Board-erline Insanity

Wednesday, October 26, 2005

WLA Conference
Middleton Public Library's TAC:

Our Teen Advisory Committee started in 1999, currently has around 10 members and we meet monthly.  Right now, I have mostly new members as 5 regular members graduated last year.  Decisions are usually made by group voting and we focus primarily on collection development suggestions.  Prospective members are asked to write 3 book reviews & come to 3 meetings before receiving official membership cards.  We almost always serve chocolate or cookies with special pizza nights & ice cream socials.

Keeping a board focused:

I don't mind getting off-topic occasionally.  I think it is good to get to know your members and what is happening in their lives. But decisions do need to be made, and there are a few ways to keep everyone on track.  First: decide who is the leader that day.  You can do it yourself, elect a president to do it, or take turns.  Printing out the day's agenda items always helps.  In terms of moderating, we have tried a couple of different ways:  if there are regular members who know the structure, I ask them to run the meeting.  If there are mostly new members, I like to see how comfortable they are speaking, and I will run it if everyone else is too shy.  If there is one particular person who keeps getting us off the topic, I usually choose them to run the meeting.  Generally, if I'm administering, I let them talk for a bit, then say, "OK, getting back to the topic.."  If it seems impossible to get back to the topic, you can ask them if they think the diversion is important enough that they need to pursue it now.  If they agree it is not, ask if it can be discussed after the decision items are through.  Reminding everyone of the time left for the meeting is also effective--nobody likes to have to go overtime on meetings.

  When we have a lot of new people, everyone seems very shy to talk, so we go around in a circle.  I've heard of boards who toss a beanbag or ball to show who has the right to talk next, but our members have generally been pretty polite about letting everyone have their say.   If not, you could discuss rules (like Ann has mentioned)--what kind of order do they want?  What kinds of punishments?  Do you want a hand signal or something to let everyone know they need to be quiet?  Let the group decide what the rules should be & then they are more likely to follow them & respect you when you enforce them.

What to do when you lose members due to graduation, etc.

This fall we lost all but one of our members due to graduation.  It is really hard to see a good group go!  Usually I try to encourage new members by talking to teens individually in the library and handing them an application.  I've also tried asking teachers or school librarians to refer me to teens they think would be good on our TAC.  I think the reason I got so many new members so quickly this year, though, was due to timing.  I created a new application for membership & put it out just as the SRP was slowing down.  The applications were snapped up quickly.  We also get a lot of teens at our library who ask about volunteer opportunities & TAC is one of the first things I mention.

At first, I didn't have applications, and was surprised how many more kids showed up once we distributed them.  I think they liked the idea of having to apply to get in.  

How to be a good administrator

BE POSITIVE/LISTEN: even if you don't think an idea will work, hear it out & think of ways it could work.  If the suggestions you are getting for materials are things you know are offensive, don't simply shoot it down.  Explain your selection process & the library's stand on intellectual freedom.  

SET GUIDELINES: best if these are drawn up by the group members, but stick to them & enforce them.  Teens will respect you if you set boundaries & stick to them.

BE REAL: don't try to look, dress, talk or act younger than you are.  Be yourself.  The more unnaturally "cool" you try to act, the more weird teens will think you are.  Be a stable adult figure & the group will appreciate it.

MAKE IT FUN: icebreakers go a long way towards helping the group get to know each other & feel comfortable enough to open up.

HAVE EVERYONE PARTICIPATE: make sure everyone is heard & the group isn't being dominated by a few vocal people.
Other tips:
Don't worry if your attendance is low at first.  Could start by asking your library pages to mtgs.

If you need advice, tagad-l listserv (& pubyac) are wonderful resources. (tagad-l is a listserv by and for young adult librarians that gives great program ideas & advice/suggestions for just about anything you'll encounter in the library.)

(Copy of Tuccillo's Library Teen Advisory Groups to look at)
