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Listening to the previous presentations, I’d guess that two questions have occurred to you.  First,
"Why haven't I heard about this before?  Why has it taken the power of the White House to bring it to my
attention?"  And, second, "What would it take to make this work in my district or school?"

I'd like to take the next few minutes to address those questions.

Why Haven't You Heard?

First, why haven’t you heard?  There are four reasons, I think.  The first has to do with when many
of us grew up.  The average school administrator today is a shade over 50; many in senior positions are
older.1  This means that they were school kids themselves in the late 1950s and through the ‘60s—before
school libraries became media centers.  Librarians were not major players where most of them went to
school2—and childhood images stay with us.3

That’s my generation.  I have no memory of any of my teachers working in partnership with the
librarian.  The librarian was someone who came to our classroom with a cartload of books now and again
and the woman we saw when we were sent to the library to check out a book—and exactly which book
was often immaterial.  Of course, we were also expected to be quiet while we were there.  One of the
interesting things about stereotypes is that they sometimes contain a grain of truth, and many librarians of
the 1950s really did seem interested in "shushing" you.

The media of the time reinforced these images.  Think of Marian the librarian in “The Music Man”
and of Mary in “It’s a Wonderful Life”.  Marian was an old maid who loved her books and wanted a quiet
library, and she was only pulled from that life by a flamboyant con man.  In “It’s a Wonderful Life,”
Jimmy Stewart's character was granted his wish to see the world as it would have been had he never been
born.  Without him, instead of being bright and beautiful, Mary’s dark and lonely fate was to become a
librarian.  There was a message there:  librarianship was a job from which one should be rescued.

These images haven't yet altogether disappeared.  The Saturn company not too long ago aired a
commercial touting their car's quiet ride.  They showed a gray-haired woman riding in the back seat while
two engineers rode up front.  The voice-over told us that the car was incredibly quiet and that it passed the
most stringent of tests:  "Margaret's".  "Margaret knows quiet," the voice said, "Margaret's a librarian."

The second reason many administrators still see librarians this way is because nothing in our
professional training corrected those impressions.  That didn't happen, partly because the images were not
completely inaccurate at that time and partly because education and educational administration professors
then -- as now -- had no alternative visions to offer us.

Even now, few teacher-training programs contain any systematic instruction in how librarians
might contribute to school effectiveness.4  The predominant model in schooling remains what it has
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always been:  one adult in one room working with one group of students for one span of time.5  In
elementary schools, the time may be the whole day; in secondary schools, just the length of the period.
Even some of the supposed innovations in school organization today—block scheduling and reduced class
size, for example—don’t alter the basic model.  They just change the size of one or more of its
components.

Teachers still are predominantly trained as independent operators,6 and not in the collaborative and
consultative models that characterize other professions.  Consequently, aspiring teachers don’t come to
think of school librarians as potential partners in curriculum and instruction.

Robert Louis Stevenson once remarked that the cruelest lies are told in silence.  He could have
been talking about administrator training programs—where there is a stunning lack of attention to the
library and its potential.7  Administrative training usually does nothing to make administrators aware of
how the library and librarian might help them.  As a result, few principals recognize themselves as
important players in maximizing the librarian's potential to contribute to school quality.

It's easy to see why this happens.  Most educational administration professors are former school
administrators.  They simply bring their own limited perceptions with them to the university, and nothing
there challenges them.  More than ninety percent of EdAd professors in a recent survey didn't see the
principal as an important influence in teacher/librarian collaboration8—a notion counter to virtually all
research on school site collaboration.9

When administrative preparation programs do address library programs, they focus on potential
problems rather than on potential benefits.  Most often, libraries surface only in school law class
discussions of copyright or censorship—leaving administrative students with the impression that school
libraries are legal time bombs—instead of with the impression that the library and librarian can make
significant contributions to their success.  It fosters what I'll call a favorable view of negativity.  The
"good" isn't defined by a positive act; it's defined by the absence of a negative one.  The "good" librarian
is one who doesn't get me into trouble.  This has a chilling effect on any new principal's willingness to
invest a lot in the library.  Once in office, they’re caught up in the imperatives of the job and it becomes
very difficult for them to expand their conceptual horizons.  If teaching is demanding,10  administration is
consuming.11  Every administrator here will confirm what one vice-principal in California told me:
"Being a school administrator," he said, "is like living in an Indiana Jones movie.  Something happens
every eight minutes.  I never know what it’s going to be.  And they won’t let me have one of those
whips!"  In that environment, the library is likely to remain unnoticed—and undervalued.

The third reason your attention hasn’t been drawn to libraries probably rests in the very nature of
library work.  Librarians empower others, and their contributions get swallowed up in what those people
do.  Teachers and students take what librarians give them and fold it into their own products and
performances.  The librarian’s work gets absorbed into the student’s research project or into the teacher’s
lesson and becomes their own.  The integration is so complete that it’s very difficult to distinguish the
librarian’s contribution in the finished work.

This absorbability can cloud administrators’ vision.  A principal can recognize a successful
teacher, but it’s very difficult to assess how much of that success might be the result of something the
librarian thought of or provided.  Unable to see these contributions, administrators withhold recognition



3

and don’t often hesitate to interfere with library operation when pursuing other goals.  The library and its
staff are often early casualties in tight times.  There’s irony in this.  In rightly doing everything possible to
protect the classroom, administrators may unwittingly cut classroom quality support when they cut the
library.

And last, the fourth reason that you probably have heard much about the research and library
programs before today is because librarians themselves haven't told us much about themselves.  Like
other educators, they publish and present almost exclusively for each other.  Their work is rich with
research, tested methods to improve operational effectiveness, and ideas of what school libraries can and
ought to be.

The problem is that administrators almost never see these journals or hear these presentations.12

Very few administrators are exposed to the myriad ways librarians can contribute to school improvement
because administrators read administrative journals and attend administrative conferences.  They don't
read librarian publications and they don't attend library conferences.  They have no motivation to because
they've not been educated to think about libraries and librarians in that way.  Administrators, like
librarians, stay attuned to problems and possibilities through their own journals and meetings—and
library information is conspicuously absent from those.13

So, given all of this, it's no surprise that you haven’t heard about the things presented here today.

What Will It Take?

Let me turn now to the second question:  "What can you do about this?” —or, more importantly,
“What can you do with this?”  What will it take to put this to work in your place?  I obviously can’t
answer that, but I can identify four things that I know are common across the board.

The first—and the simplest—is to learn what the library really can offer.  It’s easy to do because
much of the research discussed here today is identified and summarized in the notebook you've been
given—and much more is easily accessible either on the internet or in print at the closest university
library.  And you have an in-house source.  Research shows that your best source of information about the
library program is your own librarian.14

The second thing—reconceptualizing the library and its role in your school, specifically in terms
of money—is a bit more difficult, although becoming familiar with the research and really taking a close
look at your own library will help.  Many administrators think of libraries as a cost rather than as an
investment.  The research examined here today shows that there is a payoff in supporting the library.  The
investment in school libraries is a good one because the return is good.  Quality library media programs,
like all quality programs, require substantial funding—but not every program pays off for students across
the board the way libraries can.  In rethinking the library, how much money it requires is not the operative
question.  The operative question is what is the return on that money?15

A good example—not the only one, but certainly the most familiar—is simply books.  The return
on money invested in books is substantial.  Research shows that book availability is the first requirement
for improved reading achievement. 16  It’s a straight-forward formula:  in elementary schools,
books—plus time for free reading as well as for assigned reading—plus encouragement—equals earlier
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and better reading.  In secondary schools, more books can mean better achievement on the SAT and
ACT.17  Some may argue that the internet has rendered print materials less important, but the research
doesn’t support that.  Book sales in the U.S. continue to grow and the need for books and more books in
school libraries is constant.

Last, and the bottom line, comes back to what it always is:  the people in your
school—specifically, the librarian and the principal.  You might be surprised at how many libraries are
without a trained librarian.  The national average is one to every 953 students, but that figure is deceiving.
In California, for example, the ratio is only one certificated librarian to every 4,673 students.18.  But a
certificate alone isn't enough.  You need a librarian who not only has the technical skills, but an
enterprising attitude, someone who looks beyond the traditional role.  Some school librarians are hesitant,
even resistant, to take on the expanded roles that the previous speakers described as necessary to realize
the full benefits for the school and students.19  They cannot be allowed to remain that way.  Working with
school districts all over the country, I’ve seen innovative and powerful library programs in small towns
and big cities—and one of two common elements in every one of them is a dynamic librarian.

The other common element is a committed principal—no program is successful without one.  The
principal is a key player, perhaps the key player, in library media programs that make a difference.20

Review what you heard earlier.  Library programs that make a difference not only have certificated
librarians in place, adequate support staff, and large up-to-date collections, they also have schedules that
allow the librarian time to collaborate with other staff members.  Librarians serve on curriculum
committees, help with staff development, and participate in a wide variety of school operations.  None of
that happens if the principal doesn't want it to.  The research evidence also is clear that teachers
collaborate more with other teachers and with the librarian when the principal openly encourages it and
structures schedules that facilitate it.21  It works even better when assessments of collaborative activities
become a part of teacher evaluation.  The very best librarian is ready, willing, and able—but that
represents only three-quarters of what it takes to make significant contributions.  The fourth part is
opportunity.  And opportunity rests in the principal's hands.  The principal is an absolutely essential
element in maximizing the return on library investment.

If the principal isn't familiar with the research, sees the librarian in stereotypical terms, doesn't see
the library's potential, and regards the library as a cost rather than an investment, opportunities won’t open
up and chances to do great things will be lost.  This is where the superintendent becomes vital.22

Administrative support transcends just the principal's level because what a principal can do often is
defined by the district.  The principal must have the district's support, just as the librarian must have the
principal's.  The elements of success here are nested inside one another like those Russian decorative
eggs.

In just a minute, you'll hear some wonderful examples of what can be accomplished when the
pieces come together.  In those examples, you’ll see what Ross Todd, a visiting scholar from Australia,
means when he says that we can understand libraries better if we think of them as knowledge spaces
rather than information places.23  It’s time to act on evidence, I think, instead of habit.  As one futurist
puts it, we must be careful that we don’t mistake the edge of the rut we’re in for the horizon.
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