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Q: What brought you to TLS?

Nancy: A bus. No seriously … I had worked as a young 
people’s librarian at a public library for three years 
and it was great, but I never knew when I was going 
to see the kids again – maybe the next day, maybe in 
a few weeks, maybe never. It was hard to establish a 
relationship with them and really get to know what 
they might be keen on reading, so I decided I’d try 
school libraries. That meant a teaching certificate, for 
public school, so I did the Pacific Oaks College program 
that had a branch at TLS then, directed by a really 
wonderful woman, Pat Sterne.

I’d heard about P.O. from a college friend, Kathi Titus (the name may ring a bell …). I didn’t have a clue about 
progressive vs. traditional education at the time, but the program, and interning at TLS, turned out to be a 
revelation. My first library assignment after getting my certificate was at three different schools and I saw a 
thousand kids a week – not a great way to establish relationships! The contrast between what I’d experienced 
at TLS and in this traditional public school setting was pretty extreme; it made me want to return to a school 
where kids were treated as individuals who could think critically and collaborate (more or less) kindly. Unfortu-
nately for me, there was a fine, healthy librarian already in place at TLS.

Though I did think about hastening her exit with a little arsenic in her tea, she made the wholly uninflenced- 
by-toxins decision to leave a couple of years later, and in September of 1984 I was lucky enough to be hired by 
Eleanor Siegl as the third librarian in the school’s history.

Q: What was it like to work for Eleanor Siegl?

Nancy: “That girl with the white hair,” as a five-year-old once referred to her, was a force to be reckoned with  
     . She was a smart thoughtful woman who truly had the courage to act on her convictions about what kind 
of education was best for children. She made sure that we knew that it was the school’s job to meet the child’s 
needs, not the child’s job to mindlessly conform to school. She backed up her beliefs with a strong intellectual 
framework, informed by her knowledge of psychanalytic theory. That can seem an out of fashion notion today, 
but its key component for us, the piece that really made TLS different, in my experience, was the recognition 
of the primacy of the emotional life of the child. Eleanor modeled that in the way she treated children – with 



dignity and respect. She reinforced its importance for staff with regular seminars and meetings with child 
development professionals to increase our understanding of what was going on with individual children – what 
were their needs? Why were they acting as they did? Why were they driving us crazy?     She was exceedingly 
gracious and dignified and embodied an assured confidence in this “different” kind of education that didn’t 
rely on standardized tests or grouping children merely by birthday or by traditional “achievement” standards. 
As a staff member, that confidence was reassuring, but could also be a bit intimidating. It took spine to take 
issue with any of Eleanor’s decisions (at least one colleague took an assertiveness-training course to help ...), 
but teachers always felt the school was in strong, capable hands, and that Eleanor had their backs in terms of 
standing up for what was best for kids. Plus, she made a dynamite borscht. 

Q: How did the puppet show get started? Are there any interesting stories behind the many puppets?

Nancy: As I recall, when the annual “Art Show” turned into the larger and more varied “Art Festival,” everyone 
was expected to pitch in where they could. I was young and naïve and had taken a traveling Punch & Judy 
show around to promote Summer Reading in my public library days. Conveniently ignoring the fact that that 
particular show had resulted in a complaint to my boss, I figured I could do something respectable with 
puppets as the library’s contribution. Former parents had donated a lovely large puppet stage and in my initial 
enthusiasm, I kind of forgot that it was going to take more than a great stage. Sigh. 

Thus began an exercise in what I always hoped (using a very broad interpretation of fair use in copyright), 
would not be considered literary theft: turning favorite books into puppet plays. Thanks to a series of (mostly) 
willing and accomplished accomplices, the puppets managed to show up every year for free shows, with 
varying quantities of mishap (remember, you get what you pay for!) and political commentary (they had a field 
day the year the Three Little Pigs, encountered swine flu … perhaps a portent of things to come     ). I’m so glad 
the pandemic did not prevent the tradition from continuing last year!

Nancy’s puppet shows were not to be 
missed. Here she is, behind the scenes, 
at the Art Festival in 2019 with Maria 
Dogero, the creative movement and 
music teacher at the time. The audience 
was always packed!



Q: Was there ever a book you would have said no to? If so why?

Nancy: Well, there were plenty that we said no to before they ever hit our shelves, on the basis of literary  
and/or information quality.

We try to have a wide variety of titles in our collection and had a great time every year during Banned Books 
Week discussing all the books that had been challenged in other libraries that we had on our shelves. We had 
only one formal parental challenge to a book in my time at TLS (the book stayed), but a few years ago, a couple 
of hardcore Tintin fans, putting their best critical thinking skills to work on their librarian, demanded to know 
why the library didn’t have Tintin in the Congo in our otherwise complete Tintin collection. “Censorship!” they 
howled! In their classrooms and in library, we’d already talked about negative stereotyping, so when I noted 
that one of the things I keep in mind when choosing books for our collections is that kids deserve to see  
accurate, non-demeaning pictures of themselves – they got it. They still wanted to read it, of course…and there 
followed a great conversation about audience and selection vs censorship. They found hope in a variant of 
Captain Underpants/Dogman author Dav Pilkey’s message: “That book does not belong in OUR library!” does 
not mean “That book does not belong in ANY library!” and I imagine they’ve long since tracked the book down 
and exercised their right to read.

Q: What is the weirdest thing you found in the library?

Nancy: Probably the headless duck. When the library was still in the Meadows Building, I came in one morning 
and noticed that a decorative wooden duck that had been sitting on one of the shelves was missing its head. 
It was a clean break and there was no beaked appendage in sight. I thought it would turn up when we moved 
into the new library, but no. So, we turned that decapitated drake into a staff “Headless Duck Award,” given  
annually to the person who had, à la Kipling’s poem If (If you can keep your head while all about you / Are  
losing theirs …”), kept their head in the face of an exceptionally wild and interesting child … or class … or  
parent … or colleague ... or Head.

Q: What’s the story behind Sam’s Disgusting A.B.C. book?

Nancy: Sam B. wrote Sam’s Disgusting A.B.C. Book in January of 2007, when he was eight, in Jessica Johnson’s 
(now Wexler) class. It’s an alphabet of all things you might imagine would be truly disgusting to an eight-year-
old boy (I’ve mercifully blocked them from memory). It’s still in the library, available for check-out, as far as I 
know (though it may be one of the few blessings of the pandemic that check-out is not currently available. 



Q: Did you start the Student Works collection? Do you have 
a rough idea on the number of books that ended up in the 
library during your time at TLS?

Nancy: How, precisely, the Student Works collection started 
is lost in the fog of memory, but I think I started it mostly 
because kids from Steve’s class were writing books on a 
regular basis as part of their literacy program and he suggested 
that they could publish them in the library. Thirty-five years 
and almost 2000 books later, they’re still there. It’s nice to 
know that Attack of the Killer Tomatoes, If You Give A Horse 
a Sugar Cube, Let’s Remember My Cat (“Maybe a coyote got 
her. Or maybe it was an eagle. Or maybe a garbage truck” 
– a nice companion to the class book: Sad Things That Have 
Happened to Our Pets), The Gone Bad Baby Disaster (in the 
Bonechillers series – watch out, R.L. Stein), The Revised 
Unabridged Original Syd Slang Dictionary (a dead-on lexicon 
of the author’s teacher’s favorite words and phrases), The 
Equestrian Center Chronicles (one mystery episode featuring 
a horse named Butler – so the authors could claim that “Butler 
did it…”), The Jones Family in Time of Crisis, and Murder 
Mansion (enough said) among hundreds of other wonderful 
works, are still available for perusal.

It was always fun when alums came back and found their 
early works, though we often had to remind them that they 
couldn’t take them home – they’re library books!

Q: Can you tell us about the bathtub? Was it always there?

Nancy: A friend was re-doing his bathroom and 
the old tub was just sitting outside the house, 
waiting for me to figure it out.       I’d seen tubs in 
other libraries, and we had a big new library with 
all that space to fill, so ... A lot of scrubbing and 
painting of the claws later, in it came. A long-time 
clever, crafty teacher named Jan Sleicher had each 
class make a pillow, and voilà. Still semi-fluffy after 
30+ years!

Many of you will remember the Student 
Works collection, which still remains an 
integral part of the TLS library collection. 
Former TLS teacher, Steve Goldenberg 
remembered the “published” works 
that children would contribute and the 
respectful way in which Nancy would 
have them help her log the title and 
author into the computer, print out a 
barcode to stick on the book and make it 
part of the official school circulating 
collection. “No matter how busy Nancy
 was, she always made time for each 
and every student to contribute their 
stories.” Steve remembers this process 
to be highly motivating for his students 
as they worked diligently to publish as 
many books as possible. “The personal 
as well as literary connection that Nancy 
had with our students was an essential 
part of all of this. It was very clear that 
the students felt heard, and appreciated, 
and heartily welcomed by Nancy into the 
sacred work of being authors. Just one 
more reason why the library was such a 
magical place for them,” Steve said.



Q: How did the Poet-Tree get started?

Nancy: That’s down to my poor horticultural skills, I’m afraid. We’d gotten a Ficus tree to add some greenery 
inside the new library space, and I’d read that it was best to water it sparingly in winter. When the leaves start-
ed drying up and falling off, it was clear I’d been a bit too sparing. So, of course, I then flooded it. I should have 
known it was a bad sign, of course, after we’d had a real flood several months earlier (nothing like coming back 
to school after a snow closure and seeing water pouring out from under the brand new front doors …). Luckily, 
that flood did not prove fatal. No such luck for the tree. So, what to do with the dead but still rather attractive 
bare branched wonder? I’d been wanting to incorporate more poetry into library classes, and it occurred to me 
that Poet-Tree, in lieu of leaves, could give us a new poem every week. Rolling the poems up was the easiest 
way to stick them in the branches – though for the youngest children, I think any rolled-up piece of paper 
sometimes came to mean “poem.”

Q: Have you ever counted how man necklaces you acquired during your time at TLS? How did the necklaces 
get to be a thing?

Nancy: I think the collection began after I started at TLS, with a strand of knitted carrots from a street fair.  It 
was just fun to wear something not boring, and some of my favorites are ones very un-boring kids, classes, or 
parents have made. Somehow the whole lot seemed to multiply and the total is now two hundred some odd 
(some very odd). Dewey need to get a grip?! Alas, there’s nowhere nearly as fun as school to wear them these 
days. 



Q: What was the most surprising thing you ever heard from a child?

Nancy: It might have been a comment made by five- or six-year old girl during a class discussion of family 
heritage. Something had come up in a story we were reading about a character whose mom was form Ireland, 
so she noted she was half-Irish. That prompted someone to say that their mom came from Hong Kong, and he 
was half-Chinese, someone else shared that they were half-German, and someone else that they were half-In-
dian, at which point an amiable blond girl very seriously and proudly announced that she was “half-Barbie.” 
Surprising, but I just mentally added it to the diversity spectrum. 

Another surprising (though thoroughly logical in retrospect) remark? As the narrator of The Elephant’s Child 
might say ... In the High and Far-off Times when older students, O Best Beloved, answered the school phone 
during teachers’ lunch period, one of these students came to the library with a message: “Nancy, I think this 
call is for you – they said they wanted to talk to the bookkeeper.”

Also, rather unexpected, the time a student came to the library wanting to know, for a story he was writing: Is 
it illegal to kill hedgehogs? Pre-Internet, so we called the British Embassy … Never dull in ye olde library.

Q: What was your favorite all-school event?

Nancy: I think maybe May Day – and NOT because I got to lead the parade (by default) in the last years! I love 
that it’s a celebration of spring, and seeing the whole school, all the colors, the hats – they always remind me 
of that recurring line from Go, dog. Go!: “Hello! Do you like my hat?”      It was great fun the year the bagpipes 
from a local school lead us off … and the flash mob year … and the gymnastics-in-the-middle year … and the 
actual May Pole in the year I was an intern. I love that it’s been going on since the beginning or thereabouts – 
and that it changes form but stays May Day. There’s something reassuring about traditions that root us to the 
good things from the past, you know?

Q: If you could talk to yourself from your first year, what would you say?

Nancy: Oh, lord – there’s not enough space in the 
world! Probably the most obvious instruction would 
be to actually read a book I once bought called Dewey 
need to get Organized? Because the clear answer would 
be a resounding YES! If I could have seen the way the 
collection was going to grow, I hope I would have been 
more ruthless early on about weeding and a little less 
enthusiastic about acquisitions. It’s hard, though, when 
there is so much terrific stuff available that one wants  
to share with kids. Maybe I should have let all those 
folks who offered to help organize my office over the 
years have at it! Luckily, the place seems to be in great, 
well-run hands with Kelsey, the current librarian.


