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Oberg 2002). Principals foster effective library programs through budgetary decisions that affect 
collections and staffing, through organizational decisions that affect scheduling, and through the 
expectations that they set for library use by students and teachers (Hartzell 2002b). 
 

Statement of the Problem 
In a study completed by Wilson and Blake (1993), 68 percent of principals who responded 
indicated that they did not have a good understanding of the role of the library media center in 
today’s schools. Although standards and best practice demonstrate that library media specialists 
should play an active role in curriculum and instruction in the school, principals are typically not 
aware of the instructional potential of the library media specialist. They tend to hold the more 
traditional view of the library media specialist as one who selects, purchases, organizes, and 
circulates materials (Buchanan 1982; Dorrell and Lawson 1995; Kolencik 2001). 
 
Today’s school library media specialist should function as a collaborative instructional partner 
by planning, teaching, and evaluating with fellow educators. The library media specialist should 
also function as a teacher of information literacy skills, teaching students to access, evaluate, and 
use information in the context of their content area curriculum (AASL 1998). When library 
media specialists fulfill these roles, taking an active part in instruction in their schools, student 
achievement increases (Lance 2005). 
 
Publications in the educational leadership field rarely address school libraries (Hartzell 2002a), 
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Standards in the Field of School Library Media 
Tracing the evolution of the instructional role of the library media specialist, Standards for 
School Library Programs (AASL 1960) suggest that instruction in library skills and in the use of 
materials be a cooperative venture involving the principal, the department chair, the classroom 
teacher, and the librarian. Standards for School Media Programs (AASL 1969) note that library 
media specialists should provide instructional resources to teachers, work with teachers on 
curriculum planning, and serve on teaching teams. Media Programs: District and School (AASL 
1975) require that the media specialist show competency in curriculum development and in 
teaching and learning strategies, while Information Power: Guidelines for School Library Media 
Programs (AASL 1988) specifies that library media specialists function both as teachers and as 
instructional consultants. Information Power: Building Partnerships for Learning (AASL 1998) 
requires that library media specialists function as teachers and instructional partners to 
collaboratively teach information literacy skills in the context of content area curriculum. 
Throughout the standards issued over the past fifty years, a common and developing strand is 
that of the active instructional role of the library media specialist. 
 
Similarly, candidates enrolled in initial programs for school library media specialist preparation 
that are nationally recognized by NCATE and the AASL must demonstrate their ability to 
provide students with a stimulating learning environment, to integrate information literacy skills 
instruction into the content curriculum, to function as instructional partners and educational 
leaders, as well as their knowledge of learners and learning and skills as effective and 
knowledgeable teachers (ALA 2003). Practicing library media specialists pursuing National 
Board Certification must demonstrate teaching competencies such as knowledge of learners, 
learning styles, human growth and development, and knowledge of the principles of teaching and 
learning, and must be able to integrate information literacy into the content curriculum through 
collaboration with classroom teachers (NBPTS 2001). Both newly trained library media 
specialists and experienced library media specialists striving for professional excellence are 
expected to practice a strong instructional role. 
 
Recognizing the teaching role of the school library media specialist, Virginia requires that a 
library media specialist be licensed as a teacher (Virginia Department of Education 1998). 
Library media specialists in Virginia public schools earn licensure through one of two routes: 
They either hold endorsement in a content area and add Library Media PreK-12 to their teaching 
licenses through the completion of twenty-four credit hours of library media coursework and a 
supervised clinical experience, or, if they come to education from another career field, they 
complete fifteen credit hours in professional education studies plus their required library media 
coursework and an extended and supervised clinical experience in a library setting. 
 
Standards for school library media programs emphasize the teaching role of the library media 
specialist. Standards for the educational preparation of library media specialists require 
candidates to demonstrate competence in teaching and collaboration. Standards for library media 
specialists who desire to be nationally recognized for excellence in the profession focus on 
teaching. Virginia requires that library media specialists be licensed as teachers. The intent is that 
today’s library media specialists are teachers and instructional partners. 
 
Key Knowledge Claim: Based on standards in the field, today’s library media specialists are 
required to function as teachers and as instructional partners. 



Volume 11 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 





Volume 11 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 

 

6 School Library Media Research | www.ala.org/aasl/slr 
 

school library media program by promoting the program to teachers and making clear to teachers 
that it was to be an integral part of instruction by showing personal commitment to it, affirming 
its value, and modeling library use. They supported the library program administratively with 
adequate budget, adequate clerical staff, and flexible scheduling, which allowed library media 
specialists to collaboratively plan with teachers. Finally, they supported the program by placing 
the library media specialist in leadership roles within the school. 
 
Kolencik (2001) noted that the principal’s leadership in promoting and supporting the library 
media program contributed to a positive collaborative school culture that led to school 
improvement and to increased student learning. 
 
Speaking at the 2002 White House Conference on School Libraries, Hartzell (2002a) encouraged 
principals to reconceptualize and think of the library program as an investment rather than a cost. 
From his work with the DeWitt Wallace 
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Principals’ Perceptions of the Role of the Library Media Specialist 
Findings from studies that examine principals’ perceptions of library media specialists 
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elementary school principals’ continued view of the library program as support for but not 
integral to teaching and learning. 
 
Marcoux (2005) reported on a survey of 372 K-12 Washington state principals to identify their 
perceptions of the responsibilities of various roles practiced by their library media specialists. 
Respondents indicated that they viewed library media specialists as reading advocates, 
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of knowledge regarding the role of the library media specialist was the current library media 
specialist in their school. Only 8 percent of the principals responding listed college coursework 
as the source of their knowledge of library media specialists. 
 
Buchanan (1982) and Hartzell (2002a) s
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Data Collection 
To improve response rate, as suggested by Dillman (2007), a pre-notice e-mail was sent on May 
11, 2007, to the 500 principals who had been selected for the study sample by proportional 
stratified random sampling. Thirty-eight principals declined to participate; therefore, the first e-
mail with survey link went to 462 principals on May 14, 2007. A follow-up reminder e-mail was 
sent on June 4, and the survey closed on June 19. Sixty-four responses were received, a response 
rate of 14%. Due to the low number of responses, on August 1, the pre-notice e-mail was sent to 
the remaining 424 principals for whom e-mail addresses were available who had not been 
selected for the first round (three principals served two schools each). Thirty-four principals 
declined to participate; therefore, the first e-mail with survey link was sent to 390 principals on 
August 6. A follow-up reminder e-mail was sent on August 13, and the survey closed on August 
21. From the second sample, an additional 51 responses were received, a response rate of 13%. 
The two sets of responses submitted through Inquisite were combined for a total of 115 
responses. Data analysis showed that five respondents had declined to participate after reading 
the Informed Consent Form, making the final number of usable responses from both data 
collections 110, a response rate of 13%. W-6( )]T-
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specialists during their teaching careers. Only 2.7 percent noted that their knowledge came from 
professional journals, and even fewer (1.8 percent) noted that their knowledge came from 
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Critical Incidents  
An open-ended question at the end of the survey asked participants to elaborate on an incident 
that helped them form their perception of the role of the library media specialist: “Think back to 
a situation or incident which you have had with a library media specialist which helped to form 
your view of the role of the library media specialist in the school. The incident could be a 
positive one, or it could be a negative one. Please describe the incident.” Of the 110 principals 
who completed the survey, 83 (75 percent) answered the open-ended question. To facilitate 
analysis, their responses were first categorized as negative or positive, then as 
informational/content or relational/attitudes. Common themes were identified. 
 
Negative 
Although negative responses were not frequent, two strands emerged in the area of information 
or content along the theme of a “traditional” library media specialist: library media specialists 
who do not have current technological skills and library media specialists who do not see the 
need to teach research or information skills. Regarding the lack of up-to-date computer skills, 
one respondent described the library media specialist as “a librarian who runs an organized 
library where students check out books and are read to. . . . We are waiting for her to retire (next 
year) so that we can get someone who is truly a media specialist.” Another respondent noted, 
“We are currently moving toward more technology in our program. This had been somewhat of a 
struggle because my librarian is not as computer savvy as I would like. . . . Ultimately, I would 
like to see a total integration of library and technology.” 
 
In the area of teaching research or information literacy skills, one respondent stated, “In my 
experience within this school division, the LMS professionals do not initiate quality lessons with 
children, but merely manage the circulation of the library.” Another noted, “Six years ago, I 
inherited a school and school library media specialist that did not see the value in aligning library 
instruction with the classroom, student data, and instructional needs. The librarian was very 
traditional in the sense that she delivered her own lessons without regard to what was taking 
place in the classroom or student learning abilities, levels, or interests.” 
 
Negative responses were more frequent in the relational or attitude area regarding the library 
media specialist’s interpersonal skills and the environment in place in the library: “My current 
librarian is retiring and the entire school community is happy to see her go. . . . She gives the 
impression that she just does not like children. She did not work well with other teachers.” “My 
current LMS is not a very approachable/cooperative person. I inherited her and she is very self-
centered and doesn’t see the BIG picture.” “The library was not a friendly place to be. The 
teachers and students were intimidated when they visited the library and all of the resources were 
guarded instead of being freely given for use.” The librarian “ran the library as a fiefdom.” 
“Students would attempt to access the library during the school day only to find that the library 
was locked.” “The library should not be a place of hoops to jump through—it should be a 
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teacher was teaching and provided excellent resources for them. She liked the children to use the 
library and come in at other times, not just the assigned time.” 
 
One principal said the librarian was “very enthusiastic and loved children. The library was a fun 
place for kids to go and they learned to be independent in the library by the librarian and teachers 
working together.” Another noted that “students were excited to go the library because 
everything she planned was fun and interesting and pertinent to what we were studying.” 
Principals characterized library media specialists in positive terms such as “a life-long learner,” 
an “advocate for the program,” and “a team player who volunteers to participate in the 
collaborative process.” 
 
They described library media specialists who “effectively interact with other staff members and 
step out to meet them and provide support,” who “initiated team teaching of social studies,” and 
“was embedded in the school culture in a positive way.” One respondent noted, “She first made 
the media center welcoming to students and staff; she encouraged teachers to use her and the 
media center as a resource by initiating collaboration with a teacher in each department.” 
Another principal characterized the library media specialist as an “open door, readily available, 
proactive instructor serving all children.” 
 
Positive comments regarding informational or content-related incidents fit into five categories: 
connections to Virginia’s Standards of Learning, use of curriculum pacing guides, attention to 
standardized test scores, teaching of research skills, and staff development in the area of 
information resources. Ten respondents mentioned the library media specialists’ attention to the 
Standards of Learning, either by providing resources (“I have had the library media specialist to 
collect large plastic tubs of materials which support a specific Virginia Standard of Learning”) or 
by connecting library information lessons to Standards of Learning (SOL) content (“My library 
media specialist asked to meet with all the teachers to coordinate what she did to go along with 
the SOL they were teaching in the classroom,” and “she taught lessons in the media center that 
focused strongly on needed SOL skills”). 
 
Three respondents specifically mentioned library media specialists’ attention to curriculum 
pacing guides: “She uses the SOL data and our pacing guide to help guide her lessons as well as 
to offer support to t
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Principals related that library media specialists “taught the students research skills.” One stated, 
“I remember the library media specialist reinforcing research skills with my 6th and 7th graders. 
This helped me to be more successful as a teacher and my students benefited from the extra 
reinforcement activities.” She “collaborated with classroom teachers to develop research skills 
for students . . . she met with teachers the week before for planning and together they developed 
the media lesson that was supportive of the classroom instruction. . . . The students understood 
the connection that the media center was an extension of learning. It was not an isolated place we 
go with no connection to the live learning of the classroom.” One principal also reported, “My 
librarian presented excellent information to our PTA and staff about using online databases and 
why they are more reliable than search engines such as Google or Yahoo.” 
 
Expectations for Library Media Specialists 
Several principals specifically noted that they based their expectations for the instructional role 
of their library media specialist on a strong library media specialist with whom they had worked: 
“In my first job as a teacher, I probably had the chance to work with the best librarian I have 
seen. . . . I judge all librarians by her.” “I have formed my opinions about the importance of that 
position by watching how important her role is in our school and seeing how her influence can 
extend far beyond the walls of the library.” “I was fortunate to work with an outstanding library 
media specialist who made herself be an integral part of the whole school operation. . . . From 
her very positive impact, I have carried that expectation on to other school settings to share with 
library media specialists who had never entertained the idea of working in this manner.” “I 
worked with a wonderful media specialist. She used lesson plans that coordinated with the grade 
level standard course of study and integrated regular classroom curriculum into the library 
experience. . . . She has been the ruler by which I measure other media specialists.” 
 

Discussion 
Research Question 1
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higher when the library media specialist provides professional development in the area of 
information technology and takes an active role as a teacher of teachers (Lance, Rodney, and 
Hamilton-Pennell 2000, 2001; Smith 2001). Virginia elementary school principals support the 
role of the library media specialist as staff developer in the area of information technology. 
 
Research Question 2: How do elementary school principals view the library media specialist as 
an instructional partner? 
 
Tallman and van Deusen (1995) noted that library media specialists who met with teams of 
teachers reported more collaboration than those who met with teachers individually, and Virginia 
elementary school principals endorsed this practice, with 85 percent supporting collaboration at 
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Data from this study confirm the findings of Naylor and Jenkins (1988); Campbell (1991); and 
Alexander, Smith, and Carey (2003). Over 65 percent of the elementary school principals in 
Virginia responding to the survey indicated that their primary source of knowledge of the 
instructional role of the library media specialist was derived from interactions with library media 
specialists during their administrative careers. Over 26 percent stated that their knowledge was 
derived from interactions with library media specialists during their teaching careers. 
 
Elementary principals in Virginia public schools form their views of the role of the library media 
specialist in their schools through their interactions with practicing library media specialists. 
Pearson (1989) suggested that it was the responsibility of the library media specialist to inform 
and educate the principal concerning the library’s potential contribution to student learning. 
Findings from this study validate Pearson’s charge. 
 
Principals who gave negative responses to the open-ended question described interactions with 
the more traditional, stereotypical librarian who completed conventional library duties but did 
not effectively instruct or participate as an integral part of student learning. Principals who gave 
positive responses had interacted with proactive library media specialists who contributed to 
instruction and learning in their schools. They described library media specialists who 
collaboratively planned and taught with classroom teachers, who were knowledgeable about 
curriculum standards, and who worked to align the library program with the overall mission and 
goals of the school. They also spoke to the lasting influence that a positive library media 
specialist has on fellow educators. 
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c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  

7. My library media specialist should teach students to 
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Section Two: The Instructional Partner Role of the Library Media Specialist 
Directions: Please read each of the following statements and select the answer that best 
represents your response. Answer choices are Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither disagree nor 
agree, Agree, Strongly agree. 

13. My library media specialist should collaborate with teachers to teach students 
information literacy skills  (accessing, evaluating, and using information) in the context 
of content curriculum.  

a. Strongly disagree  
b. Disagree  
c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  

14. My library media specialist should collaborate with individual  teachers to plan lessons 
which integrate information literacy into the curriculum.  

a. Strongly disagree  
b. Disagree  
c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  

15. My library media specialist should collaborate with teachers at grade level to plan 
lessons which integrate information literacy into the curriculum.  

a. Strongly disagree  
b. Disagree  
c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  

16. My library media specialist should collaborate with teachers to teach lessons which 
integrate information literacy into the curriculum.  

a. Strongly disagree  
b. Disagree  
c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  

17. My library media specialist should collaborate with teachers to evaluate student work 
from lessons which integrate information literacy into the curriculum.  

a. Strongly disagree  
b. Disagree  
c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  

18. My library media specialist should play an active role in the school improvement 
plan/process.  

a. Strongly disagree  
b. Disagree  
c. Neither disagree nor agree  
d. Agree  
e. Strongly agree  
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Section Three: Overall Contributions of Library Media Specialist to 
Instruction  
Directions: Please read each of the following statements and select the answer that best 
represents your response. 

19. 
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