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Grades 
K-6+

The ConneCTed 
Librarian
Collaborating Beyond Walls 
with America Recycles
Global collaboration has been a 
focus for me in our library program. 
To me, global collaboration goes far 
beyond one-time connections and 
moves students, teachers, and libraries 
toward collaborative relationships 
with schools around the world. Global 
projects can focus on real-world 
problems that students can have a 
significant impact on in their world.

Our school participates in a green-
school initiative with our local 
recycling department; teachers 
implement multiple environmental 
lessons throughout the year. One 
of our teachers came to me with a 
seed idea to participate in America 
Recycles Day. The initial idea was to 
read environmental stories with each 
grade level and possibly do some type 
of activity. But this idea had so much 

potential for global collaboration 
and authentic student action that 
we wanted to take it to the next 
level. Together we decided that we 
would have students connect with 
schools around the country, share 
environmental stories, exchange 
authentic recycling problems in 
our schools or communities, and 
offer feedback to one another to 
implement new recycling strategies in 
our own spaces.

Planning
America Recycles Day (http://
americarecyclesday.org) is November 
15. The intent is to have one day 
to educate about and motivate 
recycling for the entire year. I wanted 
our connections to take place on 
more than one day. I knew that I 

needed to start planning with other 
schools as early as possible. I created 
a Google Doc for librarians and other 
educators to share their America 
Recycles Day schedules and make 
connections with one another (http://
tinyurl.com/pvshl96). The Doc included 
information about America Recycles 
Day, possible activities we might do 
together during a connection, a list of 
possible books to read, and a space 
to add schedules. I changed the 
sharing settings so that anyone could 
edit the Doc to add activity or book 
suggestions as well as schedules.

Creating the Doc was not enough. I 
had to heavily promote its existence 
and encourage people to share their 
schedules and connect with other 
libraries. I crafted a blog post to 
explain why I thought recycling was 
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an authentic way for us to connect our 
students and make a difference (http://
tinyurl.com/ne9l93q). I also shared the 
Doc on multiple forms of social media. 
On Twitter I used hashtags such as 
#tlchat, #edtech, and #edchat. I also 
posted the Doc in various Google+ 
communities, such as GlobalTL (http://
tinyurl.com/qaw39u4)  and Connected 
Classrooms (http://tinyurl.com/q7ltxtp). I 
reposted regularly on these outlets to 
reach as many people as possible. 

Teacher-librarians began posting their 
schedules and making connections. 
As schools signed up on my schedule, 
I began contacting them via Twitter, 
Google+, or e-mail to plan what book 
we would read together and what we 
might do during our connection.

In my school, I advertised the 
opportunity to classroom teachers 
via e-mail, and they signed up on the 
same Doc. I assured teachers that all 
they needed to do was sign up and 
show up at the specified time—I 
would take care of the rest. However, 
many chose to start dialogues with 
students about recycling before 
coming to the library.

Since our goal was to share an 
authentic recycling problem during 
each connection, our school had 
to identify a problem. We reached 
out to the environmental education 
committee and an enrichment cluster 
to investigate and name our problem. 
We learned that many classrooms  
were still throwing things away that 
could be recycled, even though a 
recycling bin is in each classroom.  
Also, sometimes the recycling truck 
had difficulty emptying our large 
recycling dumpster because cars  
were parked in the way.

During the connections, I wanted 
to have a collective space where we 
could post ideas about our school 
recycling problem. I wanted it to be a 
digital space that anyone could add to, 
including the schools we connected 

with. I chose to create a padlet. (To 
learn how to set up a padlet, see 
“Using Padlet to Collaborate beyond 
Walls,” pp. 33–35). I made the padlet 
public for anyone to post to and 
shared it with each connecting school 
ahead of time (http://padlet.com/
plemmonsa/recycle). I also shared it 
with teachers who were coming for 
connections in the library so that they 
could continue the conversation in 
their classrooms beyond our lesson in 
the library.

Connections

Each connection was unique in its 
own way. This is one of the things you 
must understand about collaborating 
long distance. Each school, library, 
and classroom is different, and it 
is hard to do the exact same thing 
during every connection. I’ve learned 
to have a general plan but to be ready 
for the unexpected opportunities that 
come up. The only things I confirmed 
in advance with each connecting 
school were our time, our contact 
information, and the book or topic 
we would each share. I added each 
contact to Skype or Google+ in 
advance, so that making the virtual 
call would be faster.

Two third-grade classes connected 
with Kathy Schmidt and her students 
in Gwinnett County, Georgia. Kathy’s 
students shared how they collect 
items into various bins to use in 
the library tinker lab. Rather than 
recycling them, they reuse items to 
make something new. This was eye-
opening to my students. Our library 
has a makerspace, but we weren’t 
reusing discarded items as Kathy and 
her students were doing. I love that 
connecting with other schools gives 
you a different perspective and helps 
you think outside of your daily routine.

A second-grade class connected 
with Cally Flickinger in South 

Burlington, Vermont. We took turns 
reading pages from Here Comes the 
Garbage Barge! by Jonah Winter. Our 
students had a conversation about 
how quickly trash could take over 
the world if we threw every single 
thing away. This story built some 
foundation for why we need to 
recycle or reuse in the first place.

Another second-grade class 
connected with Donna Macdonald 
in South Burlington, Vermont. 
Donna’s students picked a literature 
connection for a recycling problem 
in their school. After reading The Day 
the Crayons Quit by Drew Daywalt, 
Donna’s students decided that 
something needed to be done with 
all the bits of leftover crayons that 
are tossed aside or thrown away. 
They already had several ideas, but 
my students were able to offer them 
even more, such as making candles, 
melting them into multiple-color 
crayons, and melting the crayons  
into artwork.

A fourth-grade class connected with 
Cathy Potter and her students in 
Falmouth, Maine. Cathy’s students 
used the screenshare feature in 
Skype to share a Google Presentation 
about the composting program in 
their cafeteria. My students learned 
the intricate plan their school has 
for collecting food scraps and other 
items to incorporate into composting 
bins. Our school currently does not 
have a composting program, so 
this once again gave my students 
something new to consider.

These were only a few of the many 
connections we had during a full 
week in November. During every 
connection, we shared our recycling 
problem with our connecting school 
and asked them to add ideas to our 
padlet. We also took time while in the 
library and in the classroom to add 
our own ideas to our padlet. 

The ConneCTed 
Librarian
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I encourage you to think about 
the authentic opportunities for 
connection and learning you have 
within your school. How could 
students connect with other schools 
around a common problem or 
project? How could a collaborative 
relationship develop between your 
school and another? Give it a try! I 
guarantee that you and your students 
will be richly rewarded with the 
perspective that connecting beyond 
walls can bring.

 Andy Plemmons is the media 
specialist at David C. Barrow 
Elementary in Athens, Georgia. 
His library program is grounded in 
transliteracy, participatory culture, 
and students as creators of content 
shared with the global community. 
He makes his work public through 
his blog (http://expectmiraculous.
com). He can be reached on Twitter 
(@plemmonsa) and by e-mail 
(plemmonsa@clarke.k12.ga.us).

build relationships and accountability 
with the schools we collaborate 
with. It was hard to follow up with so 
many schools, but if we focused on 
a few, we could see what happened 
in those schools as a result of our 
connections, and we could share our 
progress with them. 

Miraculous things happen through 
these types of connections beyond 
walls:

•	 We	saw	that	we	weren’t	alone	 
in our problem. People around  
the globe struggle with our  
same problems, and there’s  
often more than one way that 
people are working to solve the 
same problem.

•	 We	learned	how	different	recycling	
can look from place to place. Some 
schools had to really work hard to 
recycle but were doing a better 
job than us. Our recycling is single-
stream and extremely easy, yet 
we weren’t doing a great job of 
recycling. This perspective was eye-
opening for all of us.

•	 We	realized	that	recycling	wasn’t	
the only answer. Other schools 
were reusing discarded items rather 
than putting them in the trash or 
recycling them.

•	 We	saw	that	by	working	together	
with multiple people we can  
come up with numerous out-of-
the-box ideas.

Next Steps

We had to decide what to do with 
the ideas that were collected on our 
padlet. We shared the padlet with our 
environmental education committee 
as well as some student enrichment 
clusters to decide what our school 
might do next. One idea that came 
up multiple times was placing better 
signs on our bins to show students 
what items can be recycled. Thanks 
to the Athens-Clarke County recycling 
department, every bin got a new 
sign. We also wanted to make sure 
that classrooms and custodians knew 
the proper procedure for getting 
recycling from the classroom to the 
recycling dumpster, so new training 
took place and some of our fifth 
graders took charge of overseeing the 
afternoon recycling.

As a result, our school went from 
last place in our district for recycling 
to first place. Our county recycling 
department came to our school and 
worked with our students to create 
a recycling video that was shown to 
every school in the district and now 
plays on our local TV station (www.
youtube.com/watch?v=sanCazZfjZA). 

Continuing to Connect

In the future I hope that connections 
like these will lead to follow-up 
connections so that our students can 
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Padlet (https://padlet.com) is one of my favorite tools to 
use in collaborating with other schools. It allows many 
different kinds of content contributed by multiple people 
to be displayed in one visually appealing place. Users can 
upload text, links, videos, or files directly onto the padlet 
from various devices. When you create a padlet, you have 
numerous	options	for	customizing	it	to	fit	your	needs,	
and you can control the privacy settings. Think of a padlet 
as a digital corkboard that allows collaborators to work 
together to curate existing information alongside new 
ideas and creations..

Sign Up and 
Sign In

If you have a Google 
or Facebook account, 
then you already have 
a Padlet account; just 
log in with either of 
these tools with a click. 
If not, sign up for a free 
account with a new username and password (Fig. 1). Many 
features are available for free, but Padlet also offers paid 
subscriptions for individuals, schools, and businesses that 
give you even more features.

Take a Look Around

Padlet has a lot of features, so it’s a good idea to click on all 
of the areas and take a look around to orient yourself to the 
environment. You’ll first be taken to your dashboard, where 
you can see all of the recent activity on all of your padlets 
(Fig. 2). From your dashboard, you can also go to your profile 
to update your information, but this isn’t a necessary step 

to get started. By clicking on “Padlets” in the menu on the left 
of the screen, you will be taken to any existing padlets you have 
created (Fig. 3).

Creating a Padlet

To create a new padlet, look for “new padlet” (Fig. 4) in the top 
right corner of your screen. Clicking this will take you to a blank 
padlet	that	is	ready	for	you	to	customize.	You	could	actually	use	
this	padlet	just	as	it	is,	but	customizing	it	will	make	it	much	more	
visually appealing and useful. 

Customizing a Padlet

By clicking on the wheel on the bottom of the menu on the 
right	side	of	the	screen	(Fig.	5),	you	will	open	the	customization	
toolbar. There are multiple options within this menu to really 
make your padlet work for you and your students. 

Using Padlet to Collaborate 
Beyond Walls
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The first option is to 
select a portrait. This 
is a thumbnail image 
that appears in the 
top left corner of your 
padlet. You can choose 
from any of the images 
provided or upload your 
own (Fig. 6). Next, create 
a title and description. 
As you type, you will see 
all of your words appear on the padlet. The description is a 

great place to give some simple instructions to users of the 
padlet so that they know what types of things to contribute.

The next option is to select a wallpaper (Fig. 7). There are 
several options to choose from, or you can upload your own 
image as a wallpaper. You also can get very creative with 
your backgrounds by uploading various graphic	organizers	

that you may have created as a class. Students can add 
content	directly	to	the	appropriate	parts	of	the	organizer.

Choosing a layout is probably one of the most important 
steps	of	customizing	your	padlet	(Fig.	8).	You	can	change	
the	layout	at	any	point,	but	to	minimize	student	clutter,	you	
may wish to think about the best type of layout for your 
padlet from the beginning. Freeform means that content 
is added onto the padlet wherever a student points the 
mouse and clicks. The owner of the padlet can move the 
content around, and the new location is saved. Students 
tend to post content on top of one another, so this option 
can create a bit of work for the owner. I rarely use Freeform. 
I prefer Stream and Grid. Stream puts each post above 
the previous one. If there is a lot of content, this can make 

the page long, but it gives a sense of order and show the 
chronology of contributions. Grid	organizes	content	into	
rows and columns. 

Padlet gives you multiple privacy settings—from totally 
private to totally public (Fig. 9). Visibility is an area to think 
about within your school; decide which visibility setting 
best matches your own situation and policies. Within each 

privacy option, the owner of the padlet also can decide 
whether people can view, write on, or moderate the padlet. 
Finally, you can decide whether you want to approve posts 
before they appear on the padlet. If you click the moderate 
box at the bottom of the settings, you must approve every 
post before it appears on the padlet. 

I typically make my padlets totally public and allow 
anyone to write without moderation. I want my students 
and collaborators to have the easiest possible access to 
contribute to the conversation. When I’m collaborating with 
multiple schools and have multiple contributors, I don’t 
have time to approve each piece of content coming in. I 
certainly go back and delete empty or inappropriate posts.  
I can also turn off the ability to write at any time. 

Fig. 5

Fig.	8

Fig. 9

Fig. 6

Fig. 7
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If you aren’t going to 
visit your padlet on a 
regular basis, you can 
have a daily e-mail 
sent to you when 
someone contributes. 
Simply check the box 
in Notifications (Fig. 10). 
This is helpful if you have 
a padlet that will remain 
open for a long time. For example, I do a summer reading 
padlet for students to talk about their summer reading and 
adventures. Rather than check the padlet daily, I get an 
e-mail telling me to take a look at what has been added. 

Padlet will automatically assign a URL, but you can pick a 
custom one to make it easier for users to find (Fig. 11). 

Finally, if you have made a padlet that you love and want 
to reuse, it is easy to make a copy of the template or even a 
copy of the padlet along with all of the posts by navigating 
to the Copy menu (Fig. 12). 

If you are done with  
the padlet and content, 
the trash can allows  
you to delete it all to  
free up storage.

Adding 
Content

Once all of your settings 
are selected, it is time to 
add content. Share the padlet address with the appropriate 
people and let them begin. Double-click the padlet or 
click on the + to create a blank text box (Fig. 13). There is 
a place for a title. I typically like the title to be a student’s 

first name or the location/school that is contributing to our 
conversation. The rest of the box can be filled in with text, or 
users can select from three options for uploading content. 
Clicking on the chain symbol lets you add an active link. 

The upload arrow allows a file to be attached. The webcam 
allows you to capture an image with your device’s camera. 
When you click outside of the text box, the content becomes 
embedded on the padlet. The creator of the content or the 
creator of the padlet can edit or delete the content. Multiple 
users can add to the padlet at the same time.

Give It a Try!

If you haven’t tried Padlet yet, it is time to give it a try. It is 
one of those tools that you can discover multiple uses for. I 
have used Padlet for various projects:

•	 Brainstorming	solutions	to	an	authentic	recycling	
problem with multiple schools around the country

•	 Creating	a	thank-you	page	for	an	author	who	visited	 
our school

•	 Crafting	pirate	sentences,	jokes,	and	pictures	for	 
Talk Like a Pirate Day

•	 Curating	ideas	and	facts	about	the	exploration	 
of Mars for a yearlong kindergarten project

•		 Conversing	during	the	summer	about	books,	 
projects, and the adventures of our students,  
teachers, and families. 

If you come up with a new idea, be sure to share it. Sharing 
our work is what inspires others to try new things.

Try out Padlet, share how you use it, and get more ideas at 
padlet.com/librarysparks/connectlibrary_jan. 
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