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By Dorothy Cantwell
It was 1998. Although I worked full time, like many parents, I committed time and energy as a volunteer at the school my children attended, The Children’s Workshop School, a public elementary school in Manhattan’s Lower East Side. I was naïve and absolutely dismayed to learn that the school did not have a library! As a child, I had spent hours in the school library, where my love of reading was encouraged and nourished. I couldn’t imagine a school without one. I made it my mission to make sure that the children of CWS could have the same invaluable experience as I had and, with the formal approval of the principal, Maria Velez-Clarke, The PTA and the School Leadership Team, I formed a committee to explore funding sources to create what I believed to be essential to any child‘s education. Inspired by Jonathan Kozol, who writes so eloquently and passionately about inequality in urban schools, we got to work
This was the beginning of a 5 year project which resulted in the creation of The Children’s Workshop School Library, which now has a collection of over 10,000 beautifully kept books, and is filled with children every day. The personal benefits of my involvement in this project are immeasurable. I learned so much during those years about the value of libraries, the history and dismantling of school libraries in New York City, and the struggle and challenges that educators faced trying to bring them back into the lives of urban children. I also received an education about library design, technology, automation, collection building and curriculum.
The CWS Library Committee included administrators, teachers and parents. We established a weekly meeting schedule and prepared for a long project. We began with site visits to schools fortunate enough to have libraries, to try to form a vision of what we wanted for the school. We were received great advice from principals including Dr Leonard Golubchick (PS 20) and Anne Cooke (The Urban Academy). I set up advisory relationships with certified librarians, the School Library Services, architects and technology experts, and formed sub committees to develop goals. After we had written a mission, a vision statement and a list of features we wanted to include in the library, we reached out to Margarita Lopez, then City Councilwoman to request funding for the project. To say we were grateful when she awarded us with a $450,000 grant… is an understatement. CSD1 Superintendent Helen Santiago approved 3 adjoining classrooms on the 4th floor, which was unoccupied at the time. Dr. Paul Loughran, Deputy Superintendent, served as a liaison to the DOE and gave us the go ahead.
 We were ecstatic, and began the work of developing our plan with a wonderful architect, Selim Ozalp, from the Division of School Facilities, and began discussing design and construction with Project Manager Barry Apple. It was most important to us that the library reflected our educational philosophy and that the teachers and librarian would be able to conduct lessons in the same way they were able to in the classrooms…full group instruction, small group work and independent reading. The final design was perfect and included a storytelling area, tables for group work and listening centers, smaller nooks for children to read quietly and a conference room for meetings and laptop instruction. Working with librarians, book vendors and Carol Ray, who would become the librarian, we developed and purchased our start up collection. And lastly, we set up an automated circulation and catalogue (Winnebago Spectrum).  During the years that Carol was the librarian, she built the collection to what it is today, a rich and eclectic variety of superb and rare books which reflect, not only the traditions of classical children’s literature and the life changing social history which brought us together, but the diversity of the children and the world we share. Carol involved our 5th  grade in the Living the Dream Award, a collaboration between Children’s Workshop School, and Manhattan Country School, during which the students read and discuss books published that year and vote to honor the book that most embodies the vision of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
The library opened in 2001 with a celebration and a special news story on NY1 about our struggle and success. The shelves filled with books and Children’s Workshop School classes began to use the library. The year also brought another school into the building. The East Village Community School (formerly the Lower East Side School), moved onto the 4th floor, and students began to visit the library with their teachers to enjoy and borrow books. Classes from The Spectrum School (PS 94) a District 75 Program also spend time in the Library and circulate books. Although when we started the project, we did not know who would be sharing the building, or if indeed we would expand to become a K-8 School, it was always a given that all children in the building would have access.
 Now, almost 600 students use the library on a full week. CWS students visit the library with Out of Classroom Support Teachers, Noelle, or Kimberly as a part of their literacy curriculum or with their classroom teachers for read aloud, targeted instruction, author and genre studies, or research. Part of the period is reserved for browsing, reading quietly and circulating books. Information literacy is woven into the curriculum starting in PK, aligned with The Empire State Fluency Curriculum http://schools.nyc.gov/NR/rdonlyres/1A931D4E-1620-4672-ABEF-460A273D0D5F/0/EmpireStateIFC.pdf. Students from the East Village Community School visit with their classroom teachers, and may use the time to work on research projects, individual or partnered reading, themed read a loud and class discussions often connected to the classroom units. The Spectrum School Teachers visit with small groups, read with students and often enjoy books on tape. For everyone, part of the time is for browsing, quiet reading and choosing books. 
I manage the library, the schedule for the classes and conference room, which is used for PTA, SLT, Committee meetings and small workshops. I facilitate the circulation of books and train parents and teachers to use Destiny from home or classroom. At the teachers’ request, I co-teach lessons on Information Literacy and Library Skills. I am fortunate to have team of parent volunteers to assist with maintenance of the library and collection. Last year we created a 4th grade Library Squad.  I am planning new activities in the library this year…watch this spot!

Dorothy -Library Bio
1n 1989, I was teaching at The Dwight-Englewood School and was one of the coordinators for the Senior Project, which involved guiding students through a year of research on a variety of topics and helping them to establish mentoring relationships, and eventually present their research to a panel of experts.  In 2001, I returned to NYC and was employed by the Beginning With Children Middle School, a charter school in Brooklyn, and ran the library there, also teaching 6th 7th and 8th grade research skills.  In 2002, I was recruited by District One in Manhattan to work as a part of a team to develop 6 libraries in District One, two new ones at Marta Valle High school and PS63/Neighborhood School, and several renovations and collection development for existing libraries. I was fortunate to be able to work with a great team of advisors and, establish relationships with the school teams of principals, teachers and parents to customize each project to fit school needs.  The advisory relationships I established with experienced and knowledgeable school librarians continue to inform my work today. I am happy to say that despite the expected and unexpected challenges, the projects were successful. I was also able to use my knowledge of the Winnebago system to train teachers and parent volunteers to use it in the library. I was disappointed  when the DOE reconfigured , centralized and closed the districts because many projects were terminated,  administrators retired and the transitions was a bit chaotic, but I was happy  to have been able to complete the projects we started.
This brings me to where I am now. I was hired as Parent Coordinator of The Children’s Workshop School in 2003. The position involves facilitating communication with parents, acting as a liaison between parents, staff and often the DOE, chairing and organizing committees. I also worked closely with the Carol and Maria when library issues arose and am fortunate to see the results of our hard work. I handled the retrospective conversion when we switched to the Centralized Destiny System (purchased for us by the CWS PTA… Thank You!)  I now mange the library and the schedule for the library and conference room, maintain the collection and shelves, am the liaison with the book vendors for processing information. I process and catalogue new materials and facilitate circulation for all three schools.  I am available (and love) to answer students questions. When requested to I train teachers and parents to use the Destiny system and co-teach lessons on Information Literacy and Library Skills
 I am very honoured to have been a part of this great endeavour. I know that the field is rapidly changing, but I still feel that the library is the heart of the school and is essential to the education of self-motivated, lifetime learners. It is even more crucial now, in this “Age of Information” that Children learn early to look critically and carefully at the massive amount of information they are exposed to through technology and sort out the truth. I love watching the children enjoy the Library and am always fascinated as I watch each child’s individual development as a reader and thinker. I also believe  that the experience of  getting lost in a novel, becoming enchanted by  gorgeous illustrations, or opening a book of poetry to a random page and finding a poem that speaks to the soul are experiences we need to preserve for our children.. What better place than The Library?    
 
