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Filling a gap: would evidence-based school librarianship work in
the UK?

Cristina Sacco Ritchie

Abstract

School librarians in the UK have a lower statusitlifararians in other sectors,
and research on school librarianship in the UKparse. Annual self-evaluation is
one way the profession has tried to make itselfewible. Evidence-based
school librarianship (EBSL) could assist schoalditans in the UK to improve
their services, boost their profile, and build th@rtfolios as part of existing self-
evaluation programmes. EBSL is an off-shoot of enwk-based librarianship,
which aims to bridge the gap between research eaddipe, and encourages
practitioners to conduct research in the workpladtest of the current EBSL
work is being done in the US, where school libragsiare also typically trained
teachers, however, EBSL is suitable for adaptatimhuse in the UK. Appropriate
research methods must be chosen in order to maké BBrk in the UK, action
research being one such method.

1 Introduction

Constant pressure to cut budgets and make theahesisting resources
threatens any sector which cannot prove itselietedduable. School librarians are
feeling increasing pressure to prove their wortth ansure the safety of future
resources, particularly as new schools in the Uehracently opened without
school libraries, posts have been downgraded, amy ibrarians have lost both
status and salary in the Single Status agreemamg as much as £2,000 a year
(see Owen, 200%Bchools dumping librarie2008). Continual improvement
through regular evaluation is one way schools,ggsibnal organizations, and
advocates have attempted to bring the value ofdddioaries to the attention of
stake- and budget-holders. Regular evaluation allmanagers to determine what
is and is not working, to identify areas of improwent, and to make judgments
about the overall quality of a programme. In orgeedo this more effectively,
current methods of evaluation have shifted focuayafnom traditional methods
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such as taking quantitative measures such as atatissue figures, and moving
towards measuring learning outcomes and impact® iogadhe school library.
Some current methods of school library evaluatiocoerage building a portfolio,
documenting actions and achievements of the sdtwaty throughout the course
of the year.

This paper will look at a potentially valuable taolthe arsenal of school library
evaluation, evidence-based school librarianshipSEBwhich facilitates the
process of asking what needs improvement, andrtdeegs of finding the best
way to make those improvements. EBSL also providesy to build a portfolio
of evidence demonstrating professionalism andcag¥le practice. In the UK,
where school librarians have a diminished positiompared to librarians in other
sectors, EBSL is a potential lifeline, a meanslignahe school library to the
goals of the school, and to show that school liesaand school librarians
contribute positively to academic life.

2 School Librarians in the UK

School librarians in the UK are typically solo-werk (Tilke 2002, 32) with no
vertical mobility and extremely limited potentiarfcareer advancement.
Historically, school librarianship has been peredias a job for new graduates
(see, amongst others, School Library Associati®80121; Stimpson, 1976, 26),
and this perception persists today. As solo worlksaisool librarians must carry
out a wide range of tasks, including budget managntraining, cataloguing,
computer help, maintaining a website, marketingl, most importantly, he or she
must build and maintain good relationships withrgag of all ages. Despite this
wide range of responsibilities, school librarians mot compensated accordingly.
Research conducted in 2008 suggests that schoatiéibs in much of Scotland
have lower pay ceilings than public librarianssame cases, even lower than the
pay grade specifically for children's librarianst@Rie, 2009). Fewer prospects for
career advancement, and a terminally low salanygelver, do not appear to
undermine the job satisfaction of school librarigRecent research in the US
found that school librarians are more likely thaineo types of librarians, such as
cataloguers and reference librarians, to exhildit@pm, teamwork, emotional
resilience, and a visionary work style (Williams&gmberton and Lounsbury,
2008). School librarians in particular enjoy highéls of job satisfaction: Berry
writes that 85.6 percent of over 3000 library wasksurveyed said that if they
were to start over, they would choose a careeabrarianship again, and among
school librarians the figure is higher at 94 petd8erry, 2007). There are no
published figures for the UK with which to companewever, as part of a survey
undertaken as part of the author's Master's resed4€o of 225 responding
school librarians across the UK reported beingeeitbatisfied” or "very satisfied"
with their job overall, however, 56% were eitheis%tisfied” or "very
dissatisfied" with their pay (Ritchie, 2008).

Across the UK, school library staffing is inconsist, however, recent research
indicates that in Scotland, 29 of 31 respondingicds (out of a total of 32
councils) make a practice of hiring profession&lcst librarians, and not library
assistants (Ritchie, 2009). It is statutory in $&oul for schools to have school
libraries, unlike in the rest of the UK. There &rstorical reasons for this; the
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Stimpson Report, published in 1976 for the Scotbspartment of Education, is
widely cited as one of the most influential workghe history of school libraries
in Scotland (among others, see Valentine and Nelk@8, 4; Carroll, 1981,
193). The Stimpson Report recommended that eadmdacy school with more
than 600 pupils have a centralised resource cetaffed by a professional
librarian, or a qualified library assistant in sot®with fewer than 600 pupils
(Stimpson, 1976, 24). The number of qualified lizas in Scottish schools rose
from 70 before the Stimpson Report (Stimpson, 127%to over 300 by 2002
(Knowles, 2002, 174). Scottish school librarian@dglly have a bachelor’s
degree in a subject area and a post-graduateiqaabh (diploma or Master’s) in
Library and Information Science, Library Managememtan equivalent (Herring,
1998). The Stimpson Report did not gain much toactiutside of Scotland. In
England, many fewer schools employ professionatibns, instead assigning a
teacher to run the library (referred to in therltare as “teacher librarians”).
According to a UK-wide survey on secondary schitwhty staffing in 2000,
36.6% respondents were full or part-time chartdéitedrians, 17.6% were full or
part-time teachers, and 3.6 were teacher-libraridearly half of those surveyed,
46.8%, fell into the category of “other”, i.e. thexere neither fully qualified as
teachers nor librarians (Tilke, 2002, 22). Compatims data with the figures
from Scotland, it is reasonable to assume that wfasiose working in school
libraries without qualifications are in England.

The status of the librarian within the school ighty variable. Studies have
suggested that the support of a head teachetisatto the development of a
school library, particularly in terms of vision gpining, resources, and monitoring
problems (Oberg, 2006, 13). Ofsted found that @irthurvey, “overwhelmingly,
the most significant element in bringing about im@mments was the commitment
and support of effective head teachers,” (Ofst@0621). Turneret al. (2007),
comment that senior management is a major factectaig the running of school
libraries, but found that 27.2% of respondentsgtised (slightly or strongly) that
senior management understand the way the libraxynisOberg also notes that
research has shown that teacher-librarians havexpsctations of the support of
head teachers, although they believe that supptinedead teacher is critical to
the success of the school library (Oberg, 2006, R8kent research indicates
school librarians who feel that their supervisana$ supportive of the library
were: most likely to feel they have the same stafitisin the school as clerical
staff, most likely to be planning on leaving thieios within two years, and are
also far less likely to feel respected by teaclsitadf (Ritchie, 2008). Tilke poses a
potential reason why head teachers may haveititkerstanding of the role of
school librarians: because many may never havetenat one. As Tilke points
out, if a school librarian has worked at a schooltén years, and the head teacher
has worked there for nine, then that head teachehave never hired a school
librarian in that school. The same could be saidHe business manager, or any
other member of the senior management team in@k&€hilke, 2002, 32). In
order to improve the long-term position of schaletdrians, it is important to
influence the thinking of head teachers.
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3 School Library Research in the UK

Current school library research in the UK is spaf$eere is currently no national
picture of provision for Scotland (Knowles, 200&hd the collection of annual
library statistics published by LISU at Loughborbugdniversity has been
discontinued. School library research is uniquéhat in order to study school
libraries fully, one must touch on at least oneeottiscipline, education, within
the scope of study. This means that school libresgarch often straddles a line
between library research and education researchragearch aimed at
evaluating the role of library and information gees in support of other
disciplines lacks a conceptual framework and aeptec! body of
methodologies," (Johnsaat al, 2004). McLelland comments that the problem
with contemporary school library literature in tH¥ is that little library literature
is research-based, and research in librarianshgst® be carried out by
individuals rather than properly-funded teams (Mtdred, 2005, 9). McLelland
attributes this imbalance in the literature to pheference on the part of practicing
librarians for information about practical probleratso arguing that librarianship
journals are more likely to publish a study ifdtdramatic or favorable rather than
critical (Eldredge, 2004, cited by McLelland, 2085 Johnsoret al, attempt to
sound the alarm by warning that, given "the presesak state of evidence linking
the activities of libraries and information sensgagith organisations’
performance," it will be difficult to make the caf®e more resources for school
libraries "without more and better research,” (dumet al, 2004). In the US, a
large body of research spanning over ten yeard drstiates has indicated with
remarkable consistency that American school liesagositively impact student
achievement, particularly those with longer operhingrs, more teaching hours
spent on information skills, high-quality colleat® and more professional staff
(amongst others, see Lance, Rodney, and Hamiltoel€000; Lance, Rodney,
and Russell, 2007).

4 Evidence-Based Librarianship

The tension between research and practice is aweetl conflict in librarianship.
Evidence-based practice (EBP) attempts to bridigegtp. EBP originated in the
healthcare sector in the UK in the 1990s, and dinee, evidence-based
librarianship (EBL) and evidence-based practiceaching have both gained
traction as well (Todd, 2008; Eldredge, 2004). EB&eks to combine the use of
the best available research evidence with a pragmpetspective developed from
working experiences in librarianship,” (Eldredgép8). At the core of EBP,
EBL, and its younger descendant, evidence-baseaxbkthrarianship (EBSL), is
the idea that users are best served when the bretgesen research and practice,
or theory and expertise, is strong. Eldredge sunazesthis relationship as
meaning that practitioners use research resultédan their daily decision-
making, and in turn, practicing librarians alsodree "applied researchers, who
strive to '‘produce’ the research evidence intefalegse by practitioners,”
(Eldredge, 2006).

The most prolific writer on EBSL, Ross Todd of Rergy The State University of
New Jersey, takes the duality of the relationsleifpvieen theory and practice, and
expands it. Ross Todd promotes a threefold relghipnbetween evidence and
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practice: there is evidence for practice, whictoisse the best research available
in order to inform daily problem-solving; thereggidence in practice, which is
the application of research to practice; and tieeexidence from practice,
wherein practitioners pose answerable researchignesnd conduct research
within their own school libraries, ideally to besdeminated for the benefit of
other practitioners (Todd, 2008; Todd, 2009). Ualik the medical profession,
small-scale school library research undertakemafegsional practice "is
considered to be of value alongside evidence frablighed research studies,”
(Todd 2003, cited by Clyde, 2005) which means #fiahree legs of Todd's
model have value in the wider world of school Iimaship.

5 Suitability of EBSL in the UK

EBP and EBL originated in the UK, and as suchfoloedations exist for its
spread into British school librarianship. In aduliti as Booth points out, the
relatively small size of the UK provides an advgetan terms of potential uptake
and coordination:

[T]he UK scene is more compact than that in the &84 yet more intensive than
that in Canada. If one is to attempt to promoteuptake of a paradigm, it should
be more achievable in a national setting wheredhame less than a dozen
regional constituencies, a similar number of acamesiepartments and no more
than a handful of professional group.

(Booth, 2002, 118)

An aspect of EBSL, however, as promoted by Gor@®0%) and Gordon and
Todd (2009), is the idea that EBSL is particulaviil-suited to the teaching
aspect of school librarianship. Of course, schibohtians in the US and in
Australia are typically trained as teachers as aglibrarians, an idea that gained
some traction in the UK, but eventually died outhia 1980s. School librarians in
Australia must hold dual-qualifications to workstate schools (Tilke, 1998, 11)
and in the US, most states require a Master's dexgre a classroom teaching
certificate (Thomas and Perritt, 2003) though tkecerequirements vary from
state to state. This means that school librariatisdse countries, where the bulk
of EBSL research comes from, are trained in pedagbuey are also charged
with teaching information skills as part of theenmit. These differences inevitably
impact their ability to carry out research on leéagnnterventions. This does not,
however, limit the potential applicability of EBSh the UK, it simply means that
appropriate research methodologies must be higeligiCrumley and
Koufogiannakis' model for a "core-centered apprbaehesearch in evidence-
based librarianship arranges research methodolbgieso is more likely to use
them, academics, or practitioners (Crumley and Kgiainnakis, 2001, cited by
Todd, 2006). At the centre of the core are methaglek likely to be used by
librarians in pursuit of answers to practical peosbt, such as case-studies,
interviews, and observational study. At the perfgtege methodologies that
academics would likely use as part of formal redgasuch as meta-analysis,
cross-sectional study, and randomized, controtiatst A methodology missing
from this model is action research, promoted byoC@ordon (2007) as
particularly useful to evidence-based librariansiigtion research is a suitable
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method allowing school librarians in the UK to urtdi&e what is essentially
educational research, because it is intended tolehorative.

Although there is a lack of consensus about ithodkilogy, action research has
been described by various authors as "a tool afeeve-based practice,”
"problem-focused,” and as "insider research dongragtitioners using their own
site as the focus of their study," (Ballard, Ma&std Sand, 2009). Action research
is a collaborative process, and can be an effeataseto build partnerships
between teachers and school librarians. In additf@results of action research,
when disseminated, have the potential to reaclhezads a way that other
research would not: "results of action researchpraxide the vicarious
experiences provided by narrative accounts frono@ishand classrooms which
educators find more helpful than formal educatiorakarch," (Anderson, Herr,
and Nihlen, 1994, cited by Gordon, 2005, 38). Bdlldarch and Sand (2009),
document two action research studies carried otltam school district in
Londonderry, New Hampshire. A problem identified_ondonderry was that,
even though the school district performed very weWas felt that "students
continued to struggle with the research processtamdesulting projects appeared
more 'repackaged’ than 'reflective’ of understapthe topic.” With the help of
Carol Gordon, the authors surveyed teachers adéstsi asking questions in
order to identify whether or not students undedtih@ ethical use of
information. They found that students needed betteerstanding of ethical use
of information in two regards: creating an accutatdiography and the level of
collaboration appropriate to schoolwork. Becausthefresults of these studies,
the school developed a statement declaring theo$stpmsition on the ethical use
of information and included it in the student haoalh. Although the team at
Londonderry did consult with an outside academseagcher, any solo worker
comfortable designing and administering questiamsadr using other research
methods is equally capable of running an actioeaesh study by him or herself
(see Gorman and Clayton, 2005, for information @ndticting qualitative
research in libraries).

6 Challenges

One of the challenges facing EBSL is the dissenunaif research. In order for
research to be read by practitioners, it needg tackessible in publications
available to practitioners. Such publications ideyournals included in
membership to professional organizations, suchascthool Libraries
Worldwide, the official journal of the Internatidnssociation of School
Librarians, as well as publicly-available serialsts as the Times Education
Supplement. In addition, few practitioners writébfpshed articles about research.
Clyde and Oberg carried out a study on articlediglud in School Libraries
Worldwide (SLW) from 1995-2003, in order to findtdwow well SLW supported
evidence-based school librarianship. They calcdldte percentage of research
articles published, and the occupation of the peogio wrote them. They found
that over 80% of research articles were writteubiyersity faculty or PhD
students. 7.5% of articles were written by a migeslip, such as a collaboration
between an academic and a school librarian, anduspractitioners, such as
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school librarians, employees of university librariand officers of library
authorities contributed just over 2% of the argobach (Clyde and Oberg, 2004).

7 Conclusions

School librarianship in the UK suffers from a chisatly low profile and a current
lack of robust research. Evidence-based schoaridomship can boost the profile
of school librarianship whilst working within theircent framework of regular
evaluation extant in the UK. Despite the fact sg@tool librarians in the UK are
not trained as teachers, research methodologyrtiertly a required component
of library education programmes in the UK, and ¢f@re, the foundations exist
for professional librarians to conduct researctheaworkplace. On the whole,
practitioners are committed to developing theivges and "seem more likely to
be interested in research that offers them the rypity to do so,” (McNichol and
Nankiwell, 2003, cited by Johnset al,, 2004). The next step, therefore, for
school librarianship, must lie in the gatheringeoidence at the local level, and in
increased large-scale research. It is promisingUhaversity College London has
drawn up a proposal for a large-scale impact stigityg methodologies similar to
the large-scale impact studies performed in th€@&en, 2009, 1). In doing so,
the profession must redouble its efforts to eftdeinge in policy. Johnsat al
(2004) claim that there is "little merit in incréag research into the impact of
libraries and information services if the results mot transferred into the policy-
making process," (Johnsemnal, 2004). This is imperative to strengthen the
profession, even if a thorough examination revegééem-wide failures. The
burden of responsibility to initiate improvemenstemost heavily on the LIS
research community and the professional organisstid/ithout large-scale work,
local efforts will not be disseminated and the pssfon as a whole will not
benefit. Conversely, enthusiastic work at the matidevel without buy-in and
commitment on the part of the school librarian nseiduat national campaigns will
be an empty, pointless exercise. As demonstratedlésge and growing body of
international evidence, school libraries are topantant to let go to waste.
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