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Turning Your Summer Reading Program Green
For years, youth services librarians struggled to bring computers and computer literacy to our youngest patrons.  With so many children seemingly obsessed with fantastic and often violent video games, perhaps it is time to turn children’s chairs around from the computers and have them focus on nature.  After all, children are our future.  They cannot become adequate stewards of resources that they have not been taught to love.  This should be the mission of every adult.   This is how the Martinsburg Library’s environmental focus for the summer reading program began.
The first year our theme was “Save the World, Start with Berkeley County”.  The program featured environmental programming with local and exotic animals; a hands-on discovery room entitled “Sense of Wonder Room” named for Rachel Carson, a community garden, and eco-friendly crafts.  Approximately 1,200 young people ages 2-18 signed up.  That number included over 100 young adults.  Armed with our beginners’ luck, last year the children’s library offered a purpose driven environmental program, “It’s So Easy Being Green”.  This program was designed to show our young people that being green was not only the right thing to do, it was also fun.  In addition to environmental programming, we hosted a solar fair, made new paper from the recycling bin, crafted canvas library bags, expanded the “Sense of Wonder Room” and much more.  Was it successful? Approximately 1,500 students signed up.

Two summers ago, it seemed that we as a nation were hopelessly locked into a cycle of consumerism.  We experimented with giving each child a cotton summer reading program tee shirt at sign-up and reading credits to be used at an end of the summer credit only book sale.  The results were astonishing. Kids in the summer reading program tee shirts became walking advertisements.  Family who were really needy valued the tee shirts.  Book stores and publishers were generous with donation of books for the sale.  Parents report that children cherish the books they earned.
If these programs sound expensive, we did receive a number of generous grants, including grants from the West Virginia Library Commission to fund these programs.  Environmental programs can, however, be presented relatively inexpensively.  Reducing printing, paper, stickers and bookmarkers is a great savings, and is there anything more discouraging than seeing these lovingly selected resources abandoned on the sidewalk?

Where do we go from here?  We are thinking of a resource oriented program highlighting water.  We will use the Martinsburg Spring as our field laboratory and the “Sense of Wonder Room” for our in house, hands-on lab.  The children’s librarians are busily writing grants, collecting water oriented programs, activities and crafts for next summer.  
The Martinsburg Children’s Staff would be happy to share more information with you.  Please do not hesitate to ask.  

