KRC RESEARCH

Memorandum
To:

ALA & the AASL @ your library Taskforce

From:

KRC Research
Date:

January 7, 2003

Subject:
Key Research Findings 

Background and Purpose

The following findings are based on the results of six focus groups with K-12 parents, teachers, and principals, as well as middle and high school students.

The objectives of this research were threefold: 

· To assess awareness and knowledge of school libraries and librarians;

· To explore the attitudes about and perceived value of school libraries and librarians among key internal and external audiences; and, 

· To find language that most effectively communicates about school libraries, while still fitting within the overall communications of the @your library campaign.

This purpose of this memo is to highlight the key challenges and opportunities for AASL based on the full research findings.  

Key Findings: Challenges & Opportunities

· Significant differences exist in the perceptions of school libraries and librarians among students, parents, and teachers/principals.  However, nearly all of the participants acknowledge that school libraries are important and have value to their school and to them personally.

“The library staff provides children with opportunities that probably don’t go on in the home as far as exposing them to children’s literature, to engaging their curiosity about things, to allowing them simply to explore.”

“It offers broad-based exposure, it’s encouraging, thoughtful and creative.”

· The introduction to a vast array of books is highly valued for younger students.  In elementary schools, the library is seen as a warm, inviting place that serves as “a window to the world” for young children.

“It was a treat when our elementary librarian would read us a story, which 
always continued ‘next week.’  That was exciting!”

· Importantly, the perceived value of the school library and librarians is lower for middle and high school students than for elementary students – particularly among parents and students.  Only teachers and principals seem to place importance on school libraries and librarians in the upper-grades.  

“The school libraries are only really useful, or enjoyable, for younger kids.”

· School library usage also appears to drop off as students move into the older grades, with Internet use on home computers and school computer lab visits replacing trips to the library.  

· Likewise, parents feel the school library and librarian continue to be critical within elementary schools, though most are more ambivalent regarding the value to middle and high schools.  Articulating the value of school libraries and librarians for older students to both parents and students is of particular importance in this campaign.

“A regular adult, other than the librarian, is OK in high school to baby-sit, 

but in elementary school it is critical to give that guidance:  how to act and how to use the library, how to do research, knowing where to go to get information, and learning to enjoy reading.”

· Teachers and principals are most likely to see the value in school libraries and librarians – especially for students.  However, most use it very little for their own purposes.  Principals rarely use the library and tend to rely on the reference materials in their own offices. 

· Unlike parents and older students, teachers and principals tend not to need to be persuaded that school libraries and librarians are a critical component of education.   Teachers and principals do, however, need to be reminded and refreshed about the unique value of today’s school libraries and librarians.

“She has the respect of a lot of kids because she is so good at what she does.  

She makes the kids want to learn.”

“Our librarian is worth her weight in gold, but we do not use her enough.”

· Participants believe librarians are the most important piece of the library experience and critical to guiding them to the information and resources they want or need. 

“Our media specialist is one of the most knowledgeable people I’ve ever met.”

· However, most believe school librarians primarily play a support role – finding the information or resources needed in the most efficient way.   Many, especially parents and students, do not see librarians as educated professionals who play an active role in the academic community.  Addressing these misperceptions is a major challenge in future communication campaigns.

“It’s not an aspirational job, not something you try to achieve. Being a school 

librarian is a fallback, probably for someone who is retired and just fell into it 
or something you can do until you get a steady teaching job.”

· In terms of professional titles, “library media specialist” is a more positive and professional label than “school librarian” – especially looking to the future.  “Library media specialist” brings to mind a younger, more professional, computer literate person who can consult with students and teachers alike on their modern day information needs.  This title also tends to make students of both genders more interested in the possibilities of the profession.

“The library media specialist is someone who is involved with everything from the 
traditional to introductory technology to helping teachers with a web page..”


“Library media specialist sounds more professional, they sound more educated.”

· Likewise, participants are comfortable with the label of  “library media center.”  In fact, many are already using this language regularly.   The only caveat is that participants believe this label is only fitting if their library is truly equipped with computers and other technology. 
“It’s fine to be called a media center if the resources are available and not so out-of-date.”

· Across all audiences, technology is the main and best change that most say they have seen and/or will see in the future in school libraries.  However, students, teachers and principals say that allowing new technology to replace the physical library and resources or the human connection of librarians would be a serious mistake, resulting in chaos.
· Overall, potential campaign messages tend to be well received and viewed as credible.  The messages that are most believable across all of the audiences are the ones that focus on preparing students for their lives ahead. These are also the messages that tend to excite the participants the most about the future of school libraries.  

“School libraries ensure lifelong learning. School libraries and librarians help students become effective users of information, strengthen critical thinking skills, and create a love of reading and learning that lasts a lifetime.”

“School libraries are a place of opportunity. School libraries offer all children refuge to dream and pursue personal interests, as well as access to information and technology to prepare them for their future.”

· And, teachers and principals also respond well to the following message:

“School librarians are critical to the learning experience. School librarians collaborate with students, teachers and principals to offer a unique perspective, share new information, guide students and faculty to the resources they need, introduce new technologies, and assist in the development of lesson plans and new curricula.”
· A message portraying the school librarian as the information specialist also fares equally well on credibility, though garners less enthusiasm. 

 “School librarians are the ultimate search engines – clearing a path and pointing you toward the information you need, when you need it, and adding value to your research by helping you find information you didn’t expect.”
· Generally, parents and students tend not to like messages that they feel overstate the role of the librarian.

 “School librarians are technological innovators. School librarians are at the forefront of the information age, searching out and evaluating new technologies, teaching students and teachers how to use various technologies, and helping incorporate these tools into the library & classroom.”

“School librarians are active partners in student education. School librarians are professional educators with a unique perspective – they teach students information literacy and technology skills and partner with teachers on how to integrate these skills into classroom lessons.”

Teachers and principals, however, are more likely to view the librarian as a collaborator, though still not a technological innovator.

For a copy of the full research report, please visit the ALA website at XXXXXXXXXX.

# # #
� The focus groups were conducted on November 19th in Baltimore, Maryland; November 21st in Phoenix, Arizona; and November 26th in Indianapolis, Indiana.  Each group was two hours in length, consisted of 8 to 10 participants, and was facilitated by a professional moderator. Two focus groups were conducted in each location. 
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