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I will always remember the fall of 2018 Youth Services Information Exchange (YSIE) 
when I first heard about the Innovation and Collaboration Grant that WVLS was offering.  It was 
such a big thought in my head to even apply for a grant that large.  The more I let the idea in, 
the more I could saw what could be created for my community.  I talked with my library 
director, Tammie Blomberg, to make sure she was supportive.  She gave me the go-ahead. 

First, I had to find a partner.  YSIE was a great source to begin my search because it had been a 
place for me to grow in my connections with other youth services librarians.  I knew I wanted a 
library partner with a larger service area than the Rib Lake Public Library, but not so big we 
could not relate with each other.  Being close would also help.  Annette Miller from Tomahawk 
was the first person and library that seemed to fit, and I knew her a little bit from YSIE.  I loved 
her outdoor-nature focused program, “Stories by the River.”  I was nervous but reached out to 
her and she said “yes!”  Next, we set up a meeting with Anne Hamland in each of our spaces 
and started talking about ideas.  The needs and unique aspects of both our communities (and 
available areas) was a big part of developing a vision for each of our centers.  

My brainstorming began with the WVLS grant resources page with examples of what 
other libraries had implemented in their spaces.  Those were great inspiration pages that 
helped me think bigger.  I knew we needed color and the idea of a large wall mural just stood 
out to me.  Three goals helped me focus on the overall project as well as the content for the 
mural.  I wanted the five early literacy tools to be highlighted; color to draw people to the area, 
and I wanted to make our library more welcoming to our Hispanic community by including a 
bilingual aspect.  The more I worked on the details of the plan, the clearer my vision became. 

 My first thoughts had been limited to a small space within our children’s area of the 
library.  Then I spent some time physically sitting in the area, talking with my director and 
meeting with Annette and Anne and my vision grew to include our whole children’s area. I 
realized there was a place to provide an opportunity for caregivers and children to explore each 
one of the “Sing, Play, Read, Write, Talk” literacy tools.  That was exciting.  I also wanted to 
include some form of lighting in our space to add color and movement above and a large area 
rug for the floor to anchor the space and hold it together.  I added more seating ideas as we 
went along; yoga cushions to double for Story-time and whiteboard area. 

Writing the application was a formidable experience.  I was so unsure of myself but keeping in 
contact with Annette and being able to ask questions of the grant organizers kept me from 
giving up.  The day I submitted my application, I felt relief that I had done my best and 
submitted an application that would benefit my community.  I also felt like my efforts would 
not be good enough to measure up to the other applicants.  I think euphoria describes my 
feelings the day I got the call from WVLS that Annette and I had been chosen as recipients. 
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Living in a rural area, not close to shopping, I used the internet to search for materials 
and services.  Our library board president shared a local designer.  I was able to meet with her 
and share my vision.  She helped me choose paint colors for our wall paint.  Wow did that pay 
off.  It was just the right palette to set the tone I wanted.  I hired local whenever I could for our 
big projects, the painter, electrician, sign artisan, music wall, and mural artist.  

 
The mural and choosing an artist were the most challenging part of the grant process for 

me.  It was a big-ticket item and important to me to get it right.  I had some long conversations 
with Anne Hamland who shared ideas of where to look for an artist.  I asked our local art 
teacher for a reference of a student from the Hispanic community, but he had no students in 
his classes which was disappointing.  I focused on creating a mural proposal guide that included 
our budget, elements/or general ideas to include, and a basic color scheme.  I reached out to 
three local artists who had shown interest during an initial phone call, a retired art teacher, a 
current artist living in Madison but from the area, and a local artist I knew personally.  I checked 
in a couple times to make myself available for questions or clarification and was hopeful we 
would have three strong choices for our mural.  I planned to include some judges from our 
board to help me choose since I had a personal connection with one artist.  In the end, after 
extending the deadline, only one artist submitted a proposal with the other two letting me 
know that life circumstances prevented them from submitting.  There was a measure of 
disappointment that I did not have the variety of choices I had hoped to see.  However, that 
disappeared when I saw the strong mural proposal that had been submitted.  In the end, it was 
rewarding to work with our very local artist who had children and grandchildren in our school 
district.  She was happy to work during library hours at times which allowed our patrons a truly 
unique and valuable experience.  Her work encouraged budding artists from our community to 
see what is possible and even the process for making it happen.  We took pictures along the 
way, made a “spot the differences” activity, and even a time warp video of the progress. 
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A recurring roadblock that I dealt with was feeling like I was not making the kind of 
progress that I expected or that was needed.  Two things helped me through that.  Talking to 
my partner Annette Miller was mutually encouraging every time.  I feel like we were each 
other’s sounding board, encourager, and even motivator.  I needed her perspective to be 
successful in this process and now consider her not only a valued and trusted youth services 
peer, but also friend.   I am so excited for the relationship we now have going forward.  The 
second thing that helped me push through the hard times was my monthly report.  It was a 
wonderful tool to help me see the progress that I was making as well as a place to be reflect on 
the experience.  I really appreciate these parts of the process. 

 The biggest roadblock I have faced and continue to face is COVID-19.  Like everything 
else in our world, it has changed plans.  It affects how we serve at our library.  Many items that 
have been planned for interaction are put away, our “in person” indoor programming is on 
hold. Just before the shutdown last spring I was about to have a Grand Opening of our new 
“Adventure Corner – where we explore TOGETHER.”  I am not quite sure what to do about that, 
but that is one thing I will continue to work on going forward – figuring out how to make our 
center and our literacy kits work in this new world.  For now, I am using some of the elements 
in my virtual story-times when it fits.   

 

 



                                                                                                                                  
  

One highlight of the process was when I discovered that each of the animals included in 
our mural had a natural correlation to one of the early literacy tools!  Fox are playful, owls are 
associated with reading, frogs sing, squirrels chatter and raccoons are good at using their hands 
(writing).  This was not planned but discovered and it sparked the idea to purchase a beautiful 
Folkmanis puppet for each one of the animals as another way kids could interact with our 
mural.  It also gave me the idea of including the associated animal on each of our 5 signs 
throughout the space.  The artist was willing to do a smaller version of each animal to make 
that happen so the sign-maker put together the sign and then we sent them to the artist to 
paint.  It brought more continuity to our center.   

This is the first grant I have applied to receive.  It was a scary thing to do that.  I wish I 
had known before I did, the wonderful direction I would receive from WVLS, and the amazing 
support I would receive from my partner, my director, our library board, and especially our 
community.  I would not have been as afraid.  Overall, it was an experience that energized, built 
confidence, and connected me to more of my community.  It created something wonderful for 
our patrons in our little corner of the world.  I am blessed to have been a part of that.  

Through this process I have learned how to reach out to my community in new ways.  
Including Spanish in our signs and kits, made it natural to me to transfer that to more areas of 
our library service.  For example, this summer when I created a Storywalk® as an outdoor 
program in Rib Lake, I chose a book that creatively mixed up both English and Spanish.  It was 
an easy choice to make and I hope continues to make our library feel more accessible to all in 
our community.  My collaboration skills have grown to help me reach out to our school district 
more and think about how we as a library can be of service during this challenging year.  I will 
be meeting with the principal in the next week or two to discuss putting a second Storywalk® 
on the school walking path – and rotating books from one path to the other.  This will provide 
our teachers an outdoor education opportunity and bring a great book to a whole other group 
of people and students who may not have even read it yet.  It will also bring continued 
attention to connections between our school and our library.   

A literacy resource I discovered along the way is the Chippewa Valley – Talking is 
Teaching group.  I signed up to receive emails from them with resources – that are in both 
English and Spanish - all ready to print out and share in “The Adventure Corner – where we 
explore TOGETHER.”  It is an easy and clear way to share information about early literacy with 
our families and caregivers.  It is a monthly reminder to me of ways I can incorporate those 
skills and tools into my youth programming.  It is also a resource that is visible and available to 
our whole staff.   

I had wanted to connect with more Spanish speaking groups such as our Spanish class 
and our Hispanic community.  I planned to invite them to come in and “test out” our bilingual 
literacy kits in preparation for our Grand Opening.  I also hoped that if even a few came in it 
would help get the word out and develop more personal connections.  Since that did not 
happen it is a goal I will continue to work toward in the future.  I am happy that I had a great 
native Spanish speaking patron to help me with the translations and I believe she will continue 
to be a valuable connection in reaching out to the that community. 

There were some connections I had not anticipated when submitting my application.  I 
had never worked with a designer before and had not planned to do that.  I am so glad she was 



                                                                                                                                  
  

referred to me.  This is a connection I will be quick to recommend going forward as we make 
improvements to other library spaces.  I also discovered the local business, Personalized 
Treasures while making the “Let’s Talk Together - Frog Lifecycle Kit.”  They took the wooden 
labels we had purchased and put the Spanish translation on the flip side.  They also helped us 
create a wooden stamp animal track for each of our mural animals.  We have this in another 
literacy kit to explore with playdough.  They are a local resource I will use again. 

I am a slightly introverted person and naturally tend to stick with the things and people I 
already know.  This experience has made it easier for me to think bigger and consider more 
outside my comfort zone.  I am more confident in reaching out to other libraries/librarians who 
are doing something I admire.  Recently I had a great conversation with the youth services 
librarian from the Rhinelander library. We talked about a similar project we have each been 
doing and how we can learn from each other and maybe even share some of our resources.  I 
would not have done that before this experience.   

Through this experience I have learned about and used many of the great resources that 
WVLS shares with their libraries through Anne Hamland and Jamie Matczak.  Everything from 
webinars on Canva and Be Funky, to information about grants and making connections with 
other librarians serving youth and so much more.   I am grateful for all you do for your libraries.  

 

 

  


