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Harry Potter, Information Literacy, Thornton and School Librarians

“Libraries are at the heart of the learning experience for almost 39 million elementary, middle and high school students in schools with library media centers.” (U.S. Department of Education, 1999-2000.) School librarians know this and now we must be ready to document the facts that will prove this to the principals, school boards and politicians who determine whether our libraries will continue to exist and at what level of funding support.  Censorship, intellectual freedom, and information literacy skills, in addition to the value of school libraries and their funding, are key issues about which we school librarians must be informed and take leadership roles.

The fact that the Harry Potter books, the most popular “kids” books of all time, are being challenged by censors at this very moment is argument enough for school librarians to keep current on the issues of censorship and intellectual freedom. Since censors have been with us since the beginning of written history (and probably before), we can assume they will always be there. Therefore, knowledge about our school systems’ intellectual freedom policies and the latest challenge efforts of censors is essential.

The School Library Media Programs of Montgomery County Public Schools (SLMP, MCPS) has re-printed as part of its Philosophy, the American Association of School Librarians (AASL) interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights. Simply stated, the document means that MCPS supports a student’s right to intellectual freedom—the right to free access to information and materials. Should anyone challenge a book that is in a school library, a policy is in place to review this challenge. After contacting our Department of Evaluation and Selection, completing and submitting the form provided, the complainant’s book will be evaluated a committee within MCPS. A decision about its appropriateness for the school library program will be made. As of 2003, no book had been withdrawn from an MCPS media center.

However, the newest target for censors, in addition to their attacks on library books, is textbook content. Diane Ravitch, in her book The Language Police, gives example after example of how censors eliminate controversial topics, language, and images, producing the blandest pabulum as a result.  Since media specialists are asked to approve any textbook purchase in their school in MCPS, it is necessary that we not just rubber stamp a textbook choice with our signature. We really have to look inside the book before we sign off on its purchase. However, I cannot see myself “censoring” a department chair’s selection. I can offer supplementary book ideas and mention a problem section of the textbook that I examined, but if the department chair really wants that book, I will “gracefully” yield to her decision. Then it would be up to me to find supplementary trade books and novels that would enrich a student’s knowledge on that subject and purchase these for my media center.


After intellectual freedom, one of the most important issues about which librarians must be knowledgeable is information literacy—the ability of a student to find, evaluate and use information. To be information literate enables a student to become an independent life long learner and to fulfill social responsibilities to her local community and to her country. (ALA, 2004.) To be information literate is to be an educated, responsible adult.

MCPS, SLMP has included in its Mission Statement the provision that the media center’s instructional program will integrate with the curriculum to produce students who are information literate. At the high school level five learner outcomes include using technology, evaluating media for an information need, applying research skills to manage information, presenting research using technology, and developing lifelong reading habits. (SLMP, MCPS 2000). The learner outcomes are the tools that will enable our students to become information literate adults.

As a media assistant at Richard Montgomery High School, I have learned that these tools, effectively used by a media specialist and a teacher working together, produce learning. Here is an example from our work with ESOL students in the fall of 2003. Our media specialist and an ESOL Level 1 (beginning ESOL) teacher planned and implemented a lesson about ancient Egypt. The students used the computers in pairs, some for the first time ever, to access information on web sites provided by the media specialist. The students found the information they needed on a particular topic about ancient Egypt, for example Egyptian pyramids. They scanned pictures of the pyramids and saved these pictures in their directories on the computers. They inserted their scanned pictures into MS PowerPoint and wrote one-sentence captions for their pictures. They combined their work and offered their presentations to their classmates. The media specialist, media assistants, teacher and student assistants all worked to instruct these students (two brothers had only been in the United States a month). Several students from this class now come to the library at least once a week on their lunch hours to check out magazines and graphic novels. Checking out reading material for pleasure is a sure sign that a student is on the way to becoming a life long learner.

Three final issues of special importance to school librarians are the value of a school library to its students, how this value translates into funding and how a local school system deals with these issues. Demonstrating that a library program improves student achievement is essential if school boards, superintendents, and state politicians are to vote for maintaining or increasing funding.

Ross Todd and Carol Kuhithau from Rutgers University conducted a study of 13,123 Ohio students asking specific questions about how school libraries helped these students. The results overwhelmingly provided qualitative and quantitative evidence that school libraries help students learn. Students reported the following: they were taught lessons by librarians about accessing and using information (information literacy skills); these lessons helped them get better grades on their assignments; they saw a direct relationship between the lessons in the libraries and their improved grades on assignments and tests; the librarian helped them use and evaluate information from the Internet. To quote Todd, “We have unequivocal evidence from these kids that school librarians help them do better.”

Studies such as this one are invaluable in offering evidence of the value of libraries and their librarians to school boards and politicians. In addition, though, individual librarians must be able to demonstrate the value of their own programs. We must have records of the number and types of classes that come into our media centers and how many individual students we help before and after school and at lunch. We must keep the lesson plans that we prepare that show that we are teaching information literacy skills and meeting state standards. We must keep records of the numbers of fiction books we check out to students and their grade levels. We must also conduct surveys in our own libraries that ask some of the same questions that were asked in the Ohio study.

The above records will also be the documentation that we will use to demonstrate that not only should our libraries continue to exist in tight budget times, but that our funding should be increased as soon as government revenues improve. Funding comes from three government levels—federal, state and county.

Currently, at the federal level President Bush’s proposed budget for 2005 would increase the Department of Education budget by 3% over 2004, as reported by the ALA. Directly affecting high schools is the proposed “$100 million for the Striving Readers Initiative, which would make competitive grants available to states and school districts to develop, implement, and evaluate reading interventions for middle or high school students who read significantly below grade level.” (ALA, 2004.) Competitive grants and proposed budget are the key phrases in the above information, of course. Whether this money will ever be seen by my school system is problematic. Chances would improve if an active school librarian wrote a grant proposal, though. Debate also continues in Congress about how to fund the provisions of the No Child Left Behind initiative, while many school districts seem to be waiting for this bill to be repealed or modified. (St. Lifer, 2003.)

At the state level, the Maryland legislature is in a battle to determine whether or not it will fund an initiative called the Thornton Bill, which will try to eliminate disparity between rich and poor school districts. On February 9th hundreds of educators from MCPS rallied in Annapolis to support the full funding of Thornton, an additional $1.3 billion dollars a year by 2008. The funding of this initiative is caught in the cross fire between the legislature and the governor over bringing gambling to Maryland, since the governor’s plan for funding Thornton and other educational initiatives involves using profits from gambling. What the funding of this bill will mean to MCPS is not entirely clear, since we are one of the districts considered “rich.” While there is no question that we are fortunate in having libraries with a certified librarian and an up to date collection of media in every school in our county, whether we will continue to provide the best for our students depends on the amount of our funding. 

Since state and federal funding is problematic, MCPS looks to our county for most of its money. In the last two years our current director of School Library Media Programs has come to her media specialists asking for specific facts and figures that she can present to the county Board of Education and County Council to justify our requests for funds. Therefore, having the documents and records mentioned above is essential to our efforts to provide the best for our students. 

As reported on our MCPS Bulletin, our school system has chosen to cutback the operating budget for our central offices in order to keep improving the services at the school level. The MCPS Board of Education on Feb. 10 approved a budget of $1.6 billion dollars. Where some offices will see less money, the county will enhance curriculum, technology and staff training, among other resources. The media centers will not see larger budgets under this plan, but neither will we see cuts. All of this is dependent on the county council approving the school board’s budget.

While we school librarians have always cared about our students and what they read, we are now in a position where we must take leadership roles in several key areas related to education. We must know the current research and the latest news about intellectual freedom, censorship, information literacy, the value of school libraries and their funding sources. The future for our jobs, our libraries and our students depends on us!
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