Retiring But Not Shy: Lessons Learned from Lives in Libraries

By Vonna J. Pitel, School Library Media Specialist, Cedarburg,Wisconsin
It is interesting for me to be here at the Wisconsin Library Association Conference and to come back to my roots in the western part of the state near LaCrosse. My family moved to Milwaukee when I was very young. The elementary school I attended did not have a separate school library media center but only a classroom library that I enjoyed organizing. After school I would walk four blocks to the Mclenegen Public Library in the Riverwest area of Milwaukee to check out more books. Summers I enjoyed visiting the public library for the children’s reading program and coming back to stay with my grandparents on their farm near Tomah. I would always look for the box of “Little Big Books” my grandmother stored in a closet and enjoyed reading them several times. My school library in high school was a quiet place for me to study, and I was very lucky to begin my academic life at UW Milwaukee when the new Golda Meir Library opened in the late 60’s. I spent many hours studying until past midnight at Golda Meir over the course of my undergraduate work. Later in my career, when I completed a degree in administrative leadership at Cardinal Stritch University, I enjoyed using another library and began my knowledge of online databases. I have broadened my understanding of public libraries and city government and the community groups they serve by representing my superintendent on the Cedarburg Public Library Board of Trustees.
When I began work as a school library media specialist in Cedarburg, the elementary school had recently opened and the collection had not been cataloged and organized. The principal promised me the library media center would be ready in the fall when I arrived, but to my surprise books and audio visual materials were still in the delivery boxes. I enjoyed teaching research skills and literature to classes each week, and I sponsored many reading promotional activities around visiting authors, puppetry, and special reading events. A few years later I transferred to the high school to explore a new library experience.
School library media specialists must wear many hats in order to stay current with technology and print services to support classroom instruction and student achievement. They must love teaching and have the essential skill of being a good communicator when working with students in classes or providing reader guidance to small groups and individual students. Many times I had four classes a day, teaching students how to do argumentation research papers, exploring speech resources, or presenting a pathfinder on microbes for a science paper. Along with classes, tutors, students visiting the writing center, small groups from classes and study halls, and students taking tests came to the library media center each hour. High school students today are very technology savvy and it is definitely a challenge to keep up with their skills. I continually strived to show students that a variety of resources, including books and online databases, might have better information than the repeated use of Google or Yahoo.
A key to successful curriculum support is collaboration with teachers. Teachers come with many personalities and educational backgrounds. They are experts in their subject areas, and high schools by there nature are departmentalized creating a bond between the teachers in a subject area. I found collaborating on research assignments was most productive when I took time to know the teacher and their particular interests, whether it be a personal hobby, sharing family experiences, or listening to the teacher’s concerns in the classroom. School library media specialists sometimes forget how busy teachers are with a five or six period teaching day and meetings with students during their prep periods, coaching or clubs after school. The stronger the relationship I developed, the more collaboration I did with a particular teacher. They understood that teaching information literacy and technology skills was my first responsibility as a school library media specialist.
Networking is critical for all librarians. Over the years, WLA and WEMA have provided the opportunity to communicate with colleagues at conferences and workshops, through distance education, and by e-mail on listservs. Many of my successes were a result of discussions with colleagues and their sharing information with me on a library topic or concern. I feel I am here speaking at this conference because I continually networked throughout my career to help others in the field as well as myself.
The final and most important lesson I have learned is the importance of advocacy for libraries. Our profession is often stereotyped, and I will always meet someone who never new we needed a degree or did not understand that I would teach classes to students in my high school. I firmly believe part of my job is marketing. Library schools and our state organizations need to continually bring the best people in the marketing field to classrooms and conferences to share their techniques from the business world so that we provide the best advocacy possible for our libraries. I developed a library media brochure, wrote articles for the local newspaper, communicated in person and via the school network with teachers, and always made sure the parent newsletter had a two page article covering new materials, my teaching activities, and technologies students were exploring.
Before I left Cedarburg High School I wanted to leave a lasting image in the school yearbook. A retired teacher moved his shiny Harley Davidson Motorcycle into the library media center. My staff and I dressed in Harley gear with chaps and all. Books on motorcycles and Harley Davidson Co., a laptop, boom box, and other library resources supported our Harley theme of “Ride the Information Highway.” Teachers could not believe how a Harley Motorcycle arrived in the library media center and the staff turned into Hog Riders.

I’ve had an exciting and fulfilling career as a school library media specialist with responsibilities at the elementary, high school, and district levels. My career afforded me the opportunities to travel around the U.S. to conferences in many cities and Oslo, Norway. The many colleagues I have met and countless university classes at UW Milwaukee and Cardinal Stritch University I completed have helped me to grow far beyond what I expected to accomplish during my career. I decided to retire from the Cedarburg School District in June, but I am “refiring” and enjoying my semi-retirement through consulting, attending workshops and conferences, volunteering in Cedarburg, and attending concerts. I hope to have a part-time position in a library soon and travel when possible. Having a career in school library media services for the past 35 years has been a wonderful ride!
