aspects of the school 
community. Sometimes students choose to 
opt out of a shift or shifts when academic 
priorities change, sports schedules increase 
time commitments, or teachers need them 
elsewhere. Other times, we have to ask stu-

World War ii

Great Depression and world war ii. 
(Language Arts Explorer: History Digs). 
Sheryl Peterson. Cherry Lake, 2011. 
32p. PLB $21.66. 978-1-61080-166-7. 
Grades 4-6. Told through the voice of 
a student serving as an historian, the 
title takes the reader on a “road trip” 
to gather information for interest or 
research. Perfect for learning problem 
solving techniques, the book ends with 
a bibliography, glossary, websites, and 
index. 

weapons, Gear, and uniforms of 
world war ii. (Equipped For Battle: 
Edge Books). Michael Burgan. Capstone 
Press, 2012. 32p. PLB $20.25. 978-1-4296-
7650-2. Grades 3-5. Fact boxes, maps, 
and photos provide a synopsis of high 
interest items from many nations of the 
world. Other titles in the set cover the 
American Revolution, Civil War, Iraq 
War, Vietnam War, and World War I.  A 
glossary, read more, Internet sites, and 
index are provided.

world war ii. (Cornerstones of Freedom: 
Bringing History to Life). R. Conrad Stein. 
Scholastic, 2012. 64 p. LB $30. 978-0-
531-23069-5. Grades 4-6. The reader 
becomes the investigator of history by 
exploring the timeline of world events. 
“The Beginning,” Chapter 1, opens with 
German troops invading Poland and 
ends with “War in the Pacific.”  A labeled 
world map of events, influential people, 
resources, glossary and an index make 
this a useful study tool.

Turning Points. (World War II). John 
Hamilton. ABDO Publishing, 2012. 32p. 
PLB $20.57. 978-1-61783-062-4. Grades 
4-8. The six volume series covers an 
overview of World War II, from early 
battles to weapons, with photos, graphs, 
and maps. Turning Points offers succinct 
information on the Desert War in 
North Africa, Battle of Midway, Battle of 
Guadalcanal, and other specific areas. 
Easy to read and the high interest of the 
subject matter will make this a popular 
series. A glossary and index conclude 
the title.

bookmarkit
SARA CATHERinE HowARD

JR nonFiCTion  

Garrett helps students find resources 
during health class for a project on 
mental illness.

Joe and Sean troubleshoot some 
network issues with a student during a 
health class. 

Johnny labels our printers to minimize 
customer confusion.

Isabella reorganizes our picture book 
section for easier access.
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dents to take a break when choices they 
have made don’t align with the mission of 
our program. 

Just like in any quality educational pro-
gram, rigor, relevance, and relationships 
need to be present to develop a sustainable 
program. We need to make sure the iStaff 
is an extension to, and not a distraction 
from, learning that takes place in the class-
room. iStaff activities need to be relevant 
to their school experience and provide ca-
reer and college readiness. The program 
also needs to be rigorous. If participation 
requires minimal effort or seldom expects 
initiative or innovative thinking, the pro-
gram is not equipping students with a set 
of skills they will need to experience suc-
cess in the future. 

Damien, grade seven, is a fantastic 
example of an innovative thinker. When 
asked about his thoughts on his new iStaff 
role, he offered, “I get to organize the 
messiest of sections like the graphic novels. 
Because one of my talents is mathematics, 
I think I have a talent of organizing the se-
ries books and other books that go in order. 
The only problem is organizing books like 
Twilight because they don’t have a number. 
So, when I am organizing books like that 
I use a different order, like for them I use 
the phases of the moon and sun as what I 
need to help me do my job putting things 
in order.” 

iStaff plans to go international this year 
with the contributions of an iStaff member 
who is with his family in Panama for the 
year doing missionary work. Jake, grade 
seven, has been in contact via email (and 
even provided an American cell phone 
number) to pursue some virtual contribu-
tions. Though project details haven’t been 

worked out yet, we know he will make an 
impact despite the miles between us.

Recent applications have included com-
ments like these: “I am a good organizer. 
I can help with computers and fi nding 
things for people (on the computers). I’m 
not very shy. I love to draw and advertise. 
I also love to read. I play soccer and I have 
a big family so I’m a ‘People Person.’”  The 
iStaff program has earned respect largely 
due to our focus on customer service.  
Johnny, a newly hired team member, said, 
“I wanted to be on iStaff so I could help out 
the school so that kids could get more help 
they needed and help with projects for the 
library.” Johnny has already demonstrated 
signifi cant initiative during his work shifts 
by creating signage, organizing materials, 
getting familiar with various sections, and 
introducing himself to customers. 

The Pine Grove Library iStaff program 
will continue to transform to meet the 
needs of the school community and mem-
bers of the team. Where there are gaps in 
service, the iStaff will step up when appro-
priate. Where leadership is needed to ex-
pand the program, students will be asked to 
manage the program and train others to do 

the same. Garrett, grade seven, addressed 
the concept of being a trainer: “I would be 
willing to and I would be good at it be-
cause I am a good leader.” 

Mitch, a two-year veteran, reminds us 
to tap into individual talents. Mitch has a 
passion for web and game design. He be-
lieves these kinds of interests can “help 
[students] to be independent.” When he 
works on his websites and programs for 
the school, he said, “I am leading the way 
to see what we have and what we need to 
get our jobs done.” 

There is no doubt that the iStaff at the 
Pine Grove Library will continue to make 
an impact for the entire school community. 
Many iStaff members can’t imagine why a 
school library would not have a work force 
like this. Garren, two-year iStaff member,  
said, “I think other schools would have a 
lot more help if they had iStaff or some 
type of student helper system which would 
encourage students to be better leaders.”

Thanks, Garren. We think so, too.

Sue Kowalski is the librarian at Pine Grove 
Middle School in the East Syracuse Minoa 
School District, NY. Pine Grove was hon-
ored as the 2011 ALA/Follett School Li-
brary Program on the Year. Sue and her 
team are passionate about creating a stu-
dent centered program that inspires learn-
ing for life. Sue is President of the NYLA/
SSL.

Maria helps with a banner for an 
upcoming club promotion.

Dr. David Loertscher, co-editor 
of Teacher Librarian, interviewed 
members of the iStaff.

There is no doubt that the iStaff at the Pine Grove 

library will continue to make an impact for the 

entire school community. Many iStaff members 

can’t imagine why a school library would not have 

a work force like this.


