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The American Association of School 
Librarians’ (AASL) Causality: School 
Libraries and Student Success II (CLASS II) 
project (IMLS RE-00-15-0114-15, 2015–
2020) was the first step in developing a 
long-term, three-phase school library research 
agenda (figure 1) to investigate causal 
relationships between school libraries staffed 
by professionally prepared school librarians 
and student learning. 

This report, designed for school library 
researchers and practitioners, features: 

•	 an executive summary of the CLASS II 
objectives and research process; 

•	 an overview of select research findings as 
they relate to the Shared Foundations from 
AASL’s National School Library Standards 

for Learners, School Librarians, and School 

Libraries (2018); and 

•	 recommendations for future research 
directions. 

OBJECTIVES
The goal of this research was to identify 
what educators were doing in the classroom 
related to positive learner outcomes. 

Further developing and testing these 
promising practices would be the basis for an 
ongoing research agenda for school library 
researchers and practitioners to investigate 
using causal designs in their own schools and 
school libraries.

Such empirical evidence would enable library 
and information practitioners, researchers, 
supporters, and advocates to meaningfully 
connect with education policy decision-
makers and lawmakers for partnerships to 
improve learning for all K–12 learners.

Background 
and Objectives

The complete CLASS 

II report is available at: 

www.ala.org/aasl/research
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FIGURE 1. CLASS research agenda phases.

CLASS II. Initial Research



AASL engaged researchers from three 
universities to further a national school library 
research agenda based on causal analysis 
showing how school librarians can positively 
impact learners. 

Using a Mixed Research Synthesis (MRS) 
method (figure 2), researchers aggregated and 
synthesized high-quality published research. 

Each study was evaluated for relevance to the 
research question and grouped according to 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) tiers of 
evidence for causal research (figure 3). 

Researchers identified promising classroom 
practices and assigned Shared Foundations 
from the AASL Standards to each study.

A final phase of the project included testing 
promising research findings in small-scale field 
studies to spark further research development.

Research 
Process

THE RESEARCH 
QUESTION 
What causal relationships 
between school-based malleable 
factors and student learning are 
present in published research?

SCHOOL-BASED FACTORS: 

Learning activities that occur 
within school, such as classroom 
practices, after-school 
programming, or other factors 
that might be manipulated 
within a school.

See the complete research report 

for full abstracts, additional 

findings and queries, field studies, 

and conjecture maps illustrating 

each of the Shared Foundations.  

Visit www.ala.org/aasl/research
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LEVEL 1 
STRONG
Experimental 

study with random 
assignment of 
participants to 

intervention and 
control groups

LEVEL 4 
RATIONALE

Well-specified logic 
model or theory of 

action that builds on 
high-quality prior 
research or a prior 
positive evaluation

LEVEL 3 
PROMISING



While the CLASS II project results do not provide 
definitive answers to the causal link between 
school librarianship and learning, they do offer 
promising directions for school library practice.

MAJOR THEMES AND 
PROMISING PRACTICES

AASL introduced the National School Library 

Standards in 2017, after the CLASS II research 
was under way. Researchers’ work was not 
prescribed by the AASL Standards; however, the 
standards provide a useful lens through which to 
view the project’s research findings. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the major areas 
in educational research identified by CLASS II 
researchers that provide promising directions 
for causal research in school librarianship. Each 



TABLE 1. Major areas from research syntheses.

SHARED 
FOUNDATION

RESEARCH SYNTHESIS AREA

LEARNER SCHOOL LIBRARIAN SCHOOL LIBRARY

INQUIRE Strengthening 
Intellectual Tools

•	 Goal Setting
•	



SHARED FOUNDATION

School librarians and other 
educators engage learners in the 
use of inquiry-based models, and 
learners benefit from guides to their 
inquiry processes. Instructional 
design, learning activities, a 
collaborative approach, and 
development of critical thinking 
skills are fundamental to research 
related to this Shared Foundation.

LEARNER 

STRENGTHENING 
INTELLECTUAL TOOLS

Successful treatments to equip 
learners with the skills to inquire, 
think critically, identify problems, and develop 
strategies for solving problems include:

Goal Setting. Goal setting impacts performance, 
with the strongest effect for less-complex tasks 
and increased specificity of tasks, especially if 
learners participate in goal setting.

Inquire



SCHOOL LIBRARIAN

INSTRUCTIONAL 
APPROACHES 

How educators construct 
instructional approaches may 
depend on the skills that need to be 
developed, but research finds that educators 
should not take an either/or approach to 
information literacy instruction. The range 
of instructional approaches should include 
both the problem-based method for content 
knowledge and process frameworks for the 
application of information practices. Among 
the approaches explored:

Creativity Training. Training that emphasized 
cognitive processing skills was particularly 
effective, and the development of problem-
solving and information-processing skills is 
very relevant for information literacy.

Explicit Instruction. Mixed instructional 
approaches that combined content and 
explicit critical thinking instruction were 
significantly better than other approaches. 
Intensive programs proved more effective 
than programs providing only periodic 
training in critical thinking. 



SHARED FOUNDATION

Inclusive Learning. Several 
interventions have proven 
especially effective with lower 
socio-economic groups, including 
effective educators, access to books for 
summer reading, peer-assisted learning, and a 
well-prescribed preschool curriculum. 

Include

Several best practices for the classroom that are applicable to the school library address inclusion and diversity through attention to individual di-erences: time for learning, di-erentiation or adaptive instruction, reinforcement, cooperative learning, and feedback.  LEARNER Are there patterns in how subgroups respond to school library instruction, activities, etc.? What about learner di-erences, socio-economic status, racial, cultural, linguistic, etc.? 





SHARED FOUNDATION

better when they understand and share learning 
goals. Grouping may be done in a variety of 
different ways. However, research showed that 
many educators find group facilitation and 
teaching difficult to implement.

SCHOOL LIBRARIAN 
Co-Planning and Co-Teaching 
Strategies. Collaboratively taught 
groups that used an inquiry 
project-based learning (PBL) 
approach fared much better than 
over collaboratively taught groups that 
did not use PBL. Although PBL increased 
educators’ workload, learners enjoyed the 
projects and perceived them to be relatively 
easy, regardless of gender or academic ability. 
Collaborations between teaching staff were 
most effective when supported by school 

In education research, collaboration 
may be seen a bit differently 
than how school librarians see 
it. For example, educators may 
consider working with parents as 
collaboration. In some schools, a 
building-wide commitment to 
collaborative decision making is 
a form of collaboration. While 
collaboration is a frequently 
discussed and researched topic 
in school librarianship, it has 
not been the focus of many 
causal research studies.

LEARNER 
Shared Learning Experiences. 
Collaboration is a key academic 
success and life skill. Higher 
achievement and more-positive 
peer relationships were associated 
with cooperative, rather than competitive or 





SHARED FOUNDATION

LEARNER 
Thinking Skills and Strategies. 
Across several instructional 
conditions, settings, and 
methodological features, the use 
of concept maps was associated 
with increased knowledge retention. Strategies 
to further assist student learning through skill 
development include behavior competency, 
language development, literacy skills, and 
note-taking skills. The use of note-taking had 
a particularly positive impact on high school 
learners when instruction and examples of 
procedures were provided. 

Curate
The Curate Shared Foundation 
involves the effective use of ideas 
and information as a result of 
finding, evaluating, selecting, and 
organizing resources appropriate 
to a given task. A vital component 
of this foundation includes 
providing access to resources. 
What the school librarian does to 
curate a collection of resources 
for the school’s information 
and curricular needs, is scaled 
to the learner’s level of need to 
evaluate and select resources.   

What nonverbal and engaging activities 
could enhance reading skills through 
instruction in the visual arts? 

Which curation skills can the school 
librarian model for learners to impact 
learning?

[Strategies icon]





SHARED FOUNDATION

LEARNER
Experiential Learning. Learners 
benefit from the inclusion of 
hands-on learning, including 
non-linguistic activities and other 
symbolic representation such as 
drawings and graphs. Real-world materials and 
activities or technology animations are effective 
in many learning contexts. Board games, for 
example, increase mathematical skills. 

Explore
Studies in the CLASS 
aggregation supported the use 
of manipulatives, real-world 
materials, and other hands-
on explorations and models 
related to learning in content 
areas like math, science, or 
social studies. Reading as “the 
core of personal and academic 
competency” (AASL 2018, 13) is 
also explicitly addressed in the 
Explore Shared Foundation. How do school libraries facilitate hands-

on learning through the provision of 
spaces for exploration and discovery 
such as makerspaces? 



Talk about Reading. Learners 
benefit from interactions with 
adults and peers surrounding 
books and reading. Struggling 
readers benefit from one-to-one 
tutoring from teachers, trained volunteers, and 
peers. Adults can model reading through read-
alouds, b



SHARED FOUNDATION

Self-Perception. Learners’ self-beliefs about 
intelligence have a small but significant impact 
on achievement, particularly if those beliefs are 
aligned with the learning domain or subject area. 
Learners with positive beliefs about effort have 
better socio-emotional and academic outcomes. 
Supporting positive self-perception 
is especially effective when 
working with minority children 
from disadvantaged, urban 
neighborhoods. 

Structured Curricula. When learners are 
encouraged and given tools to self-regulate and 
communicate through structured socio-emotional 
curricula and activities, their behavior improves. 
Children can improve their ability to avoid 
violent situations and solve problems nonviolentupp lg-achievement, particularly if those beliefs are 







Create a dedicated online space 
and project team to advance 
ongoing research and assist 
with the construction and 
dissemination of research activities. 
This would further support the third goal 
in AASL’s strategic plan, “AASL advances 
research that informs school librarian practice,” 
and its objectives to:

•	 Facilitate evidence-informed school 
librarian practices.

•	 Increase visibility of research related to 
school librarians.

•	 Communicate research findings to 
practitioners and other leaders. (2019)

Causal research, by its nature, depends on the 
specific context in which it is applied. AASL 
and the CLASS II researchers encourage 
scholars and practitioners to partner for 
robust and rigorous research that further 
defines the elements of school librarianship 
that advance learning.
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