
A Generation of 
Literary Inspiration

One of Baltimore’s most 
accomplished school librarians

wins book award
By Daniel Schere

It isn’t every day that a school
honors one of its longtime faculty
members with a book cover tattooed
onto a sheet cake. But for The Park
School of Baltimore’s lower school 
librarian, Laura Schlitz, it was only
fitting after writing her seventh
novel, “The Hired Girl,” which won
numerous awards including the 2015
National Jewish Book Award for
Young Literature.

“e Hired Girl” follows the story of
a 14-year-old girl who keeps a diary
while running away from the farm
where she lives in Pennsylvania. She
ends up in Baltimore with a new
name and age, working for a well-to-do
Jewish family. Schlitz said the book was
the easiest for her to write and that the
voice of the narrator “overtook” her.

“I started thinking about this story
about this young girl who was growing
up in the country and she was working
very hard, and it was work for which
she was neither paid nor appreciated,”
she explained. “And what would it be
like to take her out of that environ-
ment and put her somewhere where
she could be paid and where she
could find a bigger world and learn
and grow?”

Schlitz, 60, grew up on farmland
just north of Baltimore where Hunt
Valley is located today. While not
Jewish, she considers herself a “Semi-
teophile” stemming from her time as
a teenager when she took drama les-
sons downtown with a number of Jews
who were passionate about the arts.

“I had developed early this kind of
stereotype of Jewish people being
tremendously generous and inter-
ested in ideas and [being] creative
and scholarly,” she said, while 
explaining that theater provided an
alternative outlet for expression that

she couldn’t get at school. “The fact
that I used big words naturally, I
loved reading, I was kind of intellec-
tually pretentious and I wanted to
read Shakespeare meant that I was 
really an outcast there [school].” 

Schlitz said that the Baltimore 
setting of the book was familiar, but
she researched the history of Jews in
Baltimore around 1910 and found
her grandmother’s diary from around
the same time. e title and theme of
the book came from her interest in what
life was like for women at that time.

“This was the time when a lot of
women were leaving their homes and
getting paid for the first time,” she
said. “And that’s very different from
working in the home and not having
any control over your own money or
your own destiny.”

Schlitz said that the most difficult
part of keeping the novel accurate was
making sure all of the food described
adhered to kosher laws — something
for which she needed help from a
Jewish editorial assistant due to 

including raisins in the
wrong kind of kugel. 

Schlitz has been a
librarian at Park for 25 years and says
that writers often acquire their talent
later in life but are always making up
stories, which she sees with elemen-
tary schoolers. Susan Weintraub, 
director of library services, was 
involved in hiring Schlitz and said all
three of her children “adored” having
her as their librarian.

“She has tremendous insight about
children and has been so helpful to
me when I’m dealing with kids in the
upper school because she knows
them so well,” she said.

English teacher Gregory Brandt said
he got to know Schlitz well during a
faculty writers’ project in 2003.
Brandt said it was Schlitz’s generosity
that caught his attention.

“In addition to talking about each
person’s work and offering feedback,
Laura would often write beautiful 
letters in appreciation of what we had

done, [adding] ‘Here’s an idea for
strengthening the piece,’” he said.

Brandt, who has taught at Park for
19 years, said he is happy Schlitz is
getting the recognition she deserves
and said his students are always 
excited to read her stories.

“I guess what I would say is high
school can be a very difficult time,” he

said. “One wants to be 
accepted very much, but
also, one’s trying to figure
out who one is. And I
guess what I would say is
Laura is someone who
recognizes something in
herself and has stayed
very true to it. And it’s 
something very beautiful.”

Freshman Branch Sei-
denman, 15, said he
found the historical as-

pects of “e Hired Girl” fascinating
and thinks Schlitz is both a great
writer and storyteller.

“I thought it was really cool to see
what life was like in Baltimore back
in 1911, 1912,” he said. “She was able
to connect it here and make it accurate.”

Schlitz said she wants children to
experience the world as much as pos-
sible — as opposed to watching it on
screens — and thinks that’s the key to
good writing.

“I sometimes worry that children
nowadays don’t have enough time for
unsupervised imaginative play,”“ she
said. “If you watch children when
they’re really playing, they’re just so
passionately involved in it.” JT
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Laura Schlitz, lower school librarian at The Park School, won
the 2015 National Jewish Book Award for her seventh novel,
“The Hired Girl.”


