Engaging students and building relationships through blogging and social media

INTRO AND BIO

Zac Harding is a reader, librarian, blogger and book addict.  During the day he’s a Community Learning Librarian for Christchurch City Libraries.  Officially, a Jack-of-All-Trades, he’s a Children and Young Adult Librarian at heart. In his role Zac works closely with the community, particularly with local schools and preschools, but also rest homes to provide programmes and services that meet their needs. Day to day activities include reading stories, promoting the library, running holiday programmes, and leading book clubs for adults and teens.  He is also involved in other literary events, including author visits and the New Zealand Post Children’s Book Festival.

Patrick Ness, Richard Newsome, Barry Hutchison, Brian Falkner, Katherine Applegate, Michael Grant, Annabel Pitcher, and Derek Landy - these are just some of the wonderful authors who I’ve met or interviewed through blogging.  The connections you make and the relationships you build through blogging and use of social media help to feed your enthusiasm for books and reading.  You then share this enthusiasm with the children in your school and your library.  
In this presentation I’ll share my experiences of blogging and the use of social media, both as a part of my role in the library and as a hobby.  I will discuss the ways in which I have used blogging and social media to connect children to books and authors, and how they have helped me to build relationships with authors, publishers, teachers and other librarians. I hope to give you some tips for setting up your own blog and some easy ideas that you could use to engage your students with books.

Not long after I joined Christchurch City Libraries in 2009, I got the opportunity to try blogging.  I hadn’t done anything like it before but I thought I would give it a go.  I immediately took to it and loved the conversational style of writing.  I have always liked talking about books and blogging gave me a platform to do this.  In late 2011, I decided to start my own book blog, called My Best Friends Are Books. This would be separate from the library blogs and it would just be a place for me to focus on and share ideas about all the books I was reading, as well as book trailers, interesting news and competitions.  This blog is something that I work on in my own time and it’s become somewhat of a hobby for me.  

BACKGROUND TO KIDS BLOG
The Christchurch Kids Blog was soft-launched in April 2010, after much planning and discussion between the Centre for the Child Team and the Web Team at Christchurch City Libraries.  We decided that we wanted the Kids Blog to be ‘by, for, and about children living in New Zealand – especially 8 to 12 year olds living in Christchurch and Canterbury.’ We chose this age group as they are generally the biggest readers and interested in talking about the books they’re reading.  The majority of our content would be about books and reading, with other posts about music, movies, friends, school, and both library and other local events.  When there was an event coming up, like Anzac Day, Christmas, or the Storylines Free Family Day, we would write a post with some information about the event and some links to library resources, like web pages or the catalogue.  As it was a library blog we wanted to ensure that we were linking back to library resources as much as possible.  This meant that children who were reading the blog could find the books we were talking about in the library catalogue or they could find our Anzac themed webpage.  

Our blog’s focus was not just about kids, but we wanted it to be by kids.  We wanted to build a group of children who were interested in talking about books, and teach them how to blog.  We introduced our local schools to the Christchurch Kids Blog and asked for volunteers to join us as ‘Star Bloggers’.  We ended up with a group of about 20 children.  We would meet with our Star Bloggers once a fortnight to discuss ideas for blog posts and help them with their writing.  They created some wonderful content and were very enthusiastic.  However, we found that we had to meet with them regularly to keep the enthusiasm going. Once the September and February earthquakes struck this became very difficult.  We no longer had a central meeting place and parents didn’t want to take their children across town, so we lost touch with most of our Star Bloggers.  

Setting up a group of bloggers like this in a school would be a realistic goal. You have the starting advantage of having a contained community where you can see the children regularly and maintain the enthusiasm.  It can be worked into a part of the curriculum easily and once the children are used to the techniques and the site tools, they will be able to work with a high level of independence.  
Even in a school context, I think that regular meetings – either group or 1:1 – are essential. It allows you to brainstorm ideas for blog posts and support the development of the child’s writing.  Importantly, it is the discussion that helps form the ideas for the blog and is an essential element of thinking about and expressing ideas about fiction. 
We use WordPress for our library blogs (and I use it personally).  As administrators, we have our own username and password, but we set up general usernames for the children who use the blog.  Our Star Bloggers all used the same username whenever they logged in to blog, but would write their first name at the bottom of the post.  Other individual children have signed up to be bloggers and we use their school name as the base for their login, e.g. Cashmere Primary Bloggers.  We discussed online safety and web etiquette with the children before they started blogging, reminding them to just use their first name and to think carefully about comments.  We made it clear that if we noticed any inappropriate or nasty comments we would remove these from the blog and would talk to their school.

BACKGROUND TO STAR AUTHORS
We wanted the Christchurch Kids Blog to have something special that made it stand out from the crowd.  We thought it would be great to have an author of the month and they would be called our ‘Star Author’.  Through my contacts with local publishers we sent out a letter explaining how the Star Author promotion would work and how authors could get involved.  The publishers were able to send this information out to their authors and we received lots of enthusiastic replies.  From these we were able to slot authors into a particular month.  We left it pretty much up to the author to decide what they would blog about for the month, but we gave them some general ideas (e.g. talking about their writing and their books, giving writing tips, asking the children questions).  
Each author approaches it quite differently; some will really involve the children by asking lots of questions, some will run a competition that relates to their books, and some will just write about the day to day life of a writer.  We tend to focus on New Zealand authors as we have some really great children’s authors who are happy to help out, like Des Hunt, Kyle Mewburn, Susan Brocker and Sharon Holt.  Their posts are always interesting as they give children a look into the life of an author, explain how a story comes together and gets published, and give them extra information on books and characters that they know.  It’s a great way for our local authors to promote their books directly to the children who read them.   The most exciting part about the Star Author programme is that it allows children from all over the country to interact with authors.  Not only can children read what the author is blogging about, they can also comment on the Star Author’s blog posts and have a conversation with them.  We all get a buzz when we get the chance to meet or talk to our favourite authors and this gives children the chance to do the same and get that same feeling.  Even if the children haven’t read anything by that author they might have a conversation with them on the blog and be inspired to read their books.  

BACKGROUND TO  MY BEST FRIENDS ARE BOOKS
By 2011 I was completely hooked on blogging.  I wanted to be blogging about more than just books aimed at 8-12 year olds, as I love picture books and read a lot of Young Adult fiction.  I decided to start my own book blog that would focus on children’s and young adult fiction, called My Best Friends Are Books.  I didn’t know who would read it, but I just felt that I wanted to share my passion and enjoyment of the books that I was reading.  When we launched the Christchurch Kids Blog I contacted local publishers and asked if I could start reviewing books for them.  This was something I had done as a bookseller at The Children’s Bookshop and it was a lot of fun.  Publishers started to send me their monthly catalogues and I would choose some books from these that they would send me to review.  When I had read the books I would write a review that I would post on my blog and send the link to the publisher for their records.  It is a great relationship that I’m incredibly thankful for as I’m never short of fantastic books to read. As well as reviewing books for the publishers I wanted to highlight other books I was reading or ones that were being released soon, and I wanted to have interviews and giveaways.

My Best Friends Are Books has really grown since I first started.  Not only is there a wider range of news, reviews, interviews and giveaways, I also spend a lot more time working on it.  I can spend hours each night writing reviews and putting posts together, but I absolutely love it.  I’ve had some really positive comments from readers of my blog, which just makes me even more enthusiastic about it.

SETTING UP YOUR OWN BLOG

I use WordPress for both of the blogs I maintain, but there are other free options, both hosted and self-hosted.  
I really like the functionality and layout of the WordPress site and it’s easy to use, even for beginners.  You can change the layout of your blog to suit you, changing the colours and background images, and adding different widgets.  It’s free to sign up and set up your own blog, but you can also pay for added extras and to customize your blog even more. 

Richard Byrne, who runs a website called http://www.freetech4teachers.com recently wrote an article called Picking the Best Platform for Your Classroom Blog, which sums up the options available for teachers and librarians.  In the article he looks at the advantages and disadvantages of hosted blogs and self-hosted blogs, and he recommends his top 3 blog platforms for teachers - Blogger, KidBlog and EduBlogs. To find out more about Richard’s favourites check out his article on http://www.freetech4teachers.com.  

Most of the school library blogs that I have seen in New Zealand are hosted blogs, with WordPress, Blogger or Weebly.  On the handout you will find the web addresses of some of my favourite blogs, including those by two wonderful New Zealand School Librarians, Desna Wallace and Alison Hewitt.
WAYS OF ENGAGING STUDENTS WITH BOOKS AND AUTHORS

Blogs really are a great way to engage students with the books they’re reading and the authors who write them.  Not only does it give students the chance to tell others why they enjoyed a book and encourage them to read it, blogs also help to create discussion about books and authors.  

Here are some simple ideas for posts that I have used on my blogs that you could use or adapt to create discussion on your own blog:

· Who is your favourite book character?
· Books into movies – what’s your favourite?
· If you could visit a fictional world where would you go?

· If you could time travel where would you go?
· Which fictional character would you want as your best friend?

You could take a book that a teacher is reading in class and use this book as a basis for a post.  For example, you could use David Hill’s My Brother’s War, the winner of the Junior Fiction category of this year’s New Zealand Post Children’s Book Awards, as a basis for a discussion.  You could write a post asking students whether they would be William (the soldier) or Edmund (the conscientious objector) and why.  

Polls are another great way to create discussion.  On WordPress you’re able to create polls, with multiple answers that students can vote for.  You can set it up so there are two or more answers, there are different styles and you can block repeat voters.  I’ve used polls quite a few times and children seem to love them because they’re a lot of fun.  I’ve used them for:

· What movies do you want to see these holidays?
· What’s your favourite history series?
· What’s your favourite fantasy movie?

· Character Duel – who will win? (two book/movie characters go head to head, e.g. Severus Snape vs. Skulduggery Pleasant, Darth Vader vs. Voldemort)

· What’s your favourite book of the year? (We pick the top four and they have to decide the winner).

Giving students the opportunity to interact with authors is, I believe, an important part of the reading experience.  Whether it is having an author visit in your school or local library, writing letters to favourite authors, commenting on an author’s blog post, or talking to them via Skype, these experiences all enhance a reader’s enjoyment of books.  As an adult reader, having the opportunity to meet authors and listen to them talk about writing and their books gives me a real buzz.  These opportunities often leave me wanting to read everything that author has written, because they talk about their books with real passion or they’re just really interesting people.  Most authors these days have their own website (with a contact form), blog, Facebook page and/or Twitter, so they’re quite easy to contact.  For authors who don’t, they can usually be contacted through their publisher.  Many authors are very generous with their time and would be happy to have the opportunity to communicate with your students, but it’s important to remember that they are incredibly busy people.  

The brilliant Writers in Schools programme run by the New Zealand Book Council sends ‘top Kiwi writers into schools to inspire and encourage young readers.’  This programme provides free school visits by authors to schools who are NZ Book Council members. The Book Council offers member schools the opportunity to apply for one half-day sponsored writer visit a year, which are allocated on a first come, first served basis.  I’m sure some of you have made the most of this opportunity and you will have seen how much your students enjoy the author visits.  

Another way to engage students with authors and their books is to promote the wealth of author videos and interviews that you can find on the web, especially on YouTube.  One thing that I regularly do on both the Christchurch Kids Blog and My Best Friends Are Books is post author videos and interviews that I’ve found on YouTube.  Most children’s publishers (especially the main ones like Walker Books, Puffin and Random House) have their own YouTube channel, where they post book trailers, interviews, and other author videos.   You can either just put the link in your blog post, or if you’re using WordPress you can put the video straight into your post.  Here are some examples that I’ve found:

· Learn to draw with Oliver Jeffers and Jeff Kinney
· How to draw a dragon with Emily Gravett
· Derek Landy on Tanith Low and The Maleficent Seven
CONNECTIONS WITH PUBLISHERS

Making connections with publishers has been an important part of maintaining a successful blog for me.  Relationships with publishers are mutually beneficial – they can let you know about new and upcoming releases, which you can then promote to your students.  Most publishers put out newsletters that highlight their new releases and you can often subscribe to these on their websites.  These are great resources for you to peruse as they help to keep you up to date with the latest and greatest books for children and teens.  

If you write lots of book reviews that you post on your blog there is also the opportunity to review books for publishers.  When I was working at The Children’s Bookshop in Christchurch we would receive review copies of books from publishers so that we could read and review them before the book was released.  When we set up the Christchurch Kids Blog I wanted to continue to do this so contacted the major local publishers, introduced myself and asked to be a reviewer for them.  Being sent review copies from publishers is definitely one of the perks of blogging.  There is an expectation that when publishers send you review copies you will read the books and post a review on your blog (and generally promote the books to children and teens).  

The best way to make a connection with a publisher is to email their publicity department (or general email if this is all they have on their website) and explain who you are and what you do.  If you don’t get an email back straight away, don’t worry as publishing companies are incredibly busy places.  You could ask to be added to their media list so that you get information about upcoming releases. 

There are plenty of ways you can support local publishers.  You could send them the links to your reviews of their books.  Publishers are always happy to get these, especially if they’re glowing reviews.  You can promote their new releases both in your library and on your blog.  One feature I have on My Best Friends Are Books is My Most Anticipated New Releases for each month.  I pick the books I’m most excited about for the upcoming month from publisher’s newsletters and include a blurb and cover image in the blog post. 

USING SOCIAL MEDIA TO CONNECT TO AUTHORS, PUBLISHERS, BLOGGERS AND LIBRARIANS

Social media is a great way for you to connect to the world of children’s and young adult literature. I believe that it plays an important part in helping you, as a librarian, make connections and build relationships with both publishers and authors. You can keep up-to-date with news about new books and authors, and connect directly to authors, publishers, bloggers and other librarians.  I have only joined Facebook in the last couple of months so I’m still working out how to get the most out of it, but I have been on Twitter for about 3 years now.  Twitter is quite simply the best professional development tool that I’ve ever come across.  

For those of you who aren’t familiar with Twitter and its jargon, here is a basic explanation.  You join Twitter as you would Facebook, creating a username or Twitter name and a profile.  You can then write 140 character messages that get posted to your Twitter feed.  You then find other people on Twitter (for me this is authors, publishers, librarians, bloggers), and you follow them.  If you like what another Tweeter has said, you can either RT (retweet), Favourite or Quote it. You can add a link into your Tweet so that others can click on it to read it. 

When I started blogging for the library, our Web Editor suggested that I get on Twitter to help spread the word about what was happening on the blog.  I was skeptical as I saw Twitter as a waste of time, and something that was only used by celebrities to tell everyone what they had for lunch.  As soon as I signed up and started to follow a few publishers and some favourite authors I started to see the appeal of Twitter.  I found that I was able to send a short message to some amazing authors and I would often get a reply.  I was able to connect to the publishers who I was writing reviews for and help spread the word about their books in a different way.  Instead of just writing blog posts and hoping that someone might read them, I was able to include the Twitter name of a publisher and/or author and they could then retweet this to their followers.  It was also easy to change the settings on my blogs so that whenever a new post was published the link was automatically tweeted.  

By connecting to publishers and authors on Twitter I can keep up to date with new books that are being released and I can help to promote these to my followers.  One of the best things about connecting with authors on Twitter is that you can build a relationship with them.  Through the relationships that I’ve built up on Twitter, I’ve had the chance to meet and interview several authors, and even had a book character named after me.

As a blogger I’ve found Twitter to be a handy place to connect with other bloggers too.  There are some wonderful bloggers from all over the world who write about children’s and young adult literature.  Two of my favourites are Darren: 
http://bookzone4boys.blogspot.com, 
And Vincent: 
http://mrripleysenchantedbooks.blogspot.co.uk/.  
Both Darren and Vincent read similar books to me but I often discover a new or exciting book or author on their blog that I’ve never heard of.  Twitter allows me to keep up to date with their blogs (as well as others I follow) and see what books they are reading and recommending.  

I have also made connections with librarians and other bibliophiles from New Zealand and around the world on Twitter.  It is a great tool for sharing ideas and resources.  Tweeters from around the world run regular chat sessions on Twitter, like #titletalk and #educhat, to get people talking about books or education.  I think a big part of being a librarian is sharing your skills and knowledge, and connecting with other librarians on Twitter is a great way to do this.  Retweeting and flagging favourites allows you to show others that you value their opinion and helps to spread the word.  

If you are a non-Twitter user, here are some handy hints to get you started:

· Find and follow your favourite authors, or authors that your students love.  Some authors are really entertaining and you’ll hear about their new books first.

· Follow other libraries around the country.  Most public libraries have their own Twitter account and many school librarians do too if you know where to look.

· Follow the major publishers e.g. Penguin, Puffin, HarperCollins Children’s Books, Walker Books, Random House, Gecko Press.

OTHER BOOKY APPS 

There are many book-related apps available, most of which are free to download.  The following allow you and your students to engage with books and connect with authors and other readers.

Goodreads

Like the website the app connects users with a large population of readers and their reviews. It includes a barcode scanner to catalogue your library, so you can share your collection, likes, and thoughts with your friends.  You can add friends and follow your favourite authors so you can keep up to date with what they’re writing.
Smack Fiction

Smack Fiction is a brand new mobile app (aimed at teens) that offers free sample chapters from the best books people are reading.

Explore your favourite books, discover upcoming novels, dive into free chapters, earn rewards and share with friends.

SUMMARY

Through blogging and use of social media both you and your students can become fully engaged with the books you’re reading. Blogging is about creating that engagement, generating enthusiasm, opening up dialogue and bringing books to life. Students can share their opinions about books that they’ve read and interact with other students and authors. Work out your audience then decide on your own style, format, contributors, and platform. Then go for it!

Social media, such as Twitter and Facebook, allows you to connect to the world of children’s and young adult literature.  It helps you to make connections and build relationships with publishers, authors and librarians, which in turn informs your daily practice and potentially your enthusiasm in the daily life of a school librarian.
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