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School Libraries and Student Achievement


The American Association of School Libraries (AASL), a division of the American Library Association (ALA), identifies student achievement as one of the major issues facing individuals within the school library field. Academic success and student achievement have always been a priority to educators, but perhaps never more so than since the No Child Left Behind Act was passed in 2001. This federal law requires each state to set standards for student achievement and to hold students, teachers, and administrators accountable for the results. Student achievement is predominantly measured through the use of standardized tests. With such a strong emphasis placed on high stakes testing, it is important that school library programs be able to demonstrate their positive impact on student achievement.

To better understand the current trends in school library research, it is important to examine a landmark investigation conducted in Colorado. In 1992, Keith Curry Lance, Lynda Wellborn, and Christine Hamilton-Pennell completed their study on the impact of library media centers on academic achievement. Using a statistical modeling approach to conduct this correlation study, the researchers analyzed existing data from all of the 221 public schools in Colorado that met two essential criteria. Schools included in the sample had to have library media centers that responded to the 1989 survey of school library media centers in Colorado, and they had to use the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) or Tests of Achievement and Proficiency (TAP) to measure student achievement. The results of this study indicated that the level of school library expenditures was a significant predictor of academic achievement. Other library predictors impacting achievement included the amount and level of library staffing, collection size, and the amount of time the librarian spends playing an instructional role. 

A second Colorado study was conducted by Lance and his colleagues, Maria Rodney and Christine Hamilton-Pennell in 2000. This investigation, like its predecessor, found a correlation between strong school media programs and student achievement as measured by standardized testing. In addition to the predictors identified in the first study, the researchers found that in both elementary and middle schools, the test scores were higher when media specialists and teachers worked collaboratively. The availability of networked computers was also linked to higher reading test scores. 

The Colorado studies have served as a model in the field of school library research. By 2004, these studies had been replicated by five different researchers or research teams in fourteen states. Each subsequent study has yielded similar results. It is worth noting that these studies unanimously found that when all potential predictors were controlled for, the two most consistent predictors of test scores were the socio-economic status of the students and the level of development of the school library. 


One of the most recent Colorado-style studies, Powerful Libraries Make Powerful Learners, analyzed data from 657 elementary, middle, and high schools in Illinois. Its findings, published in 2005, support previous research results and also identify flexible scheduling as another key predictor of academic achievement. Perhaps this study’s most important contribution is the evidence it provides that: “The link between high quality school library programs and academic achievement cannot be explained away by community socio-economic factors or key school conditions, such as per pupil spending and teacher-pupil ratio” (Lance, Rodney, & Hamilton-Pennell 15). In fact, when these variables were taken into account, the results revealed that effective libraries had an ever greater impact on student achievement.
  
Opting to employ a different methodology, Ross Todd and Carol Kuhlthau used a qualitative approach to analyze thirty-nine school libraries in Ohio.  These researchers sought to identify how students benefit from effective school libraries. The schools were selected by an advisory panel using the Ohio Guidelines for Effective School Library Media Programs as the criteria for inclusion.  Over 13,000 students and almost 900 teachers were surveyed. One key finding of this study was that 99.44% of the student responses indicated that the school library and its services, including roles of school librarians, have helped them in some way. One survey question asked students and teachers to rank the usefulness of several library services. The data indicates that students ranked libraries as most useful in helping them to find and locate information. In second place was the support they received with using computers in the school library, at school, and at home. Although the teachers also perceived these two services as being the most useful to students, their mean responses had them ranked in reverse order. Based on the findings of this study, the researchers have made several recommendations for action which emphasize the importance of the media specialist’s instructional role.  

Although there is clear evidence to support the link between effective school libraries and academic achievement, much of this research is not recognized by the United States Department of Education. To be considered as scientifically based research by the department’s What Works Clearinghouse (WWC), “a study must be a large scale controlled randomized trial or use another experimental or observational design” (Callison, 11). Daniel Callison, the editor of School Library Media Research, describes a potential study approach designed to meet this criteria. He proposes that researchers could identify a population of schools that have never had a librarian. Using random selection, researchers would assign these schools to two different groups. Schools in the control group would remain without librarians, and schools in the experimental group would each be given a full-time librarian. Then, a year later, the test scores of these two groups could be compared. Callison further recommends that before researchers begin future studies, they submit them for review by the WWC.


Despite the Department of Education’s stance on much of the research done in the school library field, it does recognize the connection between effective school libraries and student achievement. This is evidenced by its Literacy Through Libraries program, an initiative launched as a direct result of NCLB. This program has awarded over sixty million dollars through competitive grants to local education agencies that meet the established criteria. Its goal is to “improve reading achievement by providing students with increased access to up-to-date school library materials; well-equipped, technologically advanced school library media centers; and professionally certified school library media specialists” (ED.gov 1).

The federal government also demonstrated its support of school libraries in 2002 when First Lady Laura Bush, herself a former school librarian, hosted a White House conference on School Libraries. Its purpose was to discuss the latest research on libraries, student achievement, and successful local programs. In his address, Gary Hartzell, a professor of Educational Administration and Supervision at the University of Nebraska, noted that each of the successful school library programs highlighted earlier in the program shared one common element, a committed principal. He spoke about the importance of disseminating the information presented so that school and district level administrators are made aware of the impact an effective library has on the school community. To support media specialists in this endeavor, Hartzell posted five hits to the LM_Listserv. The last three provide a chronological listing of research conducted over the past fifty years. All of the studies included in these posts demonstrate the connection between libraries and student achievement. 


To determine if local media specialists are heeding Hartzell’s advice, I interviewed two of my mentors in MCPS. Susie Treat, the media specialist at Blake High School, indicated that her current principal, Carole Goodman, is very supportive of the media program. To date, Ms. Treat has not found it necessary to advocate for her program by sharing library research with Ms Goodman. However, at her previous position as a media specialist in Arlington, Texas, Ms. Treat used the studies on libraries and academic achievement to justify her request for additional funding. Kyra Kreinbrook, the media specialist at Watkins Mill High School, also reported strong support from her principal, Mr. Pete Cahall. To ensure future support and as a means of keeping Mr. Cahall informed, Ms. Kreinbrook makes it a practice to  share current library research with him.  


As school librarians, it is in our best interest to keep abreast of current research and share the finding with our administrators. These studies provide powerful evidence that can be used to support our position on library policies. With respect to budgeting, one can cite numerous Colorado-style studies that substantiate the benefits associated with specific library expenditures. Appropriate staffing, maintaining an updated collection, and improving technology resources are all linked to academic achievement. On the other hand, if a media specialist encounters opposition to flexible scheduling or to working collaboratively; he/she could share the results of the Illinois study, Powerful Libraries Make Powerful Learners. In our role as information specialists, we need to access and evaluate new school library research, but perhaps most importantly, we must share it with others. Even the most significant research is of little value if no one hears about it or acts upon its findings.
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