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In its broadest perspective, the mission of a school library is to create a learning community in the school, much as Robert Martin (former head of IMLS) declared that the mission of all libraries is the creation of a learning society.  To understand the status of school libraries, one must assess the implications and demands of that mission in light of societal contexts, the changing information environment, 21st-century learner characteristics, and the educational environment and role of librarians in Pre-K through 12 schools.


SOCIETAL CONTEXTS

The world that today’s high school graduates will enter is already quite different from the one that existed when they entered school.  Increasing globalization has created international interdependence (2003 OCLC Environmental Scan:  Pattern Recognition) and global competition for jobs.  The very nature of available jobs is changing as companies move many of their operations to countries with cheaper labor costs.  Globalization has also increased the need for our students to read about and understand cultures and issues beyond our borders.


The OCLC report also noted that we are facing increasing economic uncertainty and income inequality.  Work is becoming less institutionalized – resulting in a concomitant pressure on individuals to develop independent work skills and the ability to collaborate virtually.  The education system has not changed to meet the new needs of the work force.  In fact, schools may be one of the factors causing increasing financial inequality.  Bill Gates noted in a speech to governors that our nation’s high schools are “obsolete”:  “Training the workforce of tomorrow with the high schools of today is like trying to teach kids about today’s computers on a fifty-year-old mainframe. . .only one-third of our students graduate from high school ready for college, work, and citizenship.  The other two-thirds, most of them low-income and minority students, are tracked into courses that won’t ever get them ready for college or prepare them for a family-wage job – no matter how well the students learn or the teachers teach” (“Five Photographs,” p. 45).

The demographics within the United States are changing as well.  Our society is increasingly diverse in both language and ethnicity.  The National Center for Education Statistics, in its “Condition of Education 2005 Report,” noted that in 2003, the West became the first region in the country with Whites a minority of the population.  The report also noted an increase in the percentage of children who speak a language other than English at home (from 9% in 1979 to 19% in 2003).  The population is aging, with the first of the baby boomers reaching retirement age (NCES).   

Finally, there has been a marked increase in public accountability, not only in politics and business, but also in education.  Schools must show value and that value is increasingly being measured by standardized testing.

INFORMATION ENVIRONMENT


The potential impact of the changing information environment, with its ever-developing technology, the exploding volume of information, and rapidly expanding Internet, is tremendous for all libraries, but perhaps particularly problematic for school libraries.  Today’s students are digital natives who demand access to the Internet.  According to a 2005 Pew report, “Teens and Technology,” the Internet use rate among U. S. teens aged 12-17 is 87%, while the use rate of adults is 66% (Lenhart). 

While the demand for electronic access and the amount of information available digitally has increased, the structures and curricula of many schools have not changed to integrate the new information environment.  School librarians may have a difficult time acquiring the funds for electronic databases, automated catalogs and retrospective conversion.  Librarians are contending with a lack of understanding about the acquisition of online resources – some administrators and teachers believe that school libraries can be eliminated because all information will be available digitally; others believe that a library should add these resources to the library collection, but they do not understand that these resources must be renewed and paid for each year.  
Teachers’ fear of plagiarism has resulted in their restricting the use of electronic resources.  Mandated filters in schools block student research in legitimate areas.  Bans on student e-mail, chat, and blogs, although implemented to protect students and keep them focused on academics, may result in students’ disengaging from the learning environment at school.  As one high school student said, “Every time I go to school I have to power down” (Prensky).   School librarians know that once students leave school, they will be called upon to collaborate with their colleagues at the workplace, both in real and virtual environments.  The model of instructional design used by many teachers, however, does not allow for virtual collaboration.

Although school librarians generally do not confront the cataloging and system-management issues that specialized librarians are figuring out, they do have to address a major issue delineated in OCLC’s report – providing intellectual context to electronic content.  School librarians are developing Web pages, electronic pathfinders, portals and other tools to scaffold the students’ information search through the maze of print and electronic resources.  They are also recognizing that the environment itself demands a much higher level of information skill than was previously needed.
MANDATE FOR 21st CENTURY SKILLS AND CONTENT


The 21st century places high demands on today’s high school graduates in terms of the skills and content they need to know in order to succeed in higher education and the workplace.   These demands have been outlined in a new national report issued by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, entitled “Results that Matter:  21st Century Skills and High School Reform” (Partnership).  The report delineates six core components for effective learning in this century (the ones particularly relevant to school library programs are in bold):

· Core Subjects (the traditional core subjects including literacy, math, science, social studies, foreign languages, and the arts);

· 21st Century Content (includes global awareness, financial and entrepreneurial literacy, civic literacy, and health and wellness awareness);
· Learning and Thinking Skills (includes critical thinking, problem solving, communication, collaboration, creativity, and information and media literacy skills);
· ICT Literacy (the ability to use technology to learn content and skills);

· Life Skills (includes leadership, ethics, personal responsibility, people skills, and social responsibility);

· 21st Century Assessments (authentic assessments that measure the above five areas through a balance of standardized testing and classroom assessments).
LEARNER CHARACTERISTICS


Today’s students have grown up in a digital environment; Marc Prensky describes them as “digital natives” (Prensky).  Prensky claims that this fact is the most fundamental disconnection between the educational system and its students and it is why our schools are failing to meet student needs.  “Our students have changed radically.  Today’s students are no longer the people our educational system was designed to teach” (Prensky, p. 1).

Prensky says that today’s students “think and process information fundamentally differently from their predecessors” (Prensky, p. 1).  William Winn, of the University of Washington, says, “They develop hypertext minds.  They leap around.  It’s as though their cognitive structures were parallel, not sequential” (Prensky, p. 4).  They multi-task and expect interactivity in their learning experiences.


Prensky’s observations coincide with the findings of the OCLC Environmental Scan.  Today’s learners demand independence in their information-gathering.  They are increasingly satisfied with their own electronic searching (92% of Internet users expressed confidence in their own skills as searchers; 68% think search engines are fair and unbiased sources of information).  They expect to have a seamless learning environment and to be able to shift among work, play, and study easily and at any time, anywhere.  They want their access to resources and information to be personalized with no loss of privacy.  Finally, they expect to be able to collaborate with others and interact with the content to do their own learning.

Although students desire independence and express confidence in their information gathering, they often do not have the level of information skills that enable them to be thoughtful and successful.  School librarians have responded to the changing needs of learners with an increased emphasis on teaching inquiry and thoughtful information skills, in order to help students become knowledgeable and successful in their independent information-gathering and to provoke and inspire them to inquire and engage with the world.


A new trend in literacy instruction also has great potential impact on the school library program.  The first imperative in literacy instruction has been to address the “illiterate,” those who cannot read.  Much of No Child Left Behind (PL 107-110) focuses on teaching children to read through phonics-based approaches.  The second level of concern about literacy, and one that has been overshadowed in the rush to adhere to NCLB mandates, is the “aliterate,” the child who can read, but does not.  School librarians play a pivotal role in motivating students to read, both through providing just-right books and through programs and experiences offered through the school library.  Reading researcher, Steven Krashen, affirms that the school library is the primary access point for books and reading materials for many children, especially children of poverty, and that school librarians are powerful reading motivators.  


The newest trend in literacy instruction has been called the “made literate,” describing those children whose education is so structured and focused on reading instruction and on preparing them for work that they have no time for the democratic opportunities of reflection, creative thought, inquiry, or developing their own understandings about the world (O’Quinn).  School librarians have a large role in helping children and teachers move beyond the “made literate” paradigm by teaching critical thinking, reading comprehension, and information skills and strategies to help students make meaning and create knowledge as a part of inquiry and research experiences.  

EDUCATIONAL ENVIRONMENT


School libraries must function in an educational environment.  Several factors in the national educational environment have placed the school library and librarian in a highly endangered position by laying all accountability for school success at the door of test results in reading and math, while at the same time denying the instructional value of the library and the teaching role of the librarian.

No Child Left Behind (PL 107-110), the education law of 2001, has been problematic for school librarians for several reasons.  First, it placed strong focus on scientifically based phonics programs and reading instruction, without any recognition of the research that shows that children learn to read by reading.  In many districts throughout the country, students have been restricted from coming to the library to check out and read books that entice them to learn to read in favor of remaining in the classroom for intensive instruction in reading and leveled classroom “libraries.”   In addition, the NCLB legislation did not include librarians in the mandate for “highly qualified” teachers, which left the door wide open for state-certified librarians to be replaced by non-library teachers and paraprofessionals.  Finally, NCLB mandated a high level of accountability on reading and math scores, with no provision for new immigrants who speak another language or students who come with an interrupted education.  This accountability is tied to funding.  In order to comply, some teachers and schools are “teaching to the test,” which further undermines a library program that is designed to teach students to think independently. 

Another more serious threat comes from a nonprofit group called “First Class Education” that has proposed a financial accountability program called the “65% Solution.”  The group is trying to get legislation passed in states across the country to restrict local educational spending to 65% in the classroom and 35% out of the classroom.  The problem comes from the fact that the group is using the National Center for Education Statistics definition of “Instruction Expenditure,” which does not include libraries or librarians.  Library resources and services are relegated to the Instructional Support category.  Ironically, the NCES itself recognizes the instructional role of school libraries, as it says in its documentation from the latest longitudinal study conducted in 2002:  “School libraries play an important role in making information available to students and in teaching students how to obtain and use that information” (Scott, p. 1).  School libraries are critically endangered in any state where this legislation passes.

The educational environment has impacted school library funding in a major way.   In a Delphi Study involving AASL members conducted by Kathy Latrobe of the University of Oklahoma, inadequacy and inequity of funding was identified as a major issue (Delphi Study, Round 1) facing school libraries across the country.
CURRENT STATUS AND ROLE OF SCHOOL LIBRARIES


Although data about school libraries are not reported annually to the federal government on the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) does periodically survey to gather data on school libraries.  The latest NCES survey data (from 2003-2004) show the existence of a library in 95.7% of public schools (Tab).  Because this is a periodic, not yearly, survey, and the latest information is from two years ago, trends in the number of school libraries over the past five years cannot be determined.  
The perception among school librarians in the field is that budgetary pressures in school districts across the country are causing the elimination or trimming of school library services (Delphi Study, Round 1).  Although the library itself may not be closed, the certified school librarian may be replaced by a non-certified teacher, a paraprofessional, or even volunteer parents.  School Library Journal reported in April 2006 on one example in West Virginia in which a superintendent is proposing to replace all media specialists with parent volunteers (Barack).  The irony in this school district’s proposed budget decision is that Wetzel County’s mission statement is “to provide opportunities for all individuals to acquire the necessary skills to meet the challenges of the future,” which represents one of the chief roles outlined for school libraries by school library leaders.

A number of research studies conducted in states throughout the country have shown the connection between school libraries and student achievement (Library Research Services Web site at http://www.lrs.org/impact.asp).  The U.S. National Commission on Libraries and Information Science issued a position paper affirming the important role of school libraries and librarians in March 2005 (“Why Care About School Libraries?”).  The International Reading Association Board passed a resolution in May 2000 recognizing the important role of the school librarian:  “Credentialed school library media professionals promote, inspire, and guide students toward a love of reading, a quest for knowledge, and a thirst for lifelong learning” (“In Support of Credentialed Library Media Professionals in School Library Media Centers.”).  The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards has endorsed the teaching role of the school librarian by recognizing them as teachers whose teaching can be measured to meet standards of professional teaching excellence.  

Despite this mounting evidence and support, today’s school librarian may be caught in a paradigm gap between the rigidity of schools structured around 19th- or 20th-century needs and the flexibility required by the 21st-century learner in an information-rich world.  Pressure from laws and public accountability may be leading some schools to increase their control of the curriculum and the assessment of learning, while their school libraries may be moving in the opposite direction, to a model of student empowerment, independent thinking and inquiry-based learning.   Delphi Study participants identified as a priority the need for school administrators and decision makers to understand the characteristics of an effective school library media center and its strong benefit for all students (Delphi Study, Round Two).
CURRENT STATUS AND ROLE OF SCHOOL LIBRARIANS


Information about the number of school librarians is slightly easier to locate because staffing is reported annually to the federal government under the NCES Common Core of Data (CCD) fiscal reporting by every school district.  As of 2003-2004, there were 50,553 full-time, paid, state-certified library media center specialists, resulting in a student/staff ratio of 936:1.  Only 54.1% of these school library staff members had library-related Master’s degrees, resulting in a ratio of student/professionally trained staff of 1655.7:1 (Tab).

Keith Curry Lance, a well-known school and public library researcher, has analyzed the employment trends of school librarians from 2000 to 2004.  Using the CCD data, Lance has determined that the states have experienced great volatility and dramatic increases or decreases in the number of school librarians, but the overall national effect has been relatively stable in terms of number of positions.  Lance did note that the number of states losing school librarian positions accelerated alarmingly from 17 in 2000 to 30 in 2004 (Lance, “Maybe the Sky Isn’t Falling).

Margie Thomas recently concluded a study of the certification requirements for school librarians in the fifty states; her results are in an article for School Library Journal that is in press.  On the question of whether the school library media specialist must be certified as a classroom teacher, 20 states (42.6%) said yes; 23 states (48.9%) said no; 12 states (25.5%) said it was preferred; and 4 states skipped the question.  A much smaller percentage of the states require the MLIS/MLS/MEd degree for certification as a school library media specialist (or whatever the position is called in that state):  13 states (26%) said yes; 37 (74%) said no; 1 state skipped the question.  According to Thomas, “a number of states require as few as 16 credit hours (5 courses), which may be either undergraduate or graduate credit, from any number of institutions, and from any period of time” (Thomas).  An even more distressing dilution of the professionalism of the school librarian position exists in some states that require no library coursework at all, only a passing score on a library test, such as the PRAXIS, to gain certification.

The school library profession is beginning to experience a graying of the profession and a lack of qualified school library media specialists to take the place of those retiring (Shannon; Delphi Study, Round Two).  Recruitment of outstanding candidates into graduate preparation programs is becoming increasingly important.  Professional preparation programs for school librarianship, however, are not equitably distributed across the country, with about 44% of the states offering no ALA/AASL accredited or NCATE approved graduate school library media specialist preparation programs within the state (Thomas).  Although distance education and online programs are being developed to fill the gaps, the importance of authentic experiences (field studies, internships) in the preparation of school librarians makes the lack of on-sight supervision and guidance problematic for the effectiveness of the programs.

The NCES survey collects information about the use of the library space, which gives an indication about the role of the librarian in facilitating the use of that space.  Ninety-seven per cent of the library media centers had space for a full class of students at one time and 75% of those libraries could also accommodate other activities in the library concurrently.  The libraries were available for independent student use before school (62.4%), after school (60.3%), and during regular school hours (93.6%).  A large majority of school libraries provided access to computers (92.7%) (Tab, Table 44).


No national information seems to be collected by government surveys specifically on the teaching or instructional leadership role of the school library media specialist, although research studies show that the involvement of the library staff in various collaboration and leadership activities has “positive consequences for collection size, the accessibility of library resources through computer networks, and the extent and types of library usage.  And these indicators of the school library’s characteristics and activity, in turn, are associated with higher test scores” (Callison).  


The roles of the school library media specialist have been defined in the national standards (AASL and AECT), but it may take two decades for those new roles to be accepted.  Widespread acceptance of an expanded instructional role may not occur for another ten years (Callison).  Furthermore, the role expectations are changing dramatically, especially in the area of technology and information access and use.  

Unfortunately, professional development has not been widely available to enable long-time, experienced librarians to keep pace.   Librarians in the Delphi Study identified the strong need for continuing education to help school library media specialists face their changing roles and implement programs that impact student success (Delphi Study, Round 1).
Participants in the Delphi Study also recognized the vital importance of building understanding about the instructional role of school library media specialists among administrators and teachers (Delphi Study, Round 1).   Delphi participants called for professional development and marketing messages to administrators and teachers to enable them to recognize the value of library media specialists in collaboration and instruction.  The second Colorado study, however, found that leadership activities by school librarians at the building level were more powerful in leveraging the collaborative role than was the use of collaborative activities to establish a leadership role in the school.  The leadership activities included meeting regularly with the principal, serving on the standards committee, serving on curriculum committees, participating in faculty meetings, and providing in-service training to teachers (Lance, How School Librarians).  
School library media specialists who participated in the Delphi Study and wrote comments on the electronic list, AASL Forum, have identified another issue that seems to be a flash point across the country – the name of the profession.  A number of variations in the name are in current use, including school librarian, school library media specialist, teacher librarian, library teacher, media specialist, and media generalist.   Both Delphi and AASL Forum participants identified the lack of a standardized name as an issue that confuses other educators about the role of the school librarian (Delphi Study).
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

Based on the context, issues and priorities cited in this report, the School Libraries Task Force recommends that the American Library Association take action in seven areas.  
ACTION AREA:  ESTABLISH ALA AS A HUB OF EDUCATION AND TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION ON SCHOOL LIBRARY ISSUES WITH CONSISTENT MESSAGES APPROPRIATE FOR A VARIETY OF CONSTITUENCIES
· Use the ALA Website to post alerts about current issues, with links to background information and definitions of terms.
· Create an open comment box on ALA Website for school librarians to report issues from the field (e.g., school library closings, replacement of librarians with parents or paraprofessionals).
· Provide downloadable packages of information about school libraries that can be used locally to educate administrators, school board members, parents, teachers, and public officials.

· Develop materials that can be used by state affiliates and chapters in dialogues with higher education institutions within their states to foster the integration of school library media programs into the educational preparation of administrators and teachers.
ACTION AREA:  SUPPORT AND PROMOTE INFORMATION GATHERING AND RESEARCH ON SCHOOL LIBRARIES

· Establish regular information gathering and analysis on school libraries (from whatever sources are available).  Develop a system to gather data on important characteristics of school libraries -- the number of school libraries, the required state expenditure on library materials, state certification requirements, state laws concerning school libraries and other data.
· Gather research on educational policy (e.g., the mandated use of NCES definitions in financial accountability; NCLB delineation of “highly qualified”).
· Promote research in the school library field.  Connect to funders (vendors and foundations) on a national level.  Facilitate an integrated study into all types of libraries whenever possible (e.g., the newly released research about public libraries, “Long Overdue:  A Fresh Look at Public and Leadership Attitudes about Libraries in the 21st Century,” could have included school library questions and provided a much richer picture of library support for youth).
· Facilitate national research on the effects of school libraries that will be accepted by the U.S. Department of Education (using controlled randomized trials).  Provide models, templates, and support for CRT and other scientifically based research.
· Publicize, link to, and capitalize on research that is already done (e.g., “Results that Matter” and “Long Overdue”).  ALA should provide one-stop linking to research that is related to aspects of school libraries.

ACTION AREA:  SUPPORT THE IMPLEMENTATION OF NATIONAL STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES FOR SCHOOL LIBRARY MEDIA PROGRAMS

· Advocate on the national level about the importance of professionally prepared librarians in each school library.
· Advocate on the national level about the importance of using national standards and guidelines in the development and improvement of school library media programs.

· Support AASL in the continuing development of national standards and guidelines, including the development of consistent terminology.

ACTION AREA:  SUPPORT A SCHOOL LIBRARY LEADERSHIP INITIATIVE
· Establish a template for ongoing professional development on school library leadership within the educational environment.  
· Use school library leaders to develop strategic plans and models for converting administrators and teachers into library advocates.

· Sponsor training seminars and develop materials to prepare school library media specialists to make presentations to school administrators, school boards, parent groups, and graduate education classes for administrators and teachers. 

ACTION AREA:  STRENGTHEN PROFESSIONAL PREPARATION

· Coordinate efforts among LIS programs; form an alliance with ALISE and NCATE to provide consistently high standards in school librarian preparation and expand opportunities for acquiring the advanced degree.
· Assist AASL in recruiting school librarians to the profession.
· Collaborate with AASL to recruit school librarians to membership in ALA and AASL.
ACTION AREA:   DEVELOP AN ALA ADVOCACY CAMPAIGN THAT EMPHASIZES THE STRENGTHS AND ANSWERS THE NEEDS OF SCHOOL LIBRARIES

· Build a strong connection to the educational world in all school library advocacy materials, including targeting national organizations of principals, superintendents, school boards, and parent-teacher groups.
· Establish connections between types of libraries in advocacy materials.  For example, the new study of public libraries, “Long Overdue,” identifies the need for more services to teens in public libraries.  By advocating for a strong connection between school and public libraries, ALA can demonstrate strong library support for teens.  Both school and public libraries are enhanced by this approach.

· Advocate for state support of school libraries, both at state departments of education and at state libraries (funding, programming, state coordinator of school libraries, collection of school library statistics).

· Advocate for the aspects of school libraries that answer the needs of their constituencies (e.g., students need 21st century skills that are taught by school librarians).

· Advocate for the power of school libraries to address the literacy and reading motivation needs of young people.

· Advocate for increased and equitable funding for school libraries.

· Begin a 21st century school library campaign emphasizing the way school libraries meet the needs of 21st century learners (areas to emphasize might include technology, cybersafety, information literacy skills, innovative patron services like wikis and blogs, resources and services for English Language Learners).
· Produce PSA videos highlighting the role of school libraries and librarians in the information-rich society for parent meetings, family channels, and cable TV programming. 
· Advocate for school libraries within ALA, so that all members of the Association have an understanding of the role and mission of school libraries.

ACTION AREA:  DEVELOP A LEGISLATIVE AGENDA AND LOBBYING EFFORTS TO RESPOND TO SPECIFIC SCHOOL LIBRARY NEEDS
· Monitor federal legislation on education as well as libraries.  Implement the legislative agenda developed in the Washington Office.  Alert school library members when any legislation that is pending may affect school libraries.

· Maintain a close watch on state initiatives (like the 65% Solution legislation).  Track the spread of the initiatives through the states and provide state associations and members with talking points, strategies and templates for combating the threat.

· Lobby for federal legislation that provides funding earmarked for school libraries.

· Lobby for inclusion of funding for school libraries in existing legislation.

· Develop national and state legislative lobbying through a collaboration among ALA Washington Office, state chapters and AASL affiliates.
· Establish ongoing dialogue with regional accreditation associations (e.g., North Central) about school library issues.
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