
“An effective school library program has a certified school 
librarian at the helm, provides personalized learning 
environments, and offers equitable access to resources to 
ensure a well-rounded education for every student.” So 
begins AASL’s “Definition for Effective School Library 
Program” position statement (AASL 2016a). In the 
context of the theme of this issue of Knowledge Quest, I’d 
like to unpack this sentence, focusing on some of its 
critical key words: “resources,” “well-rounded education,” 

“equitable access,” “certified school librarian,” and “every 
student.”

Resources
As school librarians we are responsible for developing the 
collections of our libraries. It is our professional respon-
sibility to provide informational, instructional, and 
recreational reading resources that meet the needs of our 
patrons. We are called upon to practice purposeful and 
thoughtful collection development so that children are 
able to see themselves in the books they read as we support 
the concept of books as mirrors. The We Need Diverse 
Books initiative has highlighted the challenge that we face 
(We Need Diverse Books n.d.). For example, according 
to statistics provided by the Cooperative Children’s Book 
Center (CCBC), of the approximately 3,200 picture 
books, novels, and nonfiction works the CCBC received 
from U.S. publishers in 2015, 243 were about Africans 
or African Americans; 28 were about American Indians 
or First Nation members; 107 were about Asian Pacific 
residents or Asian Pacific Americans; 78 were about 
Latinos—in total, 456 books out of 3,200, less than 15 

percent (CCBC 2016). Extending the concept of books 
as mirrors, our collections should not only represent but 
also broaden the horizons of those we serve, providing 
a window into the lives of those who are different from 
us and doors that connect us and foster understanding. 
Developing collections that accomplish these objectives is 
challenging given the limited number of books available 
with characters of certain races and ethnicities.

Well-Rounded Education
As school librarians, we are first and foremost teachers, 
responsible for providing our students with instruction 
across literacies that will allow them to be successful 
in college, career, and community. If we are to engage 
students in learning, we need to design instruction that 
is culturally responsive. “Culturally responsive teaching 
recognizes the importance of including students’ cultural 
references in all aspects of learning, enriching classroom 
experiences and keeping students engaged” (Southern 
Poverty Law Center 2016). To drill down even further, 
we can look at the “Students’ Six: Teaching Strategies 
that Work for Students of Color,” six evidence-based 
strategies that students identified as effective: visibility 
by consciously including every student in instruction; 
proximity by effective use of physical space; connection of 
learning to students’ lives; engaging and incorporating 
students’ cultures; acknowledging racial dynamics; and 
connecting to the larger world and students’ future selves 
(Meyer and Davis n.d.; School Improvement Network 
2016). When we use strategies such as these and practice 
culturally responsive teaching, we foster learning and 
contribute to students’ well-rounded education.

 
 

president’s 
COLUMN

 Extending the concept of books as mirrors, our collections should 

not only represent but also broaden the horizons of those we serve, 

providing a window into the lives of those who are different from 

us and doors that connect us and foster understanding. 

An Effective School Library Program…for Every Student
Audrey Church, 2016–2017 AASL President   |   churchap@longwood.edu

4 Knowledge Quest  |  Diversity Matters

All materials in this journal subject to copyright by the American Library Association 
may be used for the noncommercial purpose of scientific or educational advancement 

granted by Sections 107 and 108 of the Copyright Revision Act of 1976. Address 
usage requests to the ALA Office of Rights and Permissions.



Equitable Access
The difference between “equal” and “equitable” is the 
topic of much discussion lately. Simply put, we might 
define “equal” as “same” and “equitable” as “fair.” Equal 
might mean providing every child with a device to 
take home to use to complete required work for school, 
while equitable would mean ensuring that every child 
has adequate connectivity at home to use that device. 
Providing equitable access to resources for all children 
is a challenging proposition. As we structure our library 
schedules, we work to ensure that students have equitable 
access to our facilities, collections, and services. Many 
access issues, however, are not within our direct control. 
Overly restrictive filtering of legitimate educational 
websites, for example, disproportionately disadvantages 
those who do not have adequate Internet access outside of 
school. Working for equitable access is an ongoing task.

Certified School Librarian
Numerous studies have demonstrated the positive impact 
that a certified school librarian has on student learning 
(Gretes 2013). Yet, we know that many school districts 
have eliminated school librarian positions. For example, 
as the 2016–2017 school year began, only one in four 
Chicago public schools had a certified school librarian 
on staff (Ward and Cox 2016). The Los Angeles Unified 
School District has restored some library positions, but 
the ratio of school librarians to students is 1:5,784, far 
below the recommended California standard of one 
librarian for 785 students (Szymanski 2016). For the 
2016–2017 school year the Shawnee Mission School 
District in Kansas hired “innovation specialists” instead 
of school librarians to lead their school libraries (Collie 
2016). As noted in AASL’s “Instructional Role of the 
School Librarian” position statement, “school librarians 
are instructors as well as collaborators with fellow educa-
tors in the pursuit of student learning in school libraries, 
classrooms, learning commons, makerspaces, labs, and 
virtual learning spaces” (AASL 2016b). Certified school 
librarians play a critical role in student learning.

Every Student
Every student means every student, each and every one. Every 
student deserves the services of a certified school librarian. 
Every student deserves equitable access to library resources, 
print and electronic. Every student deserves instruction 
that is not only effective but also culturally responsive. 
Every student deserves resources that reflect and honor 
differences. As implementation of the 2015 Every 
Student Succeeds Act moves forward to the state and 
local levels, we must be visible and vocal. Every student 
deserves an effective school library program.
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