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Janette Derucki: Hi. Welcome to Can't Shelve This, the podcast where we hammer home the importance of school libraries. I'm Janette Derucki, and I'm joined by my co-host, Leah Gregory-
Leah Gregory: Hi, everyone.
Janette: -and our producer, Ola Gronski.
Ola Gronski: Hi, everybody.
Janette: It's good to see everyone. Happy School Library Month. It's April. It's always exciting to have this chance to celebrate school libraries. I think this is just a month when we recognize all kinds of library workers, but we want to especially make sure we acknowledge school librarians. You get a whole month to do it.
Leah: Yes. They really need to be propped up because it's getting towards the end of the school year, and they're probably fried, and a lot of stuff is happening as they get ready to wind down the school year. So Happy School Librarian Month. We're here for you. We think you're awesome.
Janette: We're here to help you combat the burnout.
[laughter]
Janette: That's what it's all about here at Can't Shelve This. Before we get into our episode for today, where we are going to talk about gamifying reading, I know it's interesting on the heels of the episode we talked about establishing a reading culture and some of the ways that can be toxic, but we want to talk about some positive ways to do it. I will say, I think about this in my own personal life outside of the library world. I don't feel like I'm very good at gamified reading.
I don't know that badges ever really are something that gets me motivated, but the one thing that does motivate me is my Kindle streak. I'm a Kindle reader. That's my e-reader of choice. I will, full disclosure, this is a toxic trait, I will open my Kindle app just so I don't lose my streak.
Ola: I'm not like that with reading, but I do have a Peloton weekly streak. So there have been weeks where I'm sick or on vacation, and the way you keep that streak going is you just play a five-minute meditation [laughs] in the background.
Janette: I have figured out all I have to do on my phone is open my Kindle app for a couple minutes and flip through two pages, and then I can flip back to where I was. It's like, yes, you did read.
Ola: Gosh, we love cheating the system.
Janette: Okay, but then, I guess my point is it's not really healthy. I should just let it go. I do try to read every day, but some days it just doesn't work out.
Leah: I guess I was not paying that much attention to my Kindle streak because I was looking at it and I'm like, oh, I read every day. But then when you mentioned it, and I started flipping through, there were three days in January where I went on a Hoopla binge. I had read some books in Hoopla. So my daily streak is broken, but my weekly streak, 236 weeks in a row. I'm holding on. I think I can live with a weekly streak. I can keep that going. Daily streak, same with the New York Times games. I play the New York Times games every night, and I blow my streak every night by falling asleep before I finish the crossword puzzle.
[laughter]
Janette: I will say the thing with the Kindle is it's not foolproof. You have to be connected to WiFi. So if you're not somewhere that has internet, or if I don't read on my phone, I realized this when I went out of town for a conference once. I was reading on my Kindle, but my Kindle wasn't on the hotel WiFi because my book was downloaded. I got up the next day, opened my phone, and was looking at something. The next time I went to read in my Kindle on my phone, it was like, "Oh, your one-day streak." I was like, "My one-day streak? What?"
Ola: The horror.
Janette: Okay, but that was also when I realized the internet is a wonderful place, and I learned how to fix your Kindle streak in case it gets--
Ola: There's a way to hack it?
Janette: There is a way to hack it. So even if you break it, if you have read, you can go back and restore it.
Leah: Well then I might go back and fix those three Hoopla days because I was reading.
Ola: Share that hack. Is it just as simple as going back and logging?
Janette: So you have to change the time and date on your phone and open your Kindle app and read it.
Leah: That's more in-depth than I want to do.
Janette: Then you have to go back out. There's a whole thing. Sorry. You have to be--
Leah: Oh, that is intense. That is intense, Janette.
Janette: I told you it was toxic.
Ola: Listen, one of our listeners just heard that and was like, "You've changed my life."
Janette: Maybe. I don't really know.
Ola: We all have our vices.
Janette: My streak is 1,800 days.
Ola: Yeah, you don't want to break that.
Janette: To lose that is devastating. Also, probably why it's a toxic, unhealthy behavior at this point, because I'm like, I can't lose that. That's years, years.
Ola: It's so interesting. I feel like if you're an e-book reader, that's probably easier to add into the streak because I use Goodreads, but I'm not logging days that I'm reading. I'm just currently reading, and then when I'm finished.
Janette: It marks the days for you. Have you ever gone in and looked at that, your activity?
Ola: Oh, like in between? They just assume that you're reading every day?
Leah: If you log it when you start it, I don't always do that.
Ola: I do, yeah.
Leah: I sometimes don't log it until I end it, and then I have to go back and tell it when I start it, which I do.
Janette: It will log when you're finished. If you only care about when you finished it, it logs that when you mark it read.
Ola: Interesting.
Janette: Because I'm a Kindle reader and now Amazon, Amazon owns the world, Amazon owns Goodreads. As soon as I open the book, it's like, "Oh, would you like to mark this on Goodreads?" I do have it set up so that most of the time if I start a new book, it will mark it as currently reading. The problem is when I abandon a book to pick up something else, and I don't go back to it. I have a book on my Goodreads right now I've been reading for three months. At some point, I'm going to have to go and just remove it from the shelf so it takes all that data out.
Leah: I do that. I abandon books all the time, so I'm constantly doing that. I've gotten away from Goodreads, and I'm keeping track more in Storygraph.
Ola: Yeah, I do both. I was going to ask you guys what are your preferred ways to track your reading?
Janette: I use Goodreads mostly, probably most consistently. I do use Storygraph. I mostly just track it on my own. I have my own form that I built, and then I just put my stuff in there because it tracks things that I want to know.
Ola: Typical data analyst.
Janette: I know, like how many pages, what series is it, and then I can look at it easily without having to go in there.
Ola: Maybe you should make a template for our listeners to do that on their own.
Janette: I could. Mine's in Google right now, I think. It's not anything super fancy. I have dreams of building one in Notion. I use Notion as my personal project manager/organizer. It's essentially just like a database system, and there's templates for that in there, tracking different things. I need to just spend some time one weekend and set it all up. There's a million different ways. I feel like there's new apps that pop up all the time. I've tried a couple of other ones. There's one I think called Bookly. Is that right?
Leah: I tried Bookly, yeah. It's not my favorite.
Janette: I do have a question, though. Do you ever do buddy reads? That's a feature in Storygraph. You can set up a buddy read where you and someone else read the same book at the same time. I think you can share your highlights. You can talk to each other about the book in Storygraph.
Ola: Oh, I didn't know that was a feature. That's very cool.
Leah: That is very cool, but I've never done it. The closest I've gotten to a buddy read is when my daughter and I read the same book. The funny thing is she hacks into my Kindle account to read all the books. Then I'll find that we're reading a book at the same time because I'll go to my Kindle, and it's in a different place than where I left it. I'm like, "What is going on?" I realize she's reading it at the same time.
Ola: That’s so frustrating.
Leah: However, a lot of the books that I read, I just do not want to discuss with my daughter. We just pretend that we have not read the same book.
Janette: It's like when you have an Amazon Prime account, you have an Amazon household, right? You can only have two adults in it. My husband doesn't read books. He reads other things. So he's not the other adult in my household. It's my daughter that does read. We just have a don't ask, don't tell situation going on. She's like, "If you don't notice what I'm reading, then I won't notice what you're reading." I was like, "It's fine." Not that there's anything to be ashamed of. You should read what you want to read.
Leah: Yes. Also, I will say that it's not exactly a buddy read, but the series that we've been talking about a lot lately, we didn't do a buddy read because we didn't read it at the same time. But it has been fun talking with and the cultural obsession right now.
Janette: It is fun just to talk about. That's what brings people together around books. That's why you go to author visits and events and things like that, just so you connect with people who are also fans or who've read the books and things like that.
Leah: You guys probably get sick of how many memes I drop you guys [laughs] on a daily basis.
Ola: Leah, I'll say I appreciate yours because I feel like you do curate the memes to specifically tickle us and make us giggle. You know what I mean? You're like, "Oh, that's funny for them." It's a curated selection of memes.
Leah: I learned that trickle of dropping things to your friends in group chats is called pebbling. It's modeled after penguins that bring pebbles to the penguins they care about. So when I'm dropping memes in your group chat constantly, it's just me showing my love for you because I'm like, "Oh, they'll like this," so I'm going to give it to them.
Ola: Thank you for our pebbles, Leah.
Leah: You're welcome. I'm pebbling you all day long.
Janette: Yeah, we always appreciate all the memes in the group chat, but enough about us. It's time to move on to what everyone's actually here for today. Today, we're joined by Lisa Marcum, school librarian at Plainfield Central High School.
Lisa Marcum: Hi. Thanks for having me.
Janette: Yeah, thanks for joining us. We're super excited that you're here to talk about gamified reading with us today because there's lots of great things happening in school libraries and also in the school where you work in the district that you're in. I want to start off by asking you just to tell us a little bit about your background and how you got into school libraries.
Lisa: I was an English teacher first. I actually joke with my students all the time that I applied to school to be a math teacher. My senior year math teacher pulled me aside and said, "You can't be a math teacher." Everyone thinks it's so mean, but he actually sat me down. He's like, "You're good at math, but you can't teach it because you don't like it." It's so true.
Janette: But why math? What was your interest at that point? Do you remember?
Lisa: There wasn't an interest. That was the thing. I was just good at it. I got really good scores. I knew I wanted to teach, so I just assumed. I also loved to read. I was like, "Okay, I'll teach English." When I was teaching English at Plainfield East, actually, Mary Jones, I'll drop her name, she was an amazing, amazing mentor of mine. She has since passed away. I remember talking with her and telling her I wanted to move lanes, get another degree like teachers do. I didn't know what to do because I knew I didn't want to be an administrator.
She was like, "Why don't you do library?" I do this more with my students. I wish we told kids more about that option. I know so many kids who would have gone into public library or school library. For me, it wasn't even anything I ever thought about until she said that. I was a grown adult at the time.
Janette: It's funny that you say that because I was giving a guest lecture to a group of school library students not very long ago. I said the same thing. I was an avid library user as a student. I loved my library. I've read my entire life. Why did I never really put two and two together until I was much older?
Lisa: I think it's hard because a lot of libraries are run by paras and non-certified. I think sometimes students don't realize that it can be more. That's one of my goals for future. But yeah, I went into it. I got my master's at Olivet. I worked with Mary. Then it was perfect timing. The librarian at my school retired. I went into my principal's office, the most terrifying thing I've ever done. I said, "I want to be a Bengal. I would rather stay a Bengal. I want this job, but I want to be a librarian. If you're not interested in having me take this one, I'm going to start applying elsewhere."
Then I got that job. Really, the main reason I left East was because my daughter's currently a junior at East. Now I'm at Central. That's the only reason I'm not still a Bengal because I wanted to give her room to grow.
Leah: Space. Yes.
Janette: As someone whose dad was the principal of my high school when I graduated from high school, I respect that a lot.
Lisa: So yeah, that's how I got here, I guess.
Janette: That's very cool. How long have you been at Plainfield Central?
Lisa: I started August of 2020.
Janette: Ooh, lucky you.
Lisa: It was the greatest time ever to start in a new building. Honestly, it really was because I think a lot of teachers, we were all scared, but they were freaking out about what to do, met with me virtually and in person when we were in the building that wouldn't have, I think, ordinarily, because they were just grasping at straws, and so I was able to build--
Leah: And they were like, "I have to relearn everything about how I do my job right now. I'm going to try everything and open the door to some collaboration," I bet.
Janette: It was a great time to make changes, right? It really was.
Leah: It was, yes.
Lisa: And my principal was new that year too. He wasn't new to me because he was my assistant principal when he was at East, and then he moved. My predecessor was an amazing person. He was great. He would admit this. He was not a certified librarian. He was grandfathered in because of a shift in roles. They moved the instructional tech position out. We didn't have one anymore. He was an instructional tech. They knew he was on his way out, retiring. He's the one that actually encouraged me to come over because his daughter went to Plainfield Central. He was like, "If you can get out of the building where your daughter is, do it." So I did.
Because he wasn't a librarian, he didn't collaborate with teachers in that way. He did it in instructional tech ways. When I came in, I was like, "Let's do this research thing. Let's do book tasting." They were all like, "Wait, what?" We did virtual book talks and stuff like that. I still get a little bit of PTSD when I turn those on, and I'm like, ugh. I like doing them in person much better.
Janette: Yeah, the virtual thing is hard, for sure, for sure, especially if you're not used to it. So we like to start things off with a little bit of an icebreaker, and we like to ask our guests, what kind of reader are you? Do you prefer e-books, audiobooks, or physical books?
Lisa: It's so funny. I prepared for this question because I've listened to you guys. And I know you ask every guest that.
Janette: She's like, "I know what they're going to ask me."
Lisa: I know. I was so ready. It's interesting because I used to be only physical book. I've told students and anybody who will listen, when I became a librarian, my reading, it became work, I think, especially being a high school librarian. There's so much crossover with young adult and adult that everything I'm reading, I feel like I'm reading it for work. So I stopped reading as much. I play a lot of video games. But to get back into reading was I started doing audiobooks because I was spending so much time in the car, taking my daughter to practices, she plays softball, and just going on road trips over the summer for softball.
But yeah, audiobooks, especially when they are read by the author, or nonfiction, especially. Growing up, I was never a big fan of nonfiction on its own, but audiobooks got me into it. I just finished it yesterday, and I stumbled upon it on Spotify, actually, because I was listening to podcasts. I'm like, I want to break from a podcast. I didn't know Spotify had audiobooks. I was like, "Oh, I'll tap that one." It was Sociopath: A Memoir. Have you heard of this book?
Janette: No.
Lisa: I don't even know if it's got any sort of critical acclaim [laughter] or anything, but she's a doctor.
Janette: Who cares? Is it entertaining?
Lisa: It was fascinating. She is a diagnosed sociopath, and she went and got her doctorate. Her goal was to help other people because she believes that sociopathy is more on a spectrum.
Janette: Interesting.
Lisa: I won't spoil anything. It was just fascinating. Listening to her, it reminded me of Jennette McCurdy, actually, if you listened to her book. So audiobooks are great for me if they have a great narrator. I still love my physical book, but for traveling, also, I'll do my Kindle. So all three is my answer.
Janette: So we invited you here to talk about gamified reading. I really want to start off this discussion with just clarifying what we mean when we say gamified reading, because I think a lot of people probably come at it from different directions. How would you define gamified reading?
Lisa: I'm a video gamer, and I love playing board games. I'm a gamer in general. I love all things games. I'm very competitive, even in non-competitive things. I think with gamified reading, I think video game terms like the achievements and the badges you get when you hit certain levels. It's like, "Yes, I reached that level."
Janette: Yeah, some examples for people who are listening, we would consider Battle of the Books is gamified, right? Beanstack, the platform Beanstack, gamifies reading. We talked earlier, before Lisa joined us, about Kindle Streaks. I'm an obsessive Kindle Streak keeper. There are badges and things attached to that.
Lisa: See, I’ve got to get back into that.
Janette: Then you can also even consider interactive book talks. Anytime you have scenarios from a book that you want students to participate in or engage with in that way, that is technically gamified. Can you think of any other examples?
Leah: Read-a-thons is kind of gamified reading.
Janette: Read-a-thons are different. It's hard because it's borderline incentivized. We're going to compare it to incentivized reading, right? When you think about incentivized reading, that is reading for a goal, like a prize. Not that there's not a prize in a game. You do win the game, or you earn a badge, or things like that. It's more like, okay, you're going to read and to level up. I think about incentivized reading, to me, I equate more to things like summer reading program or the Pizza Hut BOOK IT!. Who did not read for a personal pan pizza when they were a kid? I did.
Leah: I think they should bring that back for adults. I'd read for a personal pan pizza.
Janette: 100%. I would read for a lot of things. I think that anytime you're looking at that end goal thing. To me, programs like Accelerated Reader, even though they're comprehension programs, I feel like the points, and that part of it, is less gamified because it's quiz. I guess you could make the argument that it's quiz game. But to me, I feel like it's the points and the achievements, and that is more incentivized.
Leah: I think that Accelerated Reader becomes incentivized when the competition between students for points gets out of control.
Lisa: True. That's a good point. That's a really good point.
Leah: I don't think it's intended to be incentivized reading unless they do hand out prizes for points, which a lot of schools do.
Janette: A lot of people, I know my kids, their school had an AR wall of fame. It was like, "Here's the kids by point total ranking." In some ways, it's like a leaderboard in a game, but also not? I don't know. What do you think, Lisa?
Lisa: I completely agree with all of the above because that's part of my struggle with Beanstack. I love Beanstack. I think it's more gamified than incentivized. Absolutely. I actually watched the original Shark Tank episode years ago when it was Zoobean.
Janette: Oh my gosh, I almost forgot about that.
Lisa: The guy probably thought I was crazy. One of the CEOs was at that conference in October. I was like, "Can you take a selfie with me for my family," because we love Shark Tank. He was like, "Okay." I got a picture with him, so it was cool. I actually championed for our district to get Beanstack and was successful, thankfully. I struggle a lot, not with the app itself, but trying not to jump into that more incentivized because I don't want to just bribe kids to read. I will joke with kids and tell them that I'm bribing them to read, but I don't want it to become that.
I want kids with potential to become great readers to naturally get into it. It's really a fine line, I think, because it's like the minutes read. That's one of the things I love about Beanstack is it's minutes and not pages, so it doesn't overwhelm kids. If it takes you five minutes to read one page or five minutes to read one chapter, you're in the same level as any kid. I do love that aspect of it. I like that for the challenges, you can add in that gamified piece, but it's hard for me to get it off the ground without making it more incentivized. So I'm kind of toeing that line.
Janette: I think it calls to something in education culture, in general, where incentives are a large part of education. Think about a sticker on your paper. You get an A on your test, and it's--
Leah: GPA.
Janette: Right. And there need to be incentives. We have incentives in life. That's just something that we have to deal with. But how do you minimize the importance of the incentive and really sell the benefits of the gamified part? How do you get the kids to engage in the gamification in a way that's fun? Because the whole point of gamifying it is to make it more fun to read.
Lisa: Exactly. The battles have done that for us a little bit. What I like about the gamified piece, when you're more gamified than incentive, I feel like that natural word-of-mouth involvement tends to happen. Like, "Oh, you didn't do it last year. You should do it this year. It's so much fun." I think that speaks more than, "I got to beat that person who's got the top score right now, or the top points, or whatever." I don't know how AR does it.
Janette: It's all quizzes, and you earn points based on your comprehension and how you achieve on the quiz.
Leah: But some books are worth more than others.
Janette: Right. Based on their level.
Leah: So if you are really into the points, your high achiever kids are reading books that they don't necessarily want to read to get more points.
Janette: The kids that come in and are like, "I need the longest book you have." You're like, "Why?" "Because I need X number of points this month."
Leah: I need 24 points or whatever, yeah.
Janette: “I figured it out that I can read two books as long as they're each worth this much. I can only miss one question on each quiz,” and you're just like, "Oh my gosh, kids are figuring this stuff out, and they're in like the fourth grade, right?"
Leah: You’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this.
Lisa: No, they think about it. Honestly, how many adults do you know that, my mom and sister are huge readers, and the three of us will read together, that will say, "As soon as I end a book and put it on the shelf, I have forgotten everything?" People mainly remember their feelings while reading the book, or how they felt about the ending.
Janette: It's my superpower. I forget everything about a book.
Leah: I forget everything. Therefore, I can read it again and be just as enthralled.
[laughter]
Janette: It's brand new.
Lisa: That's why I think book clubs are so popular and people like talking about books, because it helps us remember. As soon as I finish a book, I want to talk about the sociopath that I just read about, because it helps me remember what she was saying. I think that's what the gamified stuff does. It gets kids talking about reading, which is what I want.
Janette: I think more about the characteristics of characters in a book than I do their actual names. I get to the end, and I'm like, yeah, the guy who committed tax fraud, and then his friend from the football team. You're just like, those are the guys I know. I'm like, I don't know that your names were like Andy and Jack. I just know what you did. I think maybe the gamification, to me, helps connect kids to characters in a way that is identity-based instead of name-based.
You're talking a little bit about kids reading to score better or higher, or be, we're talking about this list of like a leaderboard, right? How do you keep kids from competing with each other? Because we're trying to build a community and a culture of reading in our libraries. You're talking about connecting in book clubs and things like that and talking about books as a way that you bond over those stories. How do you keep a gamified program or even an incentivized program from dividing kids, like pitting them against each other?
Lisa: So I'll use Beanstack as the example for that. One of the nice things about Beanstack, and this still pits people against each other, but in a different way, I try to encourage the whole community aspect of, as a school, I would like to beat Plainfield East. As a school, I would like to beat Plainfield Central. Oh, did you guys see that Indian Trail is beating us? They have less kids. They're a middle school. So we try to do that where it's almost like a sports competition. You're going against your rival team.
Janette: Like a friendly competition.
Lisa: Yeah.
Leah: And school pride, yeah, obviously, is at stake there.
Lisa: Exactly. I think people in my building will agree. I think school pride is a big talking point right now in my building. We're the oldest building in the district, oldest high school in the district, I should say. So our physical building has a lot of tradition and a lot of character and charm, all those terms you say for a house that's older, that's falling apart. I think that it's really important for us as staff to help our kids feel proud of their school and proud of their team. So I try to lead that way with the gamification.
That's what's nice with the whole battle thing, too, and I'm sure we'll get to it, is making it a district competition instead of just in building, also adds to that. Yes, there are winners, and yes, the teams compete against each other, but in the end, as a building, we're trying to compete against the other buildings. All of them know that our endgame is just to encourage a love of reading within our community. I try to really talk about that as much as I can. Whether they hear me, I don't know.
Leah: Ultimately, kids are reading and talking about books, and they may not be having full-blown discussions of the plot and the ascending drama of the book, but it's a topic on their minds.
Janette: Yeah, I think about it in comparison to RPGs, like role-player games. When you're doing that, you're building a community, even though it's a game. Everyone is technically against everyone else in some way, shape, or form, but you're all there together doing something that you love. To me, that's the benefit of gamification of reading is you engage in this community-building aspect of reading when reading is often seen as a very solitary activity.
Lisa: I was talking to one of my friends at school who, she runs our Dungeons & Dragons club in the building, and I was just asking because I think that community aspect, that's what we're looking to do with the gamified reading. It's absolutely what we're looking to do because with D&D, I remember being like, "Well, do you win?" She's like, "Well, as a party, you're trying to win, and this is your goal, and the dungeon master," and she was explaining it to me. I'm like, "So basically, it's just like you're with a group telling a story together."
She's like, "Yeah, that's exactly what it is. It's storytelling and acting if you want to act, and you can get as immersive as you want." And that’s kind of with reading, that's the goal. My favorite part of doing the battles is watching the kids discuss the books together. In the downtime when we're not battling, and seeing them talk about the things with each other, even though they're competing, they're communicating, and they're collaborating at the same time.
Janette: I think the sharing part of it is the part that makes me the most excited. When you can connect with someone in a way that you both are almost giddy with excitement over a story, and you're like, and then when this happened, and you're like, "Oh my gosh, I know." Someone gets it. To see students get that and get that from each other in a way that is hard for teenagers in general, because they're going through it just trying to grow up.
Leah: But I think this gets to the intangible thing that I find it hard to explain when we're talking about incentivized versus gamified reading. I've talked about my love-hate thing with AR. I think what's missing in those is the community aspect, because that is a very solitary thing. You have to pass the quiz.
Janette: Well it’s intended for comprehension. It's not really meant for community building. It's a reading comprehension tool.
Leah: And it has nothing to do with whether you enjoyed the book at all.
Lisa: It's interesting that you say that because that's one of the things whenever I do book talks, I talk to kids about this all the time, I think that there's also a community aspect when you all hate the book together.
Janette: Oh, agreed.
Leah: Yes.
Lisa: That's been so fun with battle is hearing the kids talk about the one book that we all didn't like from the list, but they go into why. I always tell them, if you don't like a book, that's fine, but be prepared to answer why. Even if you want to DNF, do not finish a book, if you put it away, that's my big thing with trying to get new readers is if you don't like it after the first 30 pages, and even sometimes it could be less than 30, put it back. You may go back to it, you may not, but put it back and get something that hooks you right away, especially if you're a non-reader.
I will list books for kids that I personally didn't like on purpose because I want them to know that I also don't like some books. Just because I'm a librarian doesn't mean I like everything. I tell the kids, "What would have made that book better?" That's always a fun conversation, especially with my aspiring writers.
Leah: That's a brilliant question.
Janette: So I'm going to ask you to talk a little bit about your Book Battle program at Plainfield. Can you tell us a little bit about the history of the program and then how you got started with it?
Lisa: In Plainfield, there are, I'm going to get this number wrong, I think 28 or 29 schools, I want to say. As long as I can remember, middle school and elementary have had a Book Battle, Battle of the Books, whatever, they've used different terminology for it, program. At the elementary, it was just for fourth and fifth graders. They did it in their own buildings, and it was a cute competition, still is an adorable competition. In the middle school, it's all grade levels. They also do a district-wide battle with the other six middle schools because we have seven middle schools.
The way they run it is, it's changed a lot over the years. In the most recent years, it's five books, and they can have up to five people on a team. Each kid reads a book, essentially, is the goal. There's five kids, five books. You become an expert in your one book.
Janette: It's very different than when I was in Battle of the Books way back in the day, let me just tell you that. Because we had to read all the books.
Lisa: I think that's how it used to be because I'm pretty sure it also used to have 10 books, but they found there was not a lot of participation. When I became the lead librarian a few years ago, I wanted to go to the district-wide middle school Battle of the Books to see how they ran it. I'm like, this is so cool. Just the excitement, they would take turns hosting. They had this cool bracket thing. It just was awesome. As a high school librarian, seeing all these middle schoolers get excited. They were all whispering. When they would be asked a question, they would all huddle together and talk. It was just so cute to watch.
I was like, "Could my high schoolers do this?" "Yes." It was just like, "I want to do this, but I don't know how to make that jump." Around the same time, in Plainfield, we have houses. We have Orange House, Red House, Green House, Blue House. Orange House is Plainfield East and all the feeder schools. Red House is North, feeder schools, et cetera. I'm not sure if you followed anything, but we just recently had some boundary line changes. So there's all sorts of changing happening, which is why it's so important to build that pride in the community.
The high school librarians have always been really good at, we want to provide programs for our kids in a way that no matter which school you go to, it's going to be the same experience. We really try to show the rest of the district that we can work together and create great community involvement pieces for our students centered around reading with, yes, there's a healthy level of competition, but we don't always want to prove to each other who's better or who's best.
We try to, "Oh, you did this really cool program for Women's History Month. What did you do? Do you think I could apply that at my school?" We'll share. We really, really try to do that. That has always been the case since I became a librarian. I started in 2014 as a librarian, and then 2020, was when I came to Central. When I came to Central, I saw how the Green House just demographically is very different than the other schools. The kids don't have a lot of members at home because they're working. There's a lot of kids on our free and reduced lunch program, a lot of kids who probably could be but aren't there.
Even if they're not listed in the numbers, they're still struggling financially. That was a huge thing that I saw right away. I saw it a lot with our middle school and elementary school feeder schools. They would do the same fundraisers as some of the other schools. It just--
Janette: It's not the same outcome, right?
Lisa: Yeah. So we really tried. Aggie Ferris and I actually worked really well together trying to create this sense of pride. You're an Indian Trail Wildcat. You're going to become a Plainfield Central Wildcat. I would go visit the middle schools, both there and at Timber Ridge, and I would talk about what we do at the high school library. You get your step-up day, you come to your little freshman orientation. But this was specifically about the library. I went to their ELA classes, and I talked to them.
One year, I said, "It is one of my goals to bring Battle of the Books to the high school. I want to bring this book battle concept to the high school." They were all excited. They were like, "Oh my gosh, we're going to get to do it next year." It was so cool to see that excitement. I'm like, "Okay." The following year, there was this group of kids who was like, "So are we going to do it?"
[laughter]
Janette: You talked the talk. Are you going to walk the walk?
Leah: Now you got to walk the walk.
Lisa: To be honest, I think it was the same year that I had back surgery. I want to say it was the same year that I started as the lead librarian, too. There was a lot going on. I was like, "Sure, let's do it." [laughter] At the time, I had no concept. I had gone to one battle, but I had no concept of what it took to run it. I reached out to the middle schools, and they were awesome. They handed over their stuff. They met with me. They let me watch them plan. They broke it down. One of them, Kathryn Murray, is so organized.
She has it so broken down. It was so accessible to me. I was like, "I can do this." I was super worried about participation and just getting kids excited about it. But  I really leaned into the nostalgia, because especially my upperclassmen who hadn't done it since their sixth-grade year, they were like, "Oh, this will be fun." This is where the whole gamified versus incentivized, I knew I was not going to be able to hook kids without prizes. At the middle school, their prize is the pride. They get to win for their school. You still have a lot of eager young readers that are able to do that. They go in waves with participation at middle school, too.
For high school, I knew I had to hit the ground running and offer some big ticket items. Especially, like I said, at my school, school pride we were still working on. Right away, there were some very important things. Everything done during the school day. I didn't want to make anything outside of school. The only thing you have to do outside of school is possibly read.
Janette: Which you want kids to do anyway, right?
Lisa: Exactly. I knew I wanted to get teacher and admin buy-in. I knew I wanted to provide the books for the kids. They weren't going to have to get the books themselves. I didn't want there to be a cost associated with it. We had to fundraise a lot. I had those bullet points that I knew I had to have. Prizes, admin and teacher buy-in, free, accessible to kids. Meaning for my building, especially, it needed, and for all the buildings, it needed to be in-house.
The first year I did it, which was 2024, I brought it to one of our library meetings. I sat at the high school table and I told them I was going to do it. They all looked at me like, "Okay." I said, "Look, I'm going to pilot it. I don't want you guys to do anything. My kids are excited. They're jumping in." This was November. It was already late.
Janette: Okay, wait. Let me stop you for a second. So none of your high schools were doing it at this point? Only elementary and middle. Okay, so you were the first high school. Okay, got you.
Lisa: High school had never done it. It wasn't like it was something they had done before. It had been done before. It was never done at the high school level.
Janette: You're just really piggybacking off the success of the other programs and then banking on the fact that kids are going to really want to do this because they had such a great experience. Okay. I love that.
Lisa: That's the thing. We're a unit district, but this is, I think, especially true in high school-only districts. You have these sixth, seventh, eighth graders. I'm sure the middle school is seeded a little bit with the incoming fifth and sixth graders. You've got these kids who are excited about reading. They love reading. Their teachers encourage them to read. They assign D.E.A.R. or whatever independent reading programs they have. They have all this gamified stuff and all these cool reading incentives, I guess, if you will.
They're intrinsically motivated to want to read. Then they get to high school, and they just go poof, and they scatter because now you've got big-time sports and you've got band and you've got choir and you've got DECA and the newspaper or chess team. You've all these things that you can be involved in. Then, on top of that are classes. This isn't a knock on the curriculum, but they're so focused on this is what we have to get done that a lot of teachers, and even English teachers, don't have time to build in independent reading.
That was something I saw right away, which is how I knew I could be successful with Battle of the Books, is the English teachers at Central, they're so good about providing time for their kids to read what they want. A lot of them do one day a week where it's that independent read day, and they can read whatever it is they want.
Janette: I love to hear that, honestly, because a lot of schools are losing that. Required reading is taking up the place of everything.
Lisa: If you ask the kids, "Why don't you read?" Before I did Battle, I asked them a couple reading culture questions, I guess, like what their reading inventory was, how years of reading, just their history with reading. A lot of them said, "I want to read more. I would love to read more. I used to love to read, but I don't have time." That was a huge tell for me. There's more that I'm planning on doing with that down the road. With Battle, I knew that because my English teachers were involved and were offering time that I would at least be able to get the classes that did that to help me out.
Once I got the concept of the logistics down, which I'll be honest, it was very much a rip the Band-Aid off moment. I wasn't fully ready. I didn't fully have a grasp of it, but I'm like, "We're just going to go." I sent an email to the staff and students, and I just was like, "Battle is coming." I just made it like a teaser.
Janette: Is this your Jon Snow moment?
Lisa: Yes, it is.
Leah: Winter is coming.
[laughter]
Lisa: Winter is coming. Totally. When I just did that teaser, so many kids came in, they're like, "When do we learn more?" Oh my gosh, they got all excited.
Leah: See that right there. You're just like, I am doing the right thing. I'm going to keep going no matter what happens.
Janette: Sometimes that's what you have to remind yourself is to just keep going.
Lisa: I will say it's hard at times to do that. A big piece of it too was the kids that I had involved at the time, they really helped me get it off the ground. They were the ones that pushed me to do it. "No, we should do it, Mrs. Marcum. Don't wait until next year. Do it now." They were completely instrumental in doing it. So I did the teaser. I reached out to English teachers first and then to the entire staff. I had history teachers, art teachers saying, "Yeah, come in my class and talk about it. Tell the kids about it."
Just having them let me in was huge because I know when I can get in front of kids, that's one of my superpowers, I guess. When I get in front of them, I can at least get one kid out of that whole group to say, just maybe. That was huge. To have over 100 kids our first year, say, "I want to read," that was cool. At the time, I had zero district funding, zero building funding. I had an activity account that I had built with some fundraising. I was like, "I'm going to see what I can do." For people who are listening, if they want to try it, choosing the books.
I'm sure you've read stuff like Kelly Jensen with Book Riot. She's actually posted a lot about how these teen book awards and teen lists, they're not really curated by actual teens. It's interesting when we get these awards and these lists, it's like, "How do the teens actually feel about them?" I didn't have time to think about that my first year. What I did was I took the Abe list, the reader's choice, and I put it out to kids. I did put every single book on that list. This was the year that Huda F Are You was on it, The Weight of Blood. That was a good year. It was a good year.
Janette: I think it's important to mention for people who may not be in Illinois, those books are chosen by kids, by students. That's why it's a great list to start with.
Lisa: I made sure to, those of you who are in Illinois know this, but for our out-of-state guests, there’s a panel. There are four every year that are chosen specifically by kids that they get to say, even if everybody else doesn't agree, the kids want this book on it. While they all give their input on everything, there are four books the kids get to say, "We don't care if the adults don't like it, this one belongs on the list." I do have those highlighted when I put them out to the kids, and I say, "These are the ones."
I did a straight vote my first year. I just put it out in a Google Form. I put all the pictures. I linked it all to, and I went pretty extra. I linked the voting form to a slideshow with information about each book. I think I tried to link to each author's social media accounts because I was really trying to amp that part up to the social media aspect and get bringing authors in if I could. It was straight student vote, straight popularity. The biggest cost was the books. That was the hardest thing, was buying the books was hard, but we figured that out. I got everybody their books.
I did do a call on Facebook, I think is what I did. I was like, "Hey, these are the five titles we're reading. If anybody has an extra copy of one of these books, we'll take it." Our public library actually reached out to me, and Tracey from Plainfield Area Public Library, s-he was like, "Hey, let's work together. I can help you out with this." It was huge. She helped us out with some of the books. End of November was when the kids signed up by, if you're doing it, do it before then. I was stupid, and I was freaking out.
Then I got the kids all their books before winter break is always my goal. I want them to have them before winter break. This year it was tough because with Baker and Taylor closing and the result, everybody was going, it was a lot. Then we also tried to go only with books that were paperback because hardcovers are more expensive historically. The way we ask the questions, the questions are, "In which book did blah, blah, blah happen?" Every question starts with in which book, so every answer is going to be one of the five on their list. Not like the AR type questions, because I try to make them questions that if you knew your book's vibe, you would know the answers to these questions.
I kept my counterparts in the loop on what we were doing. We had staff coaches the first year. We call them "sponsors." I didn't want teachers to feel like I was adding one more thing to their plate.
Janette: Oh, yeah. Like opt-in instead of--
Lisa: Yes. We have a ton of teachers who are readers from all departments, which is awesome. It's not just our English teachers. Two of our most avid readers in the building, according to Beanstack as well, are our two math teachers, which I think is so cool.
Leah: I love that you gave, that's a great opportunity for those math teachers to participate in the reading culture of the school. That's amazing.
Lisa: Honestly, they were so excited about it. Even one of the teachers who didn't coach a team or sponsor a team, she still was like, "I want to read all the books, though," so that she could talk to the kids about it. It was a really cool thing. What I loved about it was how excited the teachers got for the kids. They really helped, I think, to push that momentum forward. It was a super successful event. We started with a written round, and we got down to the sweet 16. It was great because we did the whole March Madness thing with basketball. We timed it to be around that time. I invited the district important people to come and watch the final battle. It was just awesome.
Because of how that went, we decided to do it as a high school team last year. This is only our third year doing it. We're still, in my opinion, in the infancy phases. We did get money for it last year from the district. The first year, kids got a Kindle Fire, the big tablet.
Janette: Oh, wow.
Leah: That's a great prize.
Janette: I was thinking big kids, big prizes, but that's a really big prize.
Lisa: My principal helped with that a lot. That first year, I basically went into his office, and I was like, "Hey, friend, boss, wonderful person."
Leah: Leader extraordinaire.
[laughter]
Lisa: Exactly. I was like, "What can you do?" I didn't ask for a specific number. I just said, "Is there something you can do to help us?" He said, "I can set aside this much. You tell me what you need." That wound up being our grand prize money. It was perfect. Then we fundraised and did some collections. I did some Amazon wish lists to get anything from bookmarks. We did stencils, little gift bags, and things like that. Then we had a big pizza party on the final day for the top two teams. It was just a really cool event.
I know that my counterparts were terrified the first year. They were like, "Okay, we're going to do it, but you're going to help us. What do we do?" They were so awesome and so flexible that first year, like last year. It was hard for me because, again, I didn't want to put anything on them, but I wanted to make sure it ran well for all of us. They just jumped right in. They were like, "Okay, now that we understand this, I'll help with this, and I'll help with this." There’s four of us. One of them had the really good idea that instead of staff sponsors, we did each team could have one staff member on their team.
Leah: That's fun.
Lisa: That was such an instrumental change because kids got so excited. I think some kids decided to do it because they had a teacher who was like, "Hey, come be on my team." Some teachers were way more involved because they had kids come. Even this year, there was a teacher who emailed me, and she was like-- I'm getting misty-eyed. She was so excited because kids asked her. She wasn't expecting to be asked to be on a team. She got all excited.
Janette: That would be me. I'd be like, "Someone, please ask me to be on your team."
Leah: "They want me?"
[laughter]
Lisa: I was like, "That's awesome." I did have a kid ask me once, and I was like, "I would love to, buddy, but I write the questions, so I don't think people would like that."
Janette: "I already know the answers. Sorry, can't."
Lisa: To all of them.
Janette: That's so sweet.
Lisa: He was like, "That's why you should be on my team."
[laughter]
Janette: You've talked a lot about the preparation, the planning that goes into it, and how to get kids engaged, how you divide up the teams. Can you tell us a little bit about the day itself? When do you actually host your book battle event?
Lisa: The day of the district battle, that's a full day. We really wanted to make it a field trip. The goal I have for future would be to get an author to either come or at least virtually come and do a part of it.
Leah: That would be fun.
Lisa: We got pretty close. Last year, I really do think that we could have gotten Maria Andreu, Love in English. Which if you haven't read that book, it is-- Anybody who works with kids, especially kids who are not native English speakers, that book is so good. I did my little social media post where I was like, "These are our Bob choices for this year." I tagged all the authors because I was trying to be--
Janette: As one does on social media, right? Visibility, amplification, get your message out there.
Lisa: Why not? She DMed me on, I think it was Instagram, and was like, "Oh my gosh, do you want some book swag? I love that you're doing this. This is so cool." Then it was this year, Kristy Boyce, Dungeons and Drama. She messaged me and was like, "I'm so excited that you guys are doing my book. Thank you. It's a huge honor." It's just cool. I show the kids those messages so they can see that the authors are excited.
So we make it a whole-day field trip. And there's snacks, desserts. Last year, we did a lot of raffle prizes, like a lot. We wanted to do a lot of door prizes. We invite families of the kids. We try to invite the community members. If we have any community members who donate things, we'll invite them.
Janette: I'm sorry, did you already say-- where do you have it? Where is it hosted?
Lisa: For the middle school, they just rotated who hosted. My first year, I hosted it at Central because it was just my building. Then last year, I offered to host because I had done it before, and I didn't want them to have to worry about it.
Janette: You're like, "I already know the ropes."
Lisa: I'm like, "I'm an expert. It's fine." Not to mention, I was sweating and hyperventilating in my office the day of the battle. We had everybody come to the school at about 8:30, about an hour after our day starts. They start to gather. We wanted it to be social. We had all the tables set up with the different colored tablecloths for your school. We did do the top two teams for every building instead of just the top one team because at the middle schools, they just bring the top team. When the middle schools do it, it's a logistical piece, but the kids have to get their own ride from a parent to the event. We were very clear. We wanted there to be the buses. We didn't want that to--
Janette: It's a school event. It's not just me, my individual event. There's a different feeling to that.
Lisa: We wanted to show that these kids want to participate. We didn't want there to be a barrier to them participating by having to get that ride. That was difficult, but we got it done. They all showed up. We got everybody situated. They were all talking about the books with each other. They were meeting the kids from other schools, which was neat. We did have all of the Reader's Choice nominees at the time, out on the tables on one side of the library, so the kids could go-- They got the first opportunity to vote for this year's choices. They saw all the books.
Janette: That's really cool. That's a great way to do that.
Lisa: The way that the day went last year, we split into different rooms. We had the battles happening simultaneously, and then we came together. Then we had a staff battle, which was fun, where the buildings fought against each other. Then the top kid team that won faced the top staff team.
Janette: Oh.
Leah: Oh, fun.
Janette: The students versus teachers always goes over really well.
Leah: Always goes over well.
Lisa: Always. It was really cute to see when we would ask the questions to the staff, you could tell if some of them didn't read. The kids were in the audience whispering to each other, like, "Of course, we know the answer. How did they not know?"
Janette: "How does she not know that?"
Lisa: That was fun. Then we had pizza. It was just a whole cool thing. We invited all the families of the kids that participated. We went back and forth. As you know, people aren't always a big fan of some of the content in some of the books that are meant for teens. We haven't actually had any issues in our district.
Janette: Knock on all the wood around you.
Leah: Yes.
Lisa: I'm not going to lie. I was very hesitant at first to invite families because I was like, "I don't want to showcase anything in a bad light. I want this to all be good." We were very careful last year to keep our books very accessible to everybody.
Janette: Generally accepted.
Lisa: Exactly.
Janette: I think that makes a big sense in inviting readers into that type of competition. You want books that are going to have a broad appeal. You can't have something that's very niche. It makes sense that you would choose books that are just generally and widely accepted in the same way.
Lisa: I'm going to be honest. I didn't like doing that because I felt like it was a little bit of self-censorship in a way. We did go by the votes. We had Love in English, Hollow Fires by Samira Ahmed, The Getaway by Lamar Giles, Cracking the Bell by Geoff Herbach, and Star Splitter by Matthew Kirby. If you look at that, we wanted something to appeal to the athlete, to the sci-fi fan, because we were trying to get participation.
When we invited the parents, we had a handful show up, not a ton, but a handful. There was a mom that came up to me. She was from Plainfield North. She said, "I just want to thank you and thank all the librarians because I have two daughters. One is an athlete and is involved, and is given all the awards and wins all the things and all the games, and we get to go cheer her on. The other one is super smart but is not super involved. This gave her something to be a part of that we could come cheer her on for."
Janette: Like that moment.
Lisa: Yeah.
Leah: Something to show up for, for their daughter.
Lisa: Because they didn't have the opportunity to. Even when the kids who are involved in like DECA or the observation as a parent, and being able to do this whole round of applause thing, they are there.
Janette: The parental connection to something. There's very few things in high school. Some of it is you want your students to be involved in things that don't involve you. Then, also, there still needs to be a connection between home and school at some point. Some students, their activities don't lend to that easily, the way that sports do, the way that band or choir or theater do. Because those have performances that you attend, and not everything does. I think about when I was in high school, and I was a part of French Club. Once a year, we would have our international fair or whatever, and then everyone could come. It was like the only time that my family could engage with the French Club.
Lisa: Exactly. She said she's graduating this year, and we haven't had an opportunity to be like a proud mama moment. We gave her that moment. Right away, I turned around and went to Dr. Wood, our superintendent, and I was like-- He was blown away. The amount of district people who showed up that said, "Hearing them talk about these books with each other--" I do think that there's this misconception that teens don't read and don't want to read, and I'm really trying to fight against that. This was a really great way to show that, no, there are teens out there who read. You have sport teams and funnel all this money into smaller groups of kids, and we've got 100-plus per building that want to participate in this.
Janette: We talk a lot about outcomes of programs and reasons why you continue to do things, and that right there, even just that awareness around teen reading, that would make it all worth it, in my opinion. Just raising that awareness with your administrators for what teens are doing and the reality of how the library plugs into them is really worth it.
Leah: Again, that library is the one place that you don't have to have a skill, you don't have to pass a test, you don't have to buy an instrument, you don't have to get a physical. It is something that kids can belong to effortlessly.
Janette: Everybody's welcome, right.
Lisa: It was so huge to have all those pieces come together on that day. I joke about cloning myself because this program, to do it in the way that we did it last year and the way that we're trying to do it this year, it does take a lot of time. I feel like the bulk of my year is spent planning this. I'm hoping each year gets a little bit easier. Like you said, the accessibility piece of this, like this is accessible to every kid, it forged a bond between the staff and the students in a different way. That math teacher got to be on a team with her four kids and talk about books and not talk about math. That was really cool.
Honestly, even leading up to the battles, the administration being so supportive and subbing, Gwen Kuhns herself would call me all the time and tell me how cool it was that she was hearing all of these conversations about books throughout the building. Even if it was books that the kids didn't like, because some of the books the kids didn't love. But it was fun. I think that it was reading, and it was fun. I think everybody saw the positive pieces from it. I don't think anybody walked away saying, "Oh, I don't think we should do that again." Everybody came away from that going, "Wow, this was neat." That was worth it for me. Absolutely worth it.
So Plainfield, the public library, had a big remodel. Their teen space got a refresh this year. We knew before we even finished last year's battle that we wanted to host it at the public library. That was a given.
Janette: So cool.
Lisa: There were some people in the district that were like, "Well, I think we should really showcase our schools." We stood our ground a little bit because we said, "This is a really great opportunity for us to show some community outreach and to not showcase one school over another." They were willing to do it with us. There's some logistical pieces that we're still figuring out for this year, but we're really excited to use the space and to showcase their new space and hopefully get some patrons through their doors. We're really, really excited about that partnership. This year, the prizes have gotten a little bit bigger. I don't want to spoil anything too soon.
Janette: Yeah, definitely, don't give away any details.
Lisa: Our grand prize is pretty sweet, if you ask me.
Leah: I do just want to put a plug in here for those schools who are like, "I would love to do this, but I am never going to be able to offer a really great prize." You don't have to offer those huge, expensive prizes. One of my most popular prizes in a reading competition or gamified situation was just jump to the front of the hold line pass. That was huge. Also, when we did Rebecca Caudill at my school, the prize for reading all of the titles, all 20, was a gift certificate to the book fair. It was just small.
Lisa: Absolutely. I'm so glad you said that because I hustled for the money that we got. Even the money that we were given from the district, that just covered the books. We had to do a lot, but the prizes are-- yeah, the kids were excited about them, but I don't think they were as excited about just being a part of the competition. That was the cool piece for them, and getting a pass to get out of class.
Janette: That says a lot.
Lisa: When the kids win-- We have our written round next week, and the kids who move on to the next round, I will go to each classroom and hand deliver a little certificate and a pass for the next battle. It's a public like, "Hey, your team did really well. You're coming." They all get like, "What? Oh, what did you get?" I put a bag of Smarties with them. Just even the certificate, the one year, was enough. You're so right. The prizes, they don't matter. I think that the reason we've been able to get them is because of the momentum of the competition itself. Stakeholders in our district have chimed in and said, "Okay, we can help you out now." Don't let that stop you from trying at all.
Janette: I will say, and I'm going to offer this up on Lisa's behalf, but if you have questions about this, please reach out and connect with Lisa, and she'll be happy to share more details if you have specific questions about what they're doing. I want to ask you one final thing, to wrap this up, before we move into our last segment. If you had one piece of advice for a librarian who's thinking about starting this, what would it be?
Lisa: Just do it.
Janette: Sounds easy.
[laughter]
Lisa: It does. When I talked about this at the conference last fall, I had one of the attendees reach out to me because I ended it with that. I was like, "If you're thinking about doing it, rip the band-aid off and do it. No matter how big or how small you scale it, you can always change it year to year." You're still going to have a handful of people who have fun with it. It can't go poorly in my mind. There's no lose--
Leah: Even if you have 10 kids, that's 10 kids who needed it.
Lisa: Exactly. Just like Janette said, I am happy to talk to anybody. Like I said, the one girl reached out to me, and we've been exchanging emails back and forth. I will share the questions that I've written. I will share logistics. Last year, I went over to Plainfield South to help them run their written round. I can make things work if people need help getting it started because I think it's just a cool thing. It doesn't always have to be a book battle. It can be any sort of reading program. I think that's how we get better, is we share with each other. So my advice is just to do it. Try it. Tweak it to how it works for you. Don't worry about all the little nooks and crannies. It'll work in an organic way if you try.
Janette: One of the key pieces is that you have to be flexible. Everything has to be tailored to what your community needs. Every community is not the same. That's amazing. That brings us to the last segment of this episode, where we like to focus on mental health, Shelf Care. If you don't mind, Lisa, I'm going to ask you, how are you taking care of yourself lately?
Lisa: That is a good question. My husband is a really good gift-giver in that he listens. When I say something, even in passing, if it's an item that he can buy for a present, he will do that. Knowing this, for shelf care, I love to get massages. I've had a lot of back issues and stuff. I planted the seed multiple times towards the end of the year, last year, about a membership to this place in Naperville that I've gone to. I have a monthly massage membership, which I have never been happier. It's the bougiest thing I've ever done for myself, which I say to myself, even though it was a gift. Like I said, I planted the seed, so I made it happen.
In addition to that, I have two best friends from college. We get together a couple times a year. We always do what we call rotting. My husband hates the term. My daughter hates the term. My therapist hates the term. I think it's fine. I want to change the connotation. Just chilling, just putting on sweat pants and relaxing, and making sure you're setting aside time for yourself for that. You could be reading while you're rotting. You could be playing video games while you're rotting, listening to music.
I do try to set some time out just to disengage because I think I said earlier, I have ADHD, so my brain is going all the time. I am always looking at screens. I think that's why massages help me, because I can't have my phone. I can't have something else. I lay there. It forces me just to turn my brain off.
Janette: I don't think there are enough times where we let ourselves disconnect that way. We feel like we always need to be available. I'm always reminded of-- There was a time when I was going somewhere with one of my kids when she was in high school. I realized I had forgotten my cell phone. She's like, "Do you want to go back for it?" I was like, "No." I lived however many decades without one. I can certainly make it through five hours.
Lisa: It's freeing, right?
Leah: Yes.
Janette: It is very freeing. That's part of the stress. That's not even really necessarily just library stress. That's life stress. I'm glad that you have that time.
Lisa: I hope you guys do stuff for yourselves as well.
Leah: I'm embracing the power of focused times and teams where I'm like, "I'm going to get nothing done." I know that's still work, but it is self-care because it shuts off the input to my brain for a little while so I can concentrate. My brain appreciates it.
Janette: I have discovered this guy. He's a floral designer in Memphis. I think his name is John Mark. It's like John Mark Enterprises. If you go to his social media, it's just him making flower arrangements. Some of them are enormous and ostentatious, but he also makes bows, large wired ribbon bows. He'll just literally be talking and cranking out this bow during this video. I don't know why, but to me, it's the best thing. I'm sure I'll get tired of watching it. Also, he's putting out that content, and I'm like, "I'm here to appreciate it." It has been a really great thing.
Lisa: I love finding people like that on social media that just will put their thing out there. For me, it's just so important to find somebody that doesn't motivate me to want to try what they're doing.
Leah: I love this soap-making lady. She makes these beautiful soaps. I'm just obsessed. [laughs]
Janette: But I don't need to do it.
Leah: I'm not doing it, no, but I am going to buy some soap.
Lisa: Or 3D printing, like watching 3D prints happen. I could do that all day.
Janette: I just lose myself in it. Like you said, it's the disconnecting part and just giving yourself that mental break. That's what's so important. I want to thank you again for joining us today. It has been fantastic to talk with you.
Leah: Thank you so much, Lisa. It's always a pleasure to talk to you.
Janette: Aside from your upcoming battle, though, we wanted to ask, is there anything else you wanted to promote that you're doing in your library that you're excited to talk about?
Lisa: We are planning a lot of cool things for School Library Month and National Library Week and all of that stuff. I'm really trying to promote library love all of April when we come back from break. When the episode comes out, I'll have hopefully already started. Today is one of these Hope Days in the library. It's mental health awareness days where kids come in and just craft and kind of do what we were just talking about.
Janette: I want that.
Leah: Self-care.
Lisa: It's so great. The week after this episode drops, we have a Hope Week, where it's a full week of mental health events. The library is involved in some of those. It's a lot of fun. I work with our social workers on that. We'll be doing that. Lots of library love, book love.
Janette: Sounds fantastic.
Lisa: Nothing specific. Battle is all-consuming right now.
Janette: Sounds fantastic. Thanks so much for sharing. To our listeners, let us know if you have any questions or topic ideas that you want us to cover. As always, you can leave us a voicemail on our hotline. That's 630-734-5015. Until next time, stay legit, don't quit.
[music]
[01:01:07] [END OF AUDIO]
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