Dana Sheridan

the way I see it

Teaching the untouchable

Rare books education in elementary school classrooms

he Cotsen Children’s Library at Princeton

University is a Rare Books and Special Col-
lections Library devoted to children’s literature.
It has an extensive and engaging collection,
and part of our mission is education and out-
reach to children. Rare books and children...
can the two mix?

The answer

follows the life story of Hans Christian Ander-
son, using a number of his personal paper cuts
and century-spanning illustrations for 7he Ugly
Duckling. Colonial Classroom, the third-grade
program, features a day in a Colonial American
classroom, complete with horn books, copy
books, primers, and writing blanks. Illuminate

Me, the fourth-

is yes, absolute- S
ly. For seven

oW |

years, I've had
tremendous

success bringing
collections edu-
cation to New
Jersey schools.
This outreach

initiative, which
I call Cotsen in
the Classroom,
consists of six
staff-lead pro-
grams that are
available, free of
charge, to K=5 classrooms in public schools,
private schools, and home schools. To date,
more than 14,000 children have participated
in the programs.

Each Cotsen in the Classroom program is set
at a particular grade level and is based on items
from our special collections. Beatrix and Peter,
the kindergarten program, features the natural
history drawings, family photos, and picture
letters of Beatrix Potter. Kamishibai, the first-
grade program, includes historic photos, story
cards, and performances of kamishibai, a type
of street theater popular in Japan from 1930 to
1950. Mr. Andersen, the second-grade program,
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Display boards at Cotsen in the Classroom session.

1 grade program,
demonstrates

i the process of
£ creating illumi-
nated manu-
scripts and
discusses the
world-changing
| invention of
{ the Gutenberg
press, and the
advent of the
printed book.
You Are Here,
the fifth-grade
program, ex-

hibits 18th-century geographical objects from
London, England, and discusses how, over the
century, they reflected changes in education
and social structure in Europe.

Since the programs travel out of Cotsen and
into local schools, I don’t use actual collec-
tions materials. Instead, I teach with enlarged
high-resolution photos mounted on foam
board, reproductions of historical items, and
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Student working with a manuscript.

objects that have been purchased (or specially
constructed) for the programs. Students work
with (and take home) full-color reproductions
of collections items, as well. The visual material
is reinforced by a lively lecture, hands-on activi-
ties, and a succession of question and answer
opportunities designed to keep the students
engaged during the 45-minute presentation.
Are the programs suc- E
cessful? Do students gain
an appreciation for the
collections material? Do |
they retain the informa-
tion in the programs? Do
they enjoy the programs?
The answer to all of these

questions is yes.

The entire program-
ming year for Cotsen in
the Classroom (which
runs for 38-to-40 weeks
during the academic
year) consistently books
within 48 hours of the
opening registration
date. I've observed stu-
dents exclaiming over
a 15-century illuminated manuscript, avidly
searching for the publication year on a 1776
copy book, and racing each other to locate
New Holland on a paper globe from 1830. Stu-
dents often recognize me when I return to their
schools and eagerly share what they enjoyed
the previous year. Teachers repeatedly relay
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The author displaying a model press.

stories of students making further
connections to, and initiating personal
projects on, topics inspired by the
Cotsen in the Classroom programs.
There are also the thank-you cards
I receive from classrooms. While
some are obviously form letters
dictated by the teacher, others recall
key pieces of the presentations, make
personal connections to the material,
or accurately replicate, through their
illustrations, the collections material
presented in the programs.

Five tips for your rare books
program
It's definitely possible to bring special collec-
tions to school children, including those who
visit your library on tours. Whether designing a
new program or adjusting a current one, I offer
the following recommendations for developing
successful programs for your young patrons.
e Allow hands-on whenever possible.

Rare materials are, by
their nature, not things
to be handled frequently
or casually. Therefore,
I use reproductions of
collections items. A large
poster to pass around the
classroom, a reproduc-
tion of a period object,
even a contemporary
version of a historical
object can all be used
to great effect. For chil-
dren, being allowed to
touch an object creates
an instant connection
to it, and promotes ab-
" sorption and retention

of the information. It
doesn’t have to be elaborate. Whisper sticks,
for example, were a form of punishment in
Colonial schools. Pupils caught whispering
were forced to clamp sticks in their mouths. I
use wooden Popsicle sticks, purchased in bulk
from a school supply company, to replicate
this experience.
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o Adjust for your audience. The younger
the children, the more activities, transitions, and
visual changes you will need. The Beatrix Pot-
ter kindergarten program, for example, starts
as a group sitting theater-style on the floor,
then quickly moves back to tables/desks for
some natural history sketches, then returns to
the floor for the remainder of the program. In
between these transitions, there are plenty of
visuals. The fifth-grade program, in contrast,
takes place almost entirely at the students’
desks, with the visuals presented at the front of
the classroom and a collaborative group activity
at the end of the
program.

e Leave time
at the end for Q
& A. Answering
questions is my
favorite part of ¢
these programs,
and a good way
to assess if the
audience was
interested and
engaged. I build
in at least five |
minutes at the
end of each
program to an-
swer questions. One fourth-grade class kept
me busy answering questions for 30 minutes.
I've fielded a wide range of questions about
these programs—questions about the content,
questions about the Cotsen library and rare
books, questions about my work and expertise,
and questions about how the programs were
researched and designed.

e Send materials home. Every student who
participates in Cotsen in the Classroom takes
home a full-color reproduction of a collec-
tions item. “We get to keep this? Really? Cool!”
is the refrain I often hear as I pass materials
out. Sending materials home allows students
to connect with what they learned, and share
it with their families. One parent (who also
happened to be the principal of the school)
stopped me in the hall to tell me how excited
his five-year-old son had been to show him the
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Beatrix Potter sketchbook he’d brought home
from class that week.

e Ask your audience to analyze your
program. During the first three years of the
Cotsen in the Classroom initiative, I gave every
classroom teacher an evaluation form. On this
anonymous form, he or she was asked to rate
the program on a scale of 1 to 5. T also left space
on the form for teacher comments, student
comments, and general suggestions. I used
the invaluable feedback I received on these
forms to improve the presentations, clarify
content, and assess whether the program was
accomplishing
its educational
goals.

Teaching
the untouch-
able can abso-
lutely be done
through quality
reproductions,
replicas of his-
torical objects,
and a presenta-
tion designed
to engage, en-
lighten, and em-
power young
learners. It's
also incredibly rewarding. A kindergartner
eagerly asking a question, a fifth-grader gazing
thoughtfully at an 18-century map cabinet, a
first-grader creating a kamishibai title card, a
third-grader who wants to find books on the
subject I just presented—after seven years
of teaching these programs, I never tire of
watching students making connections to the
special collections material. T also enjoy their
expressions of appreciation for my visit. “That
was so cool.” “I never knew that!” “That was
the best presentation ever!” “Can you teach us
something else?”

But my favorite compliment of all time was
one that was not expressed directly to me. As
I left the classroom, I overheard a fourth-grade
boy whisper to his friend, “I thought that was
going to be boring but it totally wasn't!”

Success! #2
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