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American Libraries | GUEST EDITORIAL

School Librarians: Leaders Transforming
Teaching and Learning
by Courtney L. Young, Keith Michael Fiels, Terri Grief, and Sylvia Knight Norton

his American Libraries digital
T supplement on the value of

school librarians in improv-
ing every child’s education is for
librarians, educators, parents, ad-
ministrators, and anyone who
cares about students. School
libraries are loved and valued by
millions of students and teachers
who use them every day.

In too many schools, school
library budgets and school librarian
positions are being cut. This puts
our children’s education and work-
force readiness at peril.

Schools with a strong school
library program—and a certified
school librarian—ensure their stu-
dents have the best chance to suc-
ceed. School libraries are places of
opportunity, learning hubs where
students use technology and find the
latest resources in a safe and nur-
turing climate. Strong school library
programs foster critical thinking,
providing students with the skills
they need to analyze and create new
ideas in compelling ways. School
librarians instill confidence in
reading in multiple formats, which
is fundamental to learning, personal
growth, and enjoyment.

A good school librarian teaches
students how to learn and helps
teachers and administrators drive
student success. School librarians
work with every student, teaching
him or her to think critically, pro-
viding the resources and support

needed across grade levels and sub-
ject matters and nurturing a stu-
dent’s creativity. School librarians
connect other educators to current
trends and resources for teaching
and learning. The school librarian is
an essential partner for all teachers,
providing print and digital materials
that meet diverse needs and collab-
orating to deepen student learning.

Schools with a strong
school library program—
and a certified school
librarian—ensure their stu-
dents have the best chance
to succeed. They foster criti-
cal thinking, providing the
skills students need to ana-
lyze and create new ideas.

In short, school librarians are
leaders who make the whole school
more effective. The American Asso-
ciation of School Librarians (AASL),
a division of the American Library
Association, has worked in conjunc-
tion with American Libraries to de-
velop this digital supplement as part
of ALA’s School Library Campaign.
The School Library Campaign is a
call to action to ensure excellence
for every student by demanding a
school library—with a certified
school librarian—in every school.

The future of our children is at

stake, and your voice matters. Talk
with others in your community—
parents, teachers, principals, and
the school board or superinten-
dent—about the importance of
strong school library programs with
certified school librarians. In the
following pages you will learn more
about:

B The origins of ALA’s School
Library Campaign;

m ALA’s and AASL’s efforts to ad-
vocate on behalf of school librar-
ians;

B How school librarians impact
student development, including in-
formation literacy and access to in-
formation;

B How students and parents are
fighting for school librarians in
their local schools;

® How one school librarian is
making her library the hub of the
school;

B How parents, teachers, admin-
istrators, and school librarians can
get involved in the fight to keep
school librarian positions in their
local schools.

We hope you find inspiration
from the hard work and dedication
of the many school librarians and
advocates featured in this supple-
ment. Il

—Courtney L. Young is ALA presi-
dent; Keith Michael Fiels is ALA execu-
tive director; Terri Grief is president of
AASL; and Sylvia Knight Norton is
AASL'’s executive director.
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t is October. Community members, parents, school

administrators, and city officials have gathered in the

newly renovated library of a large urban elementary
school to celebrate the transformation of the library. While
waiting for the festivities to begin, a 2nd-grade boy begins
an earnest conversation with the visiting library director.
“Ask me anything about US presidents,” he says.




At the somewhat startled expression on the director’s
face, he continues, “You can ask me anything you want
to know. I have read every book in this library about
American presidents. I'm an expert!”

In those few words, that young man captured the
vision and impact of school libraries on the intellec-
tual, social, and emotional development of every stu-
dent. The vision of school libraries is to enable all
students to become independent readers and learn-
ers—in other words, to develop into individuals who
love to read; critically evaluate ideas as they read and
view; form their own opinions based on evidence; col-
laboratewiththeirclassmatestobuild newunderstand-
ings together; create products
to share their ideas through
multiple formats; and develop
attitudes of success like self-
confidence and perseverance.
Everystudent should be able to
proclaim “I'manexpert!”based
on the inquiry and discovery
made possible by a vibrant
school library program.

School librarians bring that
vision into reality by building
effective programs around a
core of essential action areas:

Fostering Independent
Reading. Research verifies
that children learn to read by
reading. By providing reading
guidance and connecting students with the right books
at the right time, school librarians develop both the
motivation to read and the reading fluency that trans-
late into higher literacy levels and the desire to read
for alifetime.

Teaching Critical Information Skills and Dispo-
sitions in Collaboration with Classroom Teachers.
School librarians are responsible for teaching the
skills of learning. These include determining the main
idea of a piece; gathering evidence to support a conclu-
sion or opinion; evaluating information; seeking
multiple perspectives; constructing new understand-
ings; and maintaining safe, ethical, and responsible
behavior online. Librarians also take responsibility
for helping students develop attitudes that enable
them to set high standards for themselves and perse-
vere until they complete projects successfully.

Ensuring Equitable Access to Resources and Tech-
nology. School libraries are a force for equitable access
to resources and technology for all students. Students

School libraries have a
profound impact on the
development of all students.
Every young person has a
right to build a pathway to
success—and that starts
with a vibrant school
library that is staffed by
a professional school
librarian.

who do not have ready access to books, learning mate-
rials, or computers in their own homes can use library
resources to equalize their chance at learning. Librar-
ians transform resources into powerful learning tools
by gathering and organizing the best websites, pri-
mary sources, and resources aligned with classroom
learning. Librarians teach students the technology
skills to be able to use computers, social tools, and
production tools to accomplish their best work.

Creating a Safe and Nurturing Climate. School
libraries offer a risk-free, comfortable space in the
school. Libraries invite students to discover, have
conversations about ideas and interests, pursue their
own interests, and “become
experts.” The school librarian
is a caring adult who attends to
each student’s needs and inter-
ests while gently pushing him
or her to achieve more and
think more critically.

Providing Schoolwide
Instructional Leadership.
School librarians are masters
at leading from the middle,
helping colleagues implement
standards and new ideas. Be-
cause the librarian has a whole-
school perspective, he or she
can connect teachers to the
principal’s vision and to one
another, strengthenlearningin
each classroom by integrating the teaching of informa-
tion skills and the use of technology, and foster con-
nections between the teaching and learning in the
school and the outside world.

The opportunities school libraries provide and the
actions school librarians take have a profound impact
onthelearning and development of all students. Every
young person has a right to build a pathway to success,
which starts with a vibrant school library staffed by a
professional school librarian. U

BARBARA STRIPLING is immediate past president
of the American Library Association and an assistant
professor of practice in the School of Information
Studies at Syracuse University. Previously, in her
35-year library career, Stripling has been director

of library services for the New York City schools, a
school library media specialist and school district
director of libraries in Arkansas, a library grant
program director in Tennessee, and director of library programs at
a local education fund in New York City. She received a doctorate
in information management from Syracuse University in 2011 and
has written or edited numerous books and articles.
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The AASL infographic School Librarians Transform Learring
is part of the digital supplement to the Sept/Oct 2014 issue
of ALA's American Libraries magazine. Members of the &
media and public are permitted to repost the PDF info- ©
graphic, provided no alterations are made and that the
posting is for educational, noncommercial purposes only.
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he mildly amusing question,

S j for School
Libraries

“If a tree falls in a forest and no

one hears it, does it make a sound?” has much more serious

implications if considered in light of advocacy for school
libraries. For years, school librarians have pleaded, cajoled,
publicized, and even demanded that administrators, teachers,
parents, and school boards recognize the value of school libraries
and support them accordingly. If no one has heeded our pleas,
then have we really made a sound?

Thatveryissue confronted the American Library Asso-
ciation (ALA) in 2011 as school libraries across the coun-
try were being shuttered and school librarian positions
were being eliminated, despite national, state, and local
advocacy efforts. The looming crisis called for a thought-
ful reappraisal of our advocacy work and a new and hope-
fully more effective campaign that would dive deeperinto
the impact of school libraries on preparing all students to
pursue paths to academic and personal success.

A number of ALA units have been engaged in this re-
imagining effort: a task force on school library advocacy
with broad membership from across ALA; the Office for
Library Advocacy; the Committee on Library Advocacy; the
Public Information Office; ALA and American Association
of School Librarians (AASL) executive directors; and ALA
and AASL presidents over the last three years. The follow-
ing is my personal perspective, as the 2013-2014 ALA
president and a lifetime school librarian, on this critical
work, with both driving questions and lessons learned.

The questions underlying our reimagining initiative
are organized under a framework of action steps that can
be useful for the whole spectrum of advocacy efforts—from
a single school to national and international campaigns:
clarifying the characteristics of effective school libraries;
identifying evidence of school library impact; crafting the
message; developing partnerships and delivering the
message; and evaluating the advocacy impact.

Clarifying the characteristics
of effective school libraries

The fundamental first question for any school library
advocacy is “What are the critical features of a 21st-century
school library?” School libraries should be learning or-
ganizations, constantly realigning their priorities as the
needs of the students, teachers, curriculum, and future
pathways change. One program might emphasize reading
and building a culture of literacy; another program might

september/october 2014 digital supplement on school libraries
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All school library programs
must be led by a school

who builds the program around
the pillars of library service.

focus on integrating technology throughout teaching and
learning.

But there is an essential component that enables
every school library to adapt and deliver effective ser-
vices. All school library programs must be led by a school
librarian who builds the program around the pillars of
library service. Those pillars include reading guidance,
instruction, accesstoresourcesandtechnology,alibrary
environment (both physical and virtual) thatis condu-
cive tolearning, and support for teaching and learning
throughout the school.

Within those parameters are seemingly endless per-
mutations, just as the schools themselves are infinitely
variable. National and state program guidelines and rubrics
offer guidance about the possibilities, but the specific
areas of focus for each school must be a local decision
based on the school’s needs and priorities. Every school
librarian must be a strategic and visionary instructional
leader and must take responsibility for developing an
individualized program that specifically aligns with the
changing instructional climate of the school.

The fact that each school librarian must design his or
her own unique program poses an interesting dilemma
for state and national advocacy. A national campaign
might emphasize the instructional role, while a local
school librarian may structure his or her program on a
recognized need to build a schoolwide culture of reading
motivation. I have wrestled with the conflict between
knowing that national advocacy should present a picture
of the highest expectations for all aspects of a school
library and realizing that no program could possibly ful-
fill those expectations in every area. From my struggles to
present pictures of effective school libraries, I have
learned a number of lessons that are applicable at both
the local and national level:

B Draw from research, state rubrics, and national
standards. These documents have been developed by some
of the best thinkers and researchers in our field. They

present a vision of excellence and aspirational goals for
program planning.

B Streamlinethe characteristics. Ouraudienceneeds
simplicity; they do not want to hear all the complexities
about each aspect of a school library program. That need
for clarity shaped the main advocacy tool of my presi-
dency, the Declaration for the Right to Libraries, and the
Declaration forthe Rightto School Libraries adapted from
it. By defining the major areas of impact of a library pro-
gram and describing them in simple language, we were
tryingto openaconversationbetweenlibrariansand their
communities about the values that a library brings to the
community it serves.

B Highlightinstruction and reading guidance, not
collections and computers. Many conversations with
school librarians begin and end with resources. That’s
partly because some school librarians have not accepted
their primary responsibility to be teachers and partly
because they constantly have to battle with administra-
tors to secure the budget funding to acquire any re-
sources at all. A focus on resources, however, does not
sell the library program or the role of the librarian to
teachers, administrators, students, parents, or school
boards. They want to know how the school library helps
students learn, and they do not really care whether in-
formation is gathered from books in the library, the
internet, or another source.

B Think about the unique values that libraries add
to the school environment. In this age of budget reduc-
tions and accountability, school librarians must be able
to articulate the unique and essential added values of the
school library. These impacts vary by school, but I have
found certain ones resonate well with many different
constituencies: the teaching of critical and creative think-
ing skills, the teaching and fostering of grit and persever-
ance, the development of a schoolwide culture of reading,
the nurturing of social and emotional development in all
students, and the connector/leadership role of the school
librarian.

Identifying evidence of

school library impact

Questions that help identify evidence of the impact of
school library programs include: (1) What is the trajectory
for kids who have a school library? (2) What is the trajec-
tory for those who have no school library? (3) How do we
measure and provide evidence of the value of school
libraries? (4) What research do we have and still need to
provide evidence of the impact of school libraries?




A number of correlational studies have been con-
ducted in states across the country about the impact of
school libraries. These form a strong backbone for our
evidence gathering. Additionally, AASL has received
grant funding from the Institute of Museum and Library
Services (IMLS) to kick-start causative school library
research. Other studies and anecdotal evidence from an
array of related fields are readily available about the im-
portance of critical thinking skills, the use of technology
by children and teens, the necessity of soft skills like grit
and determination, access to technology in rural and
urban areas, the development of reading, and other areas
relevant to school library programs. Beyond research,
AASL and numerous library publications have captured
examples of best practice and stories of impact.

To my dismay, I have found that library research and
literature on best practices rarely persuade someone to
change his or her mind about the impact of the school
library program. Administrators and school boards eas-
ily dismiss the studies that school librarians eagerly press
upon them.

That does not mean that research evidence is unim-
portant, but it needs to be couched in certain ways to
permeate the hard shell of financial and testing account-
abilities that administrators have been forced to use to
determine the effectiveness of any program. To accom-
plish this, advocates can:

B Backup national and state research with local ac-
tion research. The most powerful research-based evi-
dence I ever saw was a class-based analysis of student
literacy test scores in comparison to the number of times
each class had been in the school library for instruction
and research during the year. The almost perfect correla-
tion between high library usage and high test scores
persuaded the principal to make collaboration with the
school librarian a requirement for every teacher in the
building.

B Develop qualitative measures ofimpact. The hard-
est aspects of a school library program to measure are the
changesinattitude, motivation, culture, and independent
learning that occur as a result of library instruction and
experiences. Active collection of qualitative measures
through surveys, conversations, interviews, and self-
assessment instruments will add depth to the local advo-
cacy messages.

B Collect stories. The biggest lesson I have learned
this year is the power of story to make an impact. Collect
stories on a regular basis and learn to tell them with
punch at appropriate times to accompany data-based
evidence.

Crafting the message

Developing a powerful message is one of the trickiest
aspects of advocacy. The tendency is to revert to tried-
and-true messages that seem to have limited effect. A
focus on two questions helps move our thinking on mes-
saging beyond the usual: (1) What is the compelling mes-
sage about school libraries that cannot be denied? (2) What
message about the impact of school libraries on learning
will change the mind-set of teachers, administrators,
parents, and legislators?

Messagingmustbe nuanced and compelling, butlibrar-
ians are not typically trained in developing advocacy
messages. Lessons [ have learned in the course of devel-
oping powerful messages include:

B Connect messages to the priorities of the person
to whom the advocacy is addressed. Rule number one
of advocacy is to make sure that we understand the goals
and priorities of the person who is going to receive the
message. School librarians get nowhere by trying to
persuade others to change their goals. Connecting the
school library program to their goals and showing how
the library helps them achieve those goals are powerful
ways to gain support.

B Craft the message around children and learning,
not around the school library itself. Amazingly, our
messages are often more similar to “support the school
library because it’s a library” than “support the school
library because it enables all children to develop the skills
they need to learn on their own.” It is important to build
these messages around data gathered in the previous step
so they can be based on authentic evidence.

B Develop a two-pronged message containing both
data and stories. Neither data nor stories are complete-
ly effective on their own, but in combination, they pres-
ent a convincing message that moves people to change
their minds.

B Advocate for something rather than against
something. Presenting a positive message to an admin-

Neither data nor stories are
completely effective on
their own. But in combination,
they present a convincing

MESSHGE.
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istrator about the impact of the library program will enable
him or her to envision what benefits will result from his
or her support. For example, showinghow dedicated time
for collaborative planningin the schedule enhances learn-
ing in social studies is much more convincing than simply
protesting the lack of collaborative planning time.

B Advocate with punch. The most surprisinglesson I
have learned is that it is much more effective to take a
stand with high-impact statements than it is to deliver a
simple, heartwarming story. I've found that op-eds tend
to cause people to listen to arguments and rethink their
positions.

B Callforaction. Effective advocacy mustaskits audi-
ence to do something. The Declaration for the Right to
Libraries called for people to stand up for libraries and
sign their names to it in support. Effective local advocacy
may ask parents and students to speak to the school board
about the impact of the library on the reading lives of
students, enable teachers to send letters to the state De-
partment of Education in support of the teaching in the
library, or prepare local community members to speak to
legislators in support of school library legislation.

Developing partnerships and
delivering the message

Once powerful messages have been developed, the next
step involves building relationships and creating products
that communicate your ideas most effectively. Partnerships
are essential. When parents, students, administrators,
local community members, or public and academic librar-
ians have been empowered to recognize how their goals
are fulfilled through an effective school library program,
they can often deliver the school library advocacy message
inamoreauthentic and compelling way than schoollibrar-
ians themselves.

Both the message and its delivery format should be
tailored to be most convincing for each specific audience.
School librarians and their partners can use their cre-
ativity and technological expertise to prepare visuals,
infographics, videos, brochures, op-eds, and elevator
speeches that the partner advocates can use.

The following questions can guide this delivery phase:

B Who will be our advocacy partners?

B How can school librarians be enabled to work with
their partners to deliver the messages?

B What is the role of our professional associations in
advocating and training school librarians to advocate?

B What formats for delivering the message will have
the greatest impact for what audiences?

School library

ADUOCHTES

can often help deliver the
advocacy message in more
authentic and compelling ways.

B What visual images, hard data, and stories will add
punch to advocacy messages?

Developing partnerships and delivering the message
must be seen in a long-term context. Relationships are
built over time. Partners will step up to deliver heartfelt
messages on behalf of school library programs when they
feel they have contributed to the formation and success of
the program and they have been able to achieve their own
goals through the program. Those messages will likely
resonate with those who listen, if the partners work with
the school librarian to deliver them at appropriate times.
The most important lessons I've learned about building
partnerships are centered on the sustained nature of
advocacy:

B Develop relationships with those who have an
interest in student success and empower them to be
active partners in advocacy. Partners can be individuals,
groups, organizations, and officials. They will not come
to us; we need to identify potential partners and actively
engage with them. When we discover their goals and as-
pirations for the students, we can show them how the
library program will help them fulfill those goals. Once
we have built strong relationships, our partners will be
easily persuaded to share the positive impact of the school
library that they have seen.

B Give partners something specific to do and the
messaging and tools to do it. We cannot expect our part-
ners to know all the data and stories that will convince
others. By gathering evidence and preparingthe tools and
products that convey it effectively, school librarians em-
power partners to back up their personal commitment
with specific examples and facts.

B Conduct sustained advocacy, not sporadic reac-
tions to crises. Regular communication with parents,
teachers, and administrators is the only way to advocate
effectively. The difficulty is to maintain steady, positive
messaging despite the continual crises that seem to hit
the educational environment.




B Conduct multi-tiered advocacy. Advocacy must be
a continual process of positive messaging at the local,
state, and national levels. Eachlevelis essential to ensure
that each school library program has a chance to thrive.

B Use multiple formats to deliver advocacy. Many
options are available for delivering advocacy messages:
email messages, videos, podcasts, photos, blogs, tweets,
brochures, presentations, articles, op-eds, infographics,
newsletters, librarywebsites, and much more. The receiv-
ingaudience and the nature of the message determine the
most effective format. Librarians must recognize that their
preferred method of communication maynotbe the audi-
ence’s preferred way to receive it.

Evaluating the advocacy impact

The final phase in any advocacy initiative is evaluating its
impact. If the goal of advocacy is to produce a change of
attitude or behavior, then measurement strategies must
be designed to assess those changes. The following ques-
tions can guide the evaluation: (1) What changes can be
seen and measured as a result of the advocacy? (2) What
are the next steps, the gaps to be filled?

We have not yet fully accepted our responsibility to
measure and analyze the impact of advocacy, probably
because it is so hard to evaluate. A couple of lessons
learned may guide our measurement efforts:

B Collect both pre- and post-advocacy data. Strate-
gies will vary depending on the purpose of the advocacy.
For example, if the advocacy is designed to change students’
attitudes about the value of independent reading, then
school librarians should focus on qualitative methods to
assess student attitudes toward reading before and after
the advocacy campaign. These results can be added to

circulation data in order to provide a holistic picture of
the change in student attitudes and behavior.

B Invite partners to collaborate in assessing the
impact. Conversations about the effectiveness of advo-
cacy efforts will strengthen buy-in from partners and
encourage creative thinking about what the results really
mean.

B Use assessment data to identify gaps and next
steps. Advocacy is a continuous process that must be
integrated into regular school library operations. No
advocacy campaign will reach all its goals, because there
isalways room forimprovement. We must use the insights
that we gain from assessing advocacy’s impact to identify
potential future impacts and set goals.

The road to library advocacy during my presidential
year has been a story of positive trajectory. ALA members
and staff have worked together to develop an advocacy
approach that offers strong support to local and state
school library advocacy efforts, develops effective mes-
sages, and delivers them in multiple formats. Future plans
includeincreased ALAand AASL supportforschoollibrary
advocacy. Our voices are becoming increasingly strategic
and multifaceted, and decision makers at all levels are
beginning to hear them. 1

BARBARA K. STRIPLING is immediate past president
of the American Library Association and an assistant
professor of practice in the School of Information Studies
at Syracuse University. Previously, in her 35-year library
career, Stripling has been director of library services

for the New York City schools; a school library media
specialist and school district director of libraries in
Arkansas; a library grant program director in Tennessee;
and director of library programs at a local education fund in New

York City. She received a doctorate in information management from
Syracuse University in 2011 and has written or edited numerous books
and articles.
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Notable authors share why
school libraries matter
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“I don’t know where I'd be
without my school library. Our
librarians were passionate
about putting great books in the
hands of kids and making us into
lifelong readers. School libraries in-
troduce kids to whole new worlds and new
perspectives and are so important in broadening
kids’ minds. It’s crucial that we support our school
libraries, especially in times of tightening budgets.
I'm so grateful for the well-stocked libraries and
knowledgeable, dedicated school librarians who
were a part of my childhood. It was the library at
my elementary school in Fort Washington, Mary-
land, where I discovered hundreds of great au-
thors, including Judy Blume. I tore through her
catalog, but the book I reread was Tales of a Fourth
Grade Nothing. Without Peter Hatcher, I'm not sure
there would be a Greg Heffley. I'm very grateful to
my school for placing such a value on books!”
is an online game developer, designer,
the creator of Poptropica.com, and New York Times
bestselling author and illustrator of the wildly popular Diary
of a Wimpy Kid series. In 2009 Kinney was named one

of the 20 artists and entertainers in “The Time 100,” the
magazine’s list of the world's most influential people.

“The school library is the

heart of a school’s communi-

ty. It serves as a central space

where students not only devel-

op alove of reading, but a space

where their imaginations are fos-

tered. As a child, budget slashing forced my
school library into a small corner of the school,
located between the boys’ bathroom and the boil -
er room. The pitiful environment aside, I was in-
troduced to so many of my future friends, like
Ralph S. Mouse and James Henry Trotter.”

has been passionate about

storytelling through words and pictures since he was a kid.
He has authored 23 books—11 picture books, 10 graphic
novels, and two chapter books in the new Platypus Police
Squad series. Krosoczka was a finalist for a 2010 Will Eisner
Comic Industry Award, and two books from his Lunch Lady
series have won the Children’s Choice Book Award in the
3rd-to-4th-grade Book of the Year category.

“School libraries are the founda-

tion of our culture, not luxuries.”

isa

New York Times bestselling author who

writes for kids of all ages. Known for tackling

tough subjects with humor and sensitivity, her work

has earned numerous national and state awards, as well as

international recognition.




“The school library was my refuge. Beyond the reach of clattering
lunch trays, thorny math problems, and playground bedlam, the
library was a refuge of silence and solitude. It was the Hundred Acre
Wood of my childhood. May we continue to work diligently to pre-
serve this haven for the generations of school children to come.”

has been writing for children for more than two decades.
Her book The Library Dragon received various children’s state book awards and has sold
nearly half a million copies. In 2003, the book was her home state’s choice to represent Georgia
at the Library of Congress's National Book Festival. An ardent supporter of libraries, Deedy was the 2008
national spokesperson for AASL's School Library Month. She has spoken before Nobel laureates and
Pulitzer Prize winners, CEOs of major corporations, and heads of state. Deedy has told stories to hundreds
of thousands of schoolchildren. They remain her favorite audience.

“You don’t have to care about
books to love school libraries.
You don’t have to give a ding-
dang about funny stories, true
stories, or the world beyond your
home to think they matter. You
don’t even have to love that school

libraries are both a refuge and gateway to

discovery. All you need to care about are the kids

they serve. School libraries are as important as
the children who need them.”

“A great school .
knows a “good idea” when

hbrary becomes the he sees one. A three-time Caldecott Honor winner (for
heart of the school Don't Let the Pigeon Drive the Bus!, Knuffle Bunny, and
Knuffle Bunny Too), he has also won two Geisel medals and

and the center of the four Geisel Honors for his Elephant and Piggie books. His
larger community. A books are perennial New York Times bestsellers, including
. . Knuffle Bunny Free, Hooray for Amanda & Her Alligator!,

great school librarian un- and the Cat the Cat series. Before he turned to making
derstands that kids can’t suc- picture books, Willems was a writer and animator on

. Sesame Street, where he won six Emmys. He lives with his
ceed without the support of parents, family in Massachusetts.

teachers, business partners, and
21st-century research and writing
skills.”

is an author,

attorney, and the current United

States ambassador to Japan.

She is the daughter of the late

US President John F. Kennedy and
First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis.
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o kids even use the library anymore?” This is the question
posed to me by a couple | met at a recent charity trivia night

fundraiser. Before | could even open my mouth to
answer, a teacher from my school jumped in: “Are you
kidding me? The library is the busiest place in our school.
Kids beg to go to the library. It's packed an hour before
school, and throughout the day, and even after school.”

“What do they do there?” was the next question. That
made it clear: Even though this couple knew the answers
to almost every trivia question that evening, they were
uninformed.

Whatwas evenmore surprisingisthattheywere parents
of a student from our school. In fact, their daughter spent
a great deal of time in the library. She had been featured
on a giant READ poster as a winner in a reading contest.

My colleague and I explained how our library is the hub
of the school. Teachers come in with ideas and questions,
and the school librarian and student aides help them plan
lessons—from creatingtemplatesfor World War I Facebook
assignments to pulling research and book excerpts and
developing probing questions to help students compare
historical slavery with human trafficking today. The school
library helps teachers create databases and formulate
spreadsheets that track student achievement data and
identify strengths and weaknesses. Library lessons for all
incoming freshmen lay the groundwork for their success
inhigh school, teachingthem about the resources that are
available; about internet safety; and about how what they
post online as a teen may follow them through their adult
lifeand mayinhibiteducational and career opportunities.

We didn’t even finish our conversation about what our
library offers to our students, teachers, and community
before the next round of trivia questions, but it caused me
to think about what would happen to our school without
the library.

The library in our school provides significant experi-
ences and learning for our students. It is entrenched in the
total school curriculum and community activities. The ten-
tacles of its network serve as the foundation for learning.

Students cut off from the school library would be sepa-
rated from vital services that enhance their educational
experience. Just as shutting off electricity would leave
students in the dark, shutting off school library services
would leave students in the intellectual dark.

Of course, that includes basic, front-line academic
assistance. When students are struggling in chemistry,
calculus, or any other class, they come to the library for

help. Meanwhile, students who are learning English as a
second language know that they can come to the library
to tell their immigration story.

The school library also strives to enhance classroom
work. Webringinauthors everyyeartoworkwith students
on programs directly related to their classroom learning.
Students use the library to videoconference with authors,
Holocaust survivors, and people from other parts of the
world. And every spring, library staff members assist with
seniorprojects, help students create PowerPointand Prezi
presentations, and provide constructive criticismontheir
speeches.

When statf members need an ad designed for a program,
they call the school library. When students need a place to
partner with others, they come to the school library. Student
needs may be more basic—a pencil, pen, calculator, flash
drive, laptop, or e-reader—and the school library can help
them out. The school library is also there for more sensitive
issues. Students understand that when they need informa-
tion on teen pregnancy, what to do when a parent is in jail,
or eating disorders, we will help them with no questions
asked, guarding their privacy in a nonthreatening manner.

Building community spirit

A colleague once told me that “teachers become what their
studentsneedthemtobe.” The same canbesaid oflibraries,
because each year our library morphs itself into what the
school needs. Certainly that includes providing services
and resources for our school community. But school librar-
ians also serve as facilitators to teach the importance of
community service and provide opportunities for students
to make a difference in their school and their community.

If not for our school library, who would sponsor pro-
grams to teach students about the dedication of veterans
or hold blood drives that provide a significant amount of
the blood used by local hospitals?

When the Swan Valley School District cut bus funding
to take preschoolers to the publiclibrary, our district cre-
ated an early childhood center in our high school library.
Teens in our library develop and teach weekly lessons to
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these young readers. The
school library also coordi-
natesagroup of cadetteachers
who assist with curriculum
and lesson planning in ele-
mentary and middle school
classes.

We've turned our facility into a
makerspace that provides students the space
and equipmenttheyneed to create masquerade
masks for school projects, paint chairs for
community charity events, build sets for
schoolplays, and create databases for school
record books. Library students set up labs
and troubleshoot technology problems.
Thelibrary designteampaintssportssigns
and provides decorating advice for floats
and classroom showcases.

A few years ago, several parents came to us
for help with fundraising ideas for their annual
after-prom party. The library now sponsors an
annual assembly to raise money for that pro-
gram, offering entertainment such as flash-mob
dancing contests, the opportunity to toss a pie at a favorite
teacher, and Nintendo Wii competitions. The spring activ-
ityafternoonisahitwiththe students, statf,andlocal press.

In the library, volunteers prepare for disaster drills, to
serve as youth coaches, and to provide service at the Spe-
cial Olympics. Other community partnerships include
parks and recreation endeavors, walking trail improve-
ments, and evenbuildinginitiatives. Library students help
to facilitate schoolwide safe-driving programs, healthy
living initiatives, and Habitat for Humanity building
projects. They also mentor freshmen and at-risk students.
This service is so valuable that one teacher at our school
recently commented, “The mediastudies students are the
only reason half my at-risk students are passing.”

The center for tech skills
As a school librarian, I often urge students to talk to their
parents about some of the issues we teach in school. I ask
them to think about when they were in kindergarten and
couldn’t wait to get home from school to tell their parents
everything that happened that day. I remind them about
when they were in middle school and the only things they
talked about when they got home were what they needed
for the game or when the next dance was. I finish by ask-
ing them what they do now that they're in high school and
their parents ask, “What did you do at school today?” The
answer they give is always the same: “Nothing.”

But that’s simply not true: They formulate spreadsheets,
calculate mortgage interest, participate in live open-heart
surgery teleconferences, animate films, learnto understand

It is our library that often serves
as a think tank for evolving
ideas and programs and finds
solutions to local challenges.

Shakespeare, and do yoga.
Even the students who di-
rectly benefit from these
programsdon’trealizethatthe
library secured grants for
classroom materials and a
Shakespeare festival, set up
the labs, arranged for the
yogaprogram, and served on
the technology team thatleads
advancements in technology
education.

As part of the technology team, school
library staff members have been working to
provide our students with cutting-edge tools
for learning. Swan Valley School District re-
cently announced that it will implement 1:1
learning next year and will provide a tablet

device to every student from kindergarten

through 12th grade. K—2 students will leave
thetabletintheirclassrooms, and 3rd—12th
graders will take it home every day. This week
our library students reorganized half of the library
office and started transforming a library workroom into
a technology troubleshooting and repair station. We are
investigating the idea of offering library classes before
and after school to train students as repair technicians,
and we hope to set up a community service center for
computers and tablets in the library. We're also looking
at summer training programs and have been meeting with
engineers about updating projection and sound systems.
We are searching for new solutions to servers and paperless
assignmentsandare continuingtotrainstaffin howto make
the most of the Michigan eLibrary resources and ebooks,
including services that offer unlimited lifetime access.

Inshort, itis the school library that often serves as a think
tank for evolving ideas and programs and finds solutions
to local challenges.

And while our trivia team did not win the tournament
that night, parentsleft realizing that their children would
never lose in a school with an active library program. We
left feeling like winners, because we know that the next
time these parents ask, “Do kids even use the library
anymore?” they will understand that the answer is an
unequivocal YES!

KAY WEJROWSKI is library media
specialist at Swan Valley High School in
Saginaw, Michigan. Swan Valley High
School Library is the recipient of the
2013 AASL Library Program of the

Year award. Wejrowski was named the
Saginaw County 2014 Teacher of the
Year and was one of three 2014 state
finalists for Michigan Teacher of the Year.
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s a second-year librarian, Daniel Mauchley wasn't sure
Awhat he'd bring to the classroom, especially for only an

hour a day, two or three days a week, floating from
school to school.




“It'sbeenamaturingvisionforme,” says Mauchley, one
of seven school librarians tasked with serving the 15 el-
ementary schools, three junior high schools, and three
high schools in the city of Ogden, Utah. Nestled against
the Wasatch Mountain Range, about 35 miles south of Salt
Lake City, Ogden is a “town on the upswing,” as one resi-
dent suggested, but also a modern mix of new economic
development and old inner-city problems.

“At first, I was really nervous,” he says. “I'm going into
veteranteachers’ classrooms, saying, ‘Hey, I've got some-
thing to offer you.””

Then, he spent four weeks with 3rd graders studying
the moon.

“Just showing them avideo, they soaked itup,” Mauch-
ley says. “They wrote a class song and free-verse poetry.”

And, on family night, more than 400 parents pressed
into one of the district’s Title 1 schools to see what their
kids had been raving about.

“Itwastheirbiggestfamilynightinalongtime,” Mauch-
leysays. “Andteacherstoldus, “We probablywouldn’thave
done all that without the extra help from the librarians.””

It also wouldn't have been possible without infuriating
about 550 parents in the Ogden School District, which
blindsided the community last year with a proposal to
eliminate certified schoollibrariansin 20 ofthe 21 district
schools. Instead, the district proposed hiringtwo certified
schoollibrarians to manage all the district’s libraries and
two part-time staff assistants for each of the 20 schools.

“As parents, we were so frustrated. It was such an obvi-
ousblunder,” says Heather Turner, awork-at-home mom,
whose children, Joseph, 7, and Joshua, 6, attend Bonneville
Elementary, another Title 1 school in the district.

ForTurnerand the scores of other parents who objected,
the plan didn’t make sense, even if (as the district argued)
it would save $930,000 of a $2.7 million budget shortfall.

“All of the data points to the fact that schools with cer-
tified librarians have students who perform better on their
test scores than students [in schools without librarians],”

Turner says. “I don’t understand how they chose to ignore

those facts in favor of a budget line. It’s so obvious to all

of us. We said, “This is not okay. What can we do to
support our librarians and make a change?’”

Parents flooded school board meetings and held a

bake sale. They also started a petition on Change.org,
gatheringsignatures by sendingitto friends on Face-
book, spreading the word at school pick-ups, and

talking about it with
people at church.
“Most [people
in the communi-
ty] didn’t know
what was hap-
pening,” Turn-
er says. “And
they were re-
ally sad to hear that
Ogden was giving in and letting go
of its librarians, because we had stood out in
the state by keeping our librarians. They say it comes
down to the funding, but I think it comes down to allocat-
ing those funds. You fund your priorities.”

Ogden’s school librarians have considered themselves in-
structional partners for years, district librarian Shelly Rip-
plinger says. But plans to decimate the district’s school
libraries motivated them to become advocates—for them-
selves.

The Ogden school librarians stood shoulder to shoulder
with parents at standing-room-only board meetings. They
spoke to parent-teacher associations and reporters for local
newspaper articles. And ulti-
mately, they won a “one-time”
moneyallotmenttofund astaff
assistant and seven certified
schoollibrarians, whowould
float throughout the district
to maintain a skeleton
school library staff.

“Wewerelefttodecide
how to configure that,”
Ripplinger says. “We
chose to design our
plan around certified
librarians as instruc-
tional partners to
show the value of
certified librar-
ians.” Specifically,
it was decided that
the seven remaining school
librarians could best be used in the classroom,

ol libraries

Left: School librarian Dan Mauchley works with 3rd graders at James Madison Elementary on a project about the moon. More
| than 400 people came to family night when the students presented their projects. (Ogden School District)
Top: Parents of students in the Ogden School District held bake sales, distributed a petition through social media, and spread
the word to other parents at school pick-ups and community gatherings. (Standard-Examiner, standard.net)

Bottom Right: School librarian Katie Kilts (right) and classroom teacher Jacilyn Durtschi co-teach Ogden High School
students in a mock Congress activity. (Ogden School District)




ratherthan stocking shelves and checking outbooks. “We
also came to the conclusion that the role of a certified
librarianisessential atallgradelevels, fromkindergarten
through 12th grade,” Ripplinger adds, so all of the schools
get time with the librarians.

The approach might seem radical for some, especially
thosewho questionthe need for elementaryschoollibrar-
ians at all. But, Turner argues, that would be a mistake.
“Forme, elementary school is the most critical time,” she
says. “It sets the tone for all future learning. Our kids,
either they have certified librarians who know how to
explain the process of seeking out books that match their
interest and reading level—which takes more than a
teacher’s aide, quite frankly—or they're missing that part
of the foundation.”

VincentArdizzone, principal atJames Madison Elemen-
tary, agrees.

As beginning readers, Ardizzone argues, elementary
school students need more support fromschoollibrarians
than people realize. By having the floating librarians in
the classrooms for the past year, more of his 560 students
got “crucial one-on-one time” with teachers and school
librariansthan ever before—ahuge assetataschool where
Spanish is the primary language for at least 80% of the
students.

Infact, Ardizzone says, he sees opportunities for more
than librarian-assisted reading development, particu-
larly with writing, which Ardizzone argues would bolster
reading comprehension.

“We're going to grow the relationship based on that
need,” saysArdizzone, whowasalreadyatworkinsummer
2014 to devise a writing program with librarians as co-
teachers. “I'm excited to see it. I want to be part of it. I
want to see the impact. I know this year it has had an
impact, and it will continue to have an impact. We have
seen some huge changes already.”

One ofthose changeswasreported byJessica Namovicz,
a teacher at James Madison Elementary, who says that
working with school librarians took her ability to teach
writing to a whole new level last year. “They can be used
as teachers and as collaborators to help us and reinforce
whatever we're doing in the classroom,” says Namovicz,
who worked with school librarians on a new research
writing workshop for her 6th-grade students. “They can
actually be in the classroom with us, and maybe they can
teach us something that we haven’t even touched on. I
wish we could get more than 30 minutes once a week.”

REAPING THE

BENEFITS

Inthe middle grades, Ripplinger says,
teachersfound thattheircollaborations
withlibrarians helped students develop
and reinforce essential skills, like re-
searching beyond Google and effectively
presenting and expressing their results.
That’s an exciting development for par-
ents like Turner. “Information technology
is such a focus in our society now,” she says.

q—

“It’scritical that our studentsunderstand how

to identify and know what a reliable source is for

their information.” School librarians are uniquely
qualified to teach that.

At Ogden High School, school librarians worked with
teacher Jaci Durtschi on a mock Congress and model
United Nations. That challenged the nearly 200 students
inherregularand Advanced Placement classestouse their
reading, writing, and researchingskills, and italso pushed
them to develop new skill sets like using Google Drive. “I
never thought of using that,” Durtschi says. “The librar-
ians suggested it, and they've been able to teach it. It’s
really kind of creating new ideas.”

It’s also laying the foundation for a transition from the
classroomto the workplace. “I feel really strongly that the
skills we teach the kids have to be transferable into jobs,”
she says. “Students can’t get away with just knowing facts
anymore; the jobs they have won't be just facts. They need
skills like working in a team, writing, and analyzing and
presentingideas. Those are skillsthelibrarianshave been
helping me develop.”

Durtschi hopes to collaborate with librarians on a
project-basedlearningmodeltohelphigh school students
better prepare for work in the real world. And Ripplinger
saysitseemslikethe districtisonboard. Earlierthisyear,
the school librarians were asked to develop a five-year
strategic plan for the district.

It'’s an opportunity Ripplinger never expected, espe-
cially after her team was torn apart. But, she says, the
transition to a floating, flexible library system has been
a good thing for her district.

“Working with teachers and co-teaching is better for
students,” she says. “And doingwhat’sbestforthe students,
that’s really what it comes down to.”

Please email aasl@ala.org with questions or for more
information. Nl

Top Right: Superintendent Brad Smith listens to public comment during the Ogden School District board meeting. A compromise was
reached and funding was allocated to retain seven floating district positions for the following year. (Standard-Examiner, standard.net)
Top Far Right: Parent Margit Lister speaks at a packed Ogden School District board meeting to object to proposed budget cuts that
would eliminate certified school librarian positions in the 20 district schools. An overwhelming response from the community helped
to overturn the school board’s decision. (Standard-Examiner, standard.net)




hen Thanksgiving rolled
around last year, Karen
Haggard knew exactly why she was grateful.

“l am so appreciative of your time and energy and
enthusiasm,” Haggard wrote in a letter to the team of par-
ent volunteers who unexpectedly saved her school year.
“Your presence has made all the difference in the way this
school year is going, and | thank you from the bottom of
my heart.”

It wasn't what she anticipated just months earlier, when
Haggard learned her only aide had been cut and she would
be the sole school librarian at Arlington Middle School, just

outside Memphis, Tennessee.

It wasn't the first time Haggard had been left alone in
the library. In 11 years at the school, she worked solo one
other time. But enrollment was far lower back then.

"If this were a school of 300 students, that would be one
thing. But with 1,250, and we're encouraging them to read,
and they need guidance and help with research—I can’t do
that and check in books and get them back on the shelves.
| was really dreading it.”

Enter Jennifer Nelson.

A married mother of three, including a son in 6th grade
and a daughter in 8th at Arlington, Nelson used her PTA ties
to organize a group of about 15 stay-at-home parents, or
parents with flexible work schedules, to help check out, pro-
cess, shelve, and repair books. They come in every week or
every other week, most for an hour or two at a time.

“It was real easy to set up,” Nelson says. “The parents

could choose the days they want to work. They get remind-
ers before their shift, and if | see a shift isn't filled, | make a
call.”

Haggard offered some training to the volunteers. But
most parents learned on the job, guided by a spiral-bound
notebook on library procedure Haggard put together to
fill in the blanks. “There’s no way | could keep up without
them,” Haggard says. “It made the difference between
me dreading this year

and being glad to be
here.” -
/?F‘*

Nelson is just

es

glad she could help.

“We know we're
making a differ-
ence,” she says.
“Karen can do
the things as
a librarian she
needs to do,
like spend
time with the
kids—that's
the impor-
tant thing.”

Right (above): Arlington Middle School library volunteer Jennifer Nelson
(right) checks out materials to classroom teacher Leslie Northam. When
she learned that the library aide position was being cut at her kids’ school,
Nelson used her parent-teacher association ties to organize a group of 15
parent volunteers to rotate coverage every hour of the school day to help
check out, process, shelve, and repair books. (Arlington Middle School)
Right (below): Arlington Middle School librarian Karen Haggard assists
8th-grade students Miya Burt and Avery Goad as they look for information
on the internet. (Arlington Middle School)
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STUDENTS MAKE THEIR VOICES HEARD TO

INCREASE ACCESS TO SCHOOL LIBRARY

hen Keegan McKnight decided to ask for more time
in the school library, he did what any modern 5th
grader might.

“He pulled out his smartphone,” says Cece Fuoco,
school librarian for the Genesee Valley Central School Dis-
trict in Belmont, New York. “I was thinking, ‘Oh my gosh!
Talk about organized.'”

It shouldn’t have been a surprise.

After Keegan and classmates William Scholes, Dalton
Baker, and Riley Gordon learned that 5th and 6th graders
were losing their scheduled library time during the 2013-
2014 schoolyear because of library downsizing, they used
those smartphones to start a petition, with the prospect
of a meeting with Principal Brian “Mr. Ed” Edmister if they
could get enough signatures.

Despite their organizational instincts, campaigning for
more time for reading, research, and one-on-one study
with the school librarian was an initiative that surprised the

boys as much as their
teachers. "l said, ‘"You can

try to do something about
it.” And they looked at me
with shock on their faces,
like, ‘Wow!"” Fuoco says.
In November, Mc-
Knight and company
came up with their peti-
tion plan. “We were

kind of experimenting with this. We had never done some-
thing like this before,” Keegan says.

They visited every 5th-grade homeroom, and ultimately,
“We got the whole 5th grade to sign the petition,” Scholes
says.

Meeting with Mr. Ed took a bit more courage.

“| was pretty nervous just because | didn‘t know if it
would work. And | really wanted it to work,” Keegan says.

Mr. Ed wasn't sure what to expect either. But, he says,
“They came in with a list of reasons. They had me sold
within a couple of seconds.”

They gave the boys the responsibility of working out a
schedule with their teachers. The result? Since January, 5th
graders have been able to visit the library twice a week, on
Tuesdays and Fridays, at the end of the day.

And while it's too soon to tell if the extra library time
has improved test scores or study habits, Edmister says it
has had a definite effect on how he and other administra-
tors see students.

“l want kids to challenge me, and | want them to feel
comfortable coming to me. These kids did that,” Edmister
says.

The experience has also changed how Scholes,
McKnight, and other students see themselves. “| just want-
ed to help. It feels pretty good to know that | helped make
a difference,” William says.

And, Keegan says, other kids can do it, too. “Just let
people know that you want to have a library class.”

Left: Students explore and identify shells in the library. School librarian Cece Fuoco leads
a variety of hands-on activities, accompanied with nonfiction books, to promote inquiry
and investigation. In the past, students have grown germs and have even studied ants
constructing tunnels in an ant farm. (Genesee Valley Central School District)
Bottom Left: Keegan McKnight (right) and Dalton Baker, two of
the students who led the 5th-grade petition for more library time.
(Jessica McKnight, parent)




SCHOOL LIBRARIAN

he upside of raising $40,000 in just under two months

for your school library is that once you’ve done it, you
know how.

“| feel like if, God forbid, we need to absolutely go to
DEFCON mode again, we'll be able to come up with a less
frantic strategy,” says Marjorie Ingall, a PTA mom, writer,
and unabashed advocate for The Neighborhood School
library in New York City. That's a good thing, since the
battle to save the library may not be over.

It started in April 2012, when parents learned the bright
and airy school library shared by The Neighborhood School

GRASSROOTS EFFORTS HELP
ENSURE STUDENTS REAP
BENEFITS OF CERTIFIED

and PS363, another elementary school in the same build-
ing, was threatened by budget cuts.

"It was like, ‘Holy crap!’ We had to raise $40,000.

We had until the end of the school year, and the school
year ended at the end of June,” Ingall recalls as she flips
through her “Save the Library” folder.

It was a huge sum for a school where an estimated 40%
of its 300 students get free lunch. “We don’t have a lot of
stay-at-home parents for whom PTA is their job,” explains
Stephanie Dolgoff, a magazine editor, whose twin daugh-
ters, Vivian and Sasha, attend the school. “The people who
do it have many, many demands on their time. And given
how small we are, they make heroic efforts.”

“They didn’t have any more money to give just because
the library was in trouble,” Dolgoff adds. “That’s what was
particularly cool about this. People came up with creative
and innovative ways of community outreach.”

It started with the kids, who collected coins in cray-
on-shaped containers in every classroom, offered $1
manicures on the playground, and sold “library
lemonade” on the street.

“l wanted to help,” says
Dolgoff's daughter Vivian, a 3rd
grader at the time, who donated
money saved for an iPod while her
sister Sasha made bracelets to sell.

Parents and the community

quickly followed. They sent letters and made You-

Tube videos. They also organized an art auction through
BiddingForGood, a nonprofit online auction house used by
schools around the country, and asked dozens of children'’s
book illustrators to donate art.

A local coffee shop donated a portion of profits to the
library. A bookstore held a fundraiser. So did a local chef. “Ba-
sically, anybody who knew anybody, whether that was some-
one who could give a sizable donation or someone who knew
a celebrity even slightly, asked for help,” says Ingall.

The money raised saved the school library for two
years. And it empowered The Neighborhood School com-
munity, including Principal Dyanthe Spielberg, to keep up
the fight. “I am committed to the library. If we're not able
to get the funding, we'll do it another way,” Spielberg says.

And finding a way is what the campaign was all about
for Cheryl Wolf, the school’s founding librarian. “The lesson
learned is that our profession has to continually make its
value known to our school communities,” says Wolf, who
made a “constant effort” to communicate with families
about the situation at the library.

“Institutional memory is short; the parents who helped
build our library in the first place have graduated, and new
families are coming in every year,” she says. “The library
could easily be taken for granted by those who didn’t
know what it was like before, when there was no library. It's
a sad reality that part of the work of school librarians is to
continually justify their very existence.”

At least, Ingall says, parents are becoming more aware
of that sad fact. And they can help, which is an empower-
ing lesson for parents—and an invaluable example for
students, like Spencer Berg, who was in 3rd grade when he
hosted a lemonade stand, raising about $300 for the library
in three hours.

"l learned just because you’re small doesn't mean that
you can't make a big difference,” Spencer says. “And
something small really helps. Even pennies really add up to
a big number.”

Top: Students began the effort with fundraisers to save the library, including $1 manicures offered on the
playground. (The Neighborhood School) Left: Students created artwork for sale at a lemonade stand that
students and parents managed outside of a local coffee shop. The coffee shop and other area businesses donated

a portion of their profits to the effort. (Marjorie Ingall, parent)
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By Nancy Everhart and Marcia A. Mardis




ore than 60
studies have
shown that
strong school library
programs led by
certified school librarians
are linked with higher
student achievement levels.
However, that research has rarely

-
N
~-

been well disseminated beyond the
profession. When it has, administrators, policymakers, parents, and
the general public have often ignored or dismissed the results.

This lack of knowledge about (or concern for) the impact
of school librarians is critical because as those jobs disap-
pear, students are denied access to the 21st-century skills
required for college and career readiness. The profes-
sional outlook for many school librarians is grim at a time
when their efforts to foster information and technology
competencies and multiple literacies are increasingly
viewed as an essential aspect of quality education.

School library cuts are often announced at the end of
the school year. That can thrust school librarians into a
crisis mode to persuade administrators and school boards
to protect their positions. When it happens, advocacy—in
the form of presentations, social media campaigns, press
releases, and research sharing—must be hastily executed
with time running out and when stakeholders are difficult
to reach and unreceptive.

Advance planning, instead of simply reacting, can be
the key to building support. As the American Association
of School Librarians’™ School Library Crisis
Toolkit says:

True advocacy is when stakeholders
stand up and speak out for you on
behalf of a cause, idea, program,
or organization.... As librarians,

we need to plan ahead and focus

our efforts on building support
from stakeholder groups. Ide-
ally, you want students, parents,
teachers, and other stakeholders

to carry the message that school
libraries make a difference to stu-

When budget cuts
happen, advocacy
must be hastily
executed. Advance
planning—instead

of reacting—can be
the key to building
support.

dents. Butthiswon’thappen without careful planningand
action. We need to educate and mobilize our stakeholders
to advocate for school libraries. The voices of school
librarians are most effective when we join our voices with

others to advocate for students and student learning.

To enable school librarians to be prepared to advocate,
an interdisciplinary group of researchers (including us)
and practitioners in Pennsylvania planned and imple-
mented a project called “Supporting the Infrastructure
Needs of 21st Century School Library Programs,” funded
by the Institute of Museum and Library Services. The goal
was to identify and understand what stakeholders—teach-
ers, administrators, parents, school and community lead -
ers, and other education associations—expect from school
library programs to educate tomorrow’s citizens. In order
to advocate for school library programs and school librar-
ians, the project team educated nonlibrary stakeholders by

holding four disparate focus groups in which
participants reacted to school library re-
search presented in understandable and
meaningful ways. The project team
wanted to determine the effect of
building stakeholder support at
times when there was not an im-
minent funding or staffing crisis.

Several months after these out-

reach sessions, we followed up
with 10 of the focus group par-
ticipants who

volunteered

‘ to reflect on
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what they valued about school

librarians and libraries. Their
comments appear in the table
below.

Mostoftheinterviewees were unaware

of the information discussed at the focus
groups and were both surprised and moved by

the presentation. Inparticular, theysaid theylearned
aboutthe instructional role of the schoollibrarian—arole
with which they had previously been unfamiliar. They
also found the information about the impact of a school
librarian on student achievement to be enlightening.
Participants exited the focus groups seeing schoollibrar-
iansintheroles prescribed in AASL's Empowering Learn -
ers professional guidelines—as leaders, instructional
partners, information specialists, teachers, and program
administrators.

Common themes among all four focus groups concern-
ing program infrastructure were staffing and resources.
The participants came to realize that a quality school library
program could not exist without a certified full-time school
librarian. And while resources were important, partici-
pants discovered they were substantially less effective if
not promoted and integrated into the curriculum by a
qualified school librarian.

Some differences among the four focus groups did ex-
ist, however. Participants from urban areas emphasized

theschoollibrary

as a center of

information ac-
cessforalllearn-
ers regardless of
socioeconomic sta-

tus, learners’ abilities,
and English-language ability.
In suburban areas the emphasis
leaned toward the contribution of
instructional partnering and technology

leadership.

Focus group participants also received print materials,
including a copy of PowerPoint slides, summary findings
from the 2011 Pennsylvania School Library Study con-
ducted by the Pennsylvania state board of education, the
fourversions (for parents, administrators, policymakers,
and teachers) of the advocacy brochure School Library
Programs Improve Student Learning from AASL, and a
copy of AASL's 2007 Standards for the 21st-Century Learner.
Several participantsused these materials as startingpoints
for conversations with colleagues and members outside
their immediate circles. They proactively sought out edu-
cators with whom they had not interacted before about
school libraries. One person shared the materials with
her child’s school librarian and her public librarian and
was surprised to learn they were unaware of the research
surrounding school libraries. None of the participants
mentioned not valuing the material or discarding it after
thefocus group. Thiswillingnesstoretainthe information

Focus group participants’ most valued

school library program components

All the components connect.

If you have a good librarian, it creates a snowball effect that grows into a love of learning in

everything.

There is a perception problem of librarians that they just check out books.

School librarians should do orientation sessions with parents so they understand.

For immigrant or refugee families where English is not spoken in the homes, the library is the
only place where kids are reading in English.

| am profoundly concerned about the inequity of the relationships in the classroom. | hope
the library can be a place where we can move away from these inequities.

[We] need digital citizenship.

It is the responsibility of the librarian to teach students how to use the internet and informa-

tion.

[We] need to get teachers thinking, “How did | live without library collaboration?”
Collaboration with public libraries benefits the community.
[We] need to not focus on test data. [I] caution you not to build everything around that.

It's important to have librarians who can do many things.




Efforts to engage
the public to support
school library programs
will go much further

if policymakers—such
as superintendents
and department of
education officials—
are included.

suggests
that some
participants
require time to di-
gest the contents and
think about how best to
apply their new knowl-
edge.

Although this project took place at the

state level, the results can be applied to school

library programs nationwide. Our interviews were con-

versations with library “champions” who, as a result of

the focus group activities, are now willing to take action

to support school libraries. Their enthusiasm included a

number of recommendations that school librarians can
use to build an army of local advocates in any state:

1. Utilize toolkits. AASL's Parent Advocacy Toolkit is
auseful advocacy resource that can be employed by stake-
holders. Participantsinthis group also pointed to adesire
to have outreach and advocacy materials available online
for download as a continuing resource to raise awareness
among policymakers and other audiences.

2. Expand the outreach. Schoollibrary advocates can
come from any of a school library’s many audiences. For
example, one interviewee stressed the importance of
school libraries for children with disabilities and said that
she would have liked to see information about their needs
addressed in the presentation. Parents of children with
disabilities are often a vocal and organized group and may
be another audience that can be approached for future
participation in follow-ups to this study. This type of
outreach should be expanded to include the full range of
a school library’s audiences.

3. Train the trainers. A “train the trainers” approach
thatincludes specific strategies on how to engage various
diverse groups of stakeholders may prove beneficial in
cultivating library champions and mobilizing grassroots
advocacy. Administrators, Parent Teacher Organization
presidents, civic group leaders, and other groups each

have a different

perspective but

could speakwith

a unified voice

on behalf of

school library

programstotheir
constituents.

4. Focus on
policymakers. Ef-
fortsto engage the pub-

lictosupportschoollibrary
programswill go much further
if policymakers such as superin-
tendents and department of education of-
ficials are included. Some of those interviewed noted that
in the small-group discussions individuals who already
have good libraries in their local schools are satisfied with
the status quo and are not interested in being involved in
advocacy for others. Participants who held higher-level
administrative offices at a statewide level expressed more
of an obligation to ensure that all Pennsylvania students
haveaccesstoaneffective, dynamicschoollibraryprogram
that has the support of the community.

5. Follow up with participants. Advocacy is an ongo-
ingeffort. The evaluatorsinthis study spoketo participants
several months after the focus group sessions and found
that they remembered and were still persuaded by the
information presented. Turning that understanding into
regular advocacy activity, however, requires follow-up to
encourage them to apply their new perceptions and un-
derstanding.

Our interviews with the focus group participants from
the Supporting the Infrastructure Needs of 21st Century
School Library Programs project have led us to conclude
that reaching out to stakeholders in an organized, pur-
poseful way has great potential to garner substantial
support for school libraries and school librarians. The
fact that stakeholders were invited to learn about the
profession when it was not in a crisis-mode—such as
when positions or programs are being cut—allowed for
thoughtful reflection and the creation of school library
champions. 1

NANCY EVERHART (left) is a professor
at Florida State University’s School of
Information in Tallahassee. Her research
focuses on the leadership role of school
librarians in technology integration.
Everhart served as president of the
American Association of School Librarians
in 2010-2011. MARCIA A. MARDIS,
(right) an associate professor, works primarily with school library and
LIS students at Florida State University’s School of Information. Her
research intersects learning resources, high-speed networking, and
digital libraries with particular emphases in K-12 education informatics,
curation, STEM learning, and education data mining.
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