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Abstract
In the current national climate of teacher shortages and financial pressures, the future of teacher
librarians is uncertain. While the nature of school libraries will continue to evolve, can we assume
the position of teacher librarian will evolve with them, or become extinct?  What will school
communities miss out on if they replace teacher librarians with librarians and other non-teaching
staff?

Informing groups such as parents, principals and politicians of this possible loss is crucial for the
continuation of teacher librarianship, but to effectively disseminate information, we need to speak
to each target audience in their own language, whilst maintaining a consistent key message.

This session will explore international case studies which have met with success, as well as
common elements that occur in a range of effective advocacy projects. Examples of news stories
that offer the opportunity to promote school libraries will be presented and discussed. An effective
media release, a simple parent brochure, a successful letter to the editor, a catchy teacher article
and an effective letter to a politician will be modeled.

Templates to begin your own media file will be distributed.

There will never be a better time to publicly promote your role in literacy and learning with those
who need to know.

Join your colleagues in sending the message that teacher librarians make a difference to learning,
and find the communication style that suits you best.  Because who will tell them if we don’t?
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contribution to teacher librarianship. Since 1997, Georgia has
been active in the Charles Sturt University teacher librarianship
program, and is currently an Adjunct Lecturer. Her interaction
with students in the program was a primary motivation in co-
founding The Hub: Campaign for Quality School Libraries in
Australia.



Introduction

The 2003 Lonsdale Report, “Impact of School Libraries on Student Achievement:
Review of Research” commissioned by the Australian School Library Association,
concluded, “Before embarking on a sustained and systematic program of research, or
even a promotional campaign to highlight the positive contribution that school
librarians can make to student learning, it would be useful to have an accurate
snapshot of what is currently happening around the country in regard to school library
staffing” (ACER, p. 30).

The Australian School Libraries Research Project (ASLRP) by ALIA, ASLA and
Edith Cowan University, now gives us this snapshot (Combes, 2008). The campaign
can begin. This paper addresses avenues outside the school to increase public
awareness of the contributions made by teacher librarians to further the academic
achievement and life long learning of Australian students. In the past in Australia, and
currently overseas, public coalitions of parents, corporate sectors, professional
associations and educators have been able to influence legislation for quality staffing
and funding of school libraries. It is time to see again such a coalition in Australia.
But first comes awareness.

What our snapshot shows is a great inequity between school library staffing and
funding across Australian schools.

The survey found that the majority of school library budgets are abysmal!  Half of the
government school budgets are under $5000, and one in six budgets is under $1000.
Altogether, nearly one third of all schools surveyed have budgets of less than $5000
and in the Northern Territory, which includes many remote schools, over half have
budgets under $500!

35% of government school libraries have no teacher librarians.  Approximately two
thirds of all schools have either no teacher librarian or less than one full time
equivalent working in their school library. Tasmania, Western Australia, the Northern
Territory and Victoria have the lowest number of teacher librarians employed.
Instead there are high numbers of library technicians in Tasmania and Victoria and
library officers in Western Australia.  The NT has no teacher librarians in its remote
schools.

Figures for Melbourne metropolitan primary schools may be especially low.  Anne
Hazell found in a survey for SLAV in 1983 (SLAV, 1984) that 55% of Melbourne
metropolitan primary schools employed a teacher librarian.  Reynolds and Carroll in
2001 (p. 34) put this figure at only 13% after conducting their own survey.

The ASLRP has provided a complex set of results, with many variables yet to be
analysed, but little in it paints a good picture of the state of school libraries in this
country, especially in government schools.

Here is evidence of a vital message to get out to the public, to parents (voters), unions,
politicians, and especially principals (increasingly being the ones responsible for



discretionary staffing). Too many Australian students do not have the advantage of a
teacher librarian (TL) in their school. Yet the evidence exists that school libraries
staffed by qualified teacher librarians can have a positive impact on student literacy
and learning (OLA, 2006; School Libraries Work! 2008; Todd, 2003). (See further
studies listed on The Hub: Research pages.)
 
It is our belief that our children and their teachers should have full and equal access to
the literacy and collaborative teaching opportunities that are provided by well funded
school libraries with qualified teacher librarians. It is our belief that information
literacy and the technology training and the love of reading facilitated in excellent
school libraries are crucial to our children’s future. 
 
That is our message. Each of us has a related story to tell. It might be about the
survey.  It might be about the great things we do in our library for our school
community. It might be that there can be no discussion of literacy without a
discussion about libraries. It might be about what teachers and students are missing
with no teacher librarian; no resource collection development to specifically support
curriculum; no literature programs across the curriculum; and no whole school
information literacy programs.  Whatever the story, the single underlying message is
that school libraries with qualified teacher librarians make a difference.
  
 

Why don’t teacher librarians use the media?
 
With promotion seemingly so ingrained in our job description, why don’t we see more
articles in our press about the dedication of teacher librarians and the great work they
do?  Why doesn’t the public know that teacher librarians are not just librarians?  That
school libraries are more than a collection of books, some computers and a circulation
desk? When talking about teacher librarians, why was I asked the other day, ‘Why do
you say teacher librarian?’ Wow, did I have to keep my cool!  Why don’t our
politicians know that every school doesn’t have qualified staff in its library?
 
Some real life examples.

• A New South Wales teacher librarian recently wrote a letter to her local paper
about the great Living Library treasures at the local public library, but didn’t
bother to send a release about the wonderful visit by one of these treasures that
she organised to talk to her students.

• A New South Wales school library association organised a Book Week
author/illustrator luncheon for one hundred students, but did not send out a
media advisory for a photo opportunity and article or TV coverage.

• An article appeared in a newspaper on the literacy debate.  There was no
mention of the fact that a well resourced and staffed school library could
improve literacy.

• Principals Australia, a collective of the four peak principal organisations in
Australia, held an online conference in 2000 entitled, ‘Principals for the third
millennium’.  Despite one theme of their national education agenda being that



‘the resourcing of schools, remains a priority issue for many principals’, the
issue of libraries does not appear once in the four week conference
proceedings.  

Has anything changed in the last 9 years?

Many principal conferences in 2009 have no mention of libraries in their online
conference proceedings, despite the common themes of teaching and learning,
literacy, web 2.0 and ICT.  Who will stand and deliver the message of quality school
libraries’ support of student achievement at the Victorian Association of State
Secondary Principals, the New South Wales Secondary Deputy Principals
Association Inc. and the 2009 Australian Primary Principals Association national
conference?

Don’t we think everyone needs to know about our efforts? Do teacher librarians think
that media publicity doesn't do much for their library and profession, or is it just
because it doesn't occur to them to do it? Every letter to the editor, every article, every
photo, every radio interview and television news spot, builds our image and adds to
the public’s valuing of teacher librarians. Our professional associations do what they
can. With every one of us also doing what we can, our professional image grows.
 
Good publicity can increase public awareness of our services, create or change our
library’s public image, encourage donations and volunteers, win funding, mobilize
opinion leaders and decision makers, and help to build a supportive network of
librarians (ALA 2004, p. 4).
 

So how do you get into the media?
 
You’ve organised a terrific project with students creating their own e-books.  The
public would love to know about this.  How?
 
A survey has just been released which shows that 35 % of public schools don’t have
teacher librarians.  Can the public do anything? Not if they don’t know about it.
 
Do you want to let your wider community know about an upcoming event or
successful activity?
 
Do you want to increase public awareness of the role teacher librarians take in
supporting teaching and learning?
  
What makes a story newsworthy?

What might a journalist or news editor want to follow up?

• an issue which affects a lot of people, such as the decline in school library
staffing and funding

• a development or update on a current issue, or a resolution to that issue, such as
Building the Education Revolution (BER) libraries, but no teacher librarians to
provide educational programs in them



• a good debate, argument or conflict such as ‘We don’t need libraries now that
we have the internet’

• compelling or informative research, such as the ASLRP survey
• a good ‘people’ story, such as ”grandfriends day” with shared reading in the

school library
• school libraries pitch in to help restock after Victorian bushfires
• a localised version of a wider story (quite common in suburban newspapers or

media) such as local teacher librarian wins teacher award or school wants
library not second hall.

Ourcommunity.com.au (2009), a support site for community organizations, has
excellent resources in the area of marketing and advocacy.
 
What makes journalists tick?

Send them credible messages they can use, but don’t hassle them!

Create and issue a media release to local papers, radio stations and television
stations.   Think about the elements of successful press releases below.  (Sample
release on ‘The too hard basket’ in Appendix).

• Who are the journalists and editors  who cover education issues? Start a list of
media contacts, phone, fax and emails ).

• Give them a punchy headline that attracts attention.  ‘Australian teacher
librarians present the 'too hard basket' to Minister of Education’.    

• Have a ‘hook’ for your story. ‘Hooks’ might include an author visit, a new
library mentoring program for pre-service teachers, the teacher librarian’s role
in the Premier’s Reading Challenge, National Reading Day, International
School Library Day. For example, an article on the International School
Library Day describes the blog site set up between an Illawarra school and its
UK counterpart. The teacher librarian goes on to describe research that
encourages thinking.

• Include the 5Ws - Who? What? Where? When? Why?  For example, ‘A
hamper of tea and an important reading was delivered last.....by two local
school girls, .....and ......  to the Minister of Education, Julia Gillard. The girls,
and their mother, Leonie Paatsch, hoped Ms Gillard would enjoy reading
about the importance of school libraries and professional teacher librarians in
their learning.’

• Mention the full name of your organization, but not at the very beginning.
Give details about its function and approximate membership size, for example,
‘Further information can be found at The Hub: Campaign for Quality School
Libraries in Australia  http://hubinfo.wordpress.com/  led by a think tank of 17
teacher librarians and supporters from across Australia.’

• People want to hear about people.  If you can, include an individual’s story. 
Include a photo, with a caption, or details of when, and where a photo can be
taken by a press photographer, with someone prepared to be photographed,
quoted and named. 

• Use direct quotes which are colourful and catchy, yet informative.  Limit the
quotes to 2-3 sentences and give the person’s name and job title. As an
example read the article in The Age (Lawson 2008) 23 October 2008 on the



Premier’s Reading Challenge in a school that hadn't had a teacher librarian
until two years ago.

• Make sure facts are accurate. Numbers and statistics need to be meaningful
and startling. For example, ‘One third of Australian government school
libraries have no teacher librarian. Yet one third of Anglican schools have 2 or
more teacher librarians.’

• Use the strengths of the medium, for example mention to the journalist any
opportunity for taking a picture for print media, good sounds for radio, or
good vision for television.  For example, Friends of the Earth once got good
radio and TV coverage on its Milk Bottle Day when it featured one of the few
remaining horse and buggy milk deliverers as a part of a media event. 
Television loved the look, whilst radio liked the sound of the hooves on the
road.

• These days, online news welcomes video clips, if you can provide one.  Ask.
• Use humour or novelty.  News can be a pretty dull and serious business and

journalists are often looking for something colourful or funny to entertain their
audience. For example, the “too hard basket” media release (See Appendix) .

• If your release fails, recycle it as a letter to the editor of one of the major
newspapers.

Further guidelines on media releases can be found at The Hub Action pages.

Give a radio interview

Radio producers are always after sound bites.  There's no reason teacher librarians
can't supply a few!  He/she can either ring talkback programs or ask for time to
talk about activities, events, or survey results! If the teacher librarian has issued a
media release to a radio station and the station rings back, then he/she must be
prepared!  Interviews can be live-to-air in a talkback program. They usually take
4-5 minutes, or are prerecorded for a sound bite – a short segment aired alone or
edited into a journalist’s narration.

• Radio sound bites usually last between 5-15 seconds.  Most people speak 3
words to the second, so a 10 second sound bite gives just 30 words to state
your case. ‘35% of Australian public schools, especially in Victoria, Western
Australia and Tasmania, don’t have teacher librarians. For students who need
to improve their reading and to learn how to find and evaluate information,
this isn’t good enough.’  Hmmm 36 words.

• If you are asked to do an interview and you don’t feel prepared, usually you
can say you will contact them in 5 to 30 minutes (negotiate a time).  You then
work out your answers and key points.  It is quite okay to ask the journalist
what will be covered in the interview and even suggest key questions.

• Your conversation must always be geared to the listener—not the interviewer.
‘What do your children lose out on if they have no teacher librarian? No
professional collection development to support the curriculum. No reading
promotion across the whole school. No whole-school programs to integrate
information literacy learning. No virtual library.’

(ALA Communications Handbook 2004, and Alysen and Oakham 2005).



Further tips are available on the Hub post ‘I hate interviews.’

Two great examples of getting five (or ten) minutes of fame. 

• Sharon McGuinness (2008), through a contact with the ABC, was able to
present a 5-minute Perspective program on ‘School libraries in 2008’.

• SLAV Executive Officer, Mary Manning, was interviewed by Richard Aedy
on the decline of teacher librarians in Victoria on 22nd July Life Matters
(Aedy & Manning 2009). Certainly Richard was clued up and Mary Manning
got a vital message across.

 
Don’t be put off doing an interview. Have a mentor, if possible, who has already done
some releases and interviews. Certainly use a partner to vet releases and listen to
interviews. It does take a bit of practice, but do make the leap into media usage. Our
students and the profession can only benefit.

Write journal articles

Think about all those audiences out there we could get the word to besides other
teacher librarians.  There are principal journals, union journals, journals for other
education associations such as Primary English Teachers’ Association and parent
associations.  Some examples are:

• Sharon McGuinness’s (2008) article on International School Library Day in
the NSW Teachers Federation paper.  In it she makes some vital points about
the decline of school libraries in Australia.

• Kerry Neary’s article in The Queensland Principal: the Journal of the
Association of State School Principals Inc (2007).  This is about to be
republished in the Australian Educational Leader.

The Australian Council of State School Organizations has always been very interested
in new information about school libraries.  They have included items on the Lonsdale
Report and on the ASLRP Report in their weekly online newsletter which goes out to
members of ten state and territory government school organisations. (Phillips 2008,
Phillips 2009).

Write letters to the editor

Use guidelines provided by the newspaper. Their email addresses usually take the
same format: letters@smh.com.au, letters@theage.com.au. Keep within the word
limit and remember to edit, edit, edit! Include all your contact details, including your
phone number so your email can be verified. If responding to an article, cite its date,
as your letter may not go into the very next issue.  Kerry Neary (2008) provided a
great response to the ‘laptops vs libraries’ debate which was published with a photo in
The Courier Mail.

Use web 2.0



Demonstrate your information communication technology skills.  Start a blog, a wiki
or upload a video to YouTube, but choose a non-teacher librarian audience.  Check out
the clip responding to the closure of Colac Public Library (Friends of Colac Libraries,
Inc. 2008).   It’s a scream! Yet of the 11,000 plus video clips on YouTube on school
libraries, I have trouble finding any from Australia!

Why don't teacher librarians talk to politicians?

Well, why would anyone? We know they are all scoundrels, corrupt, snouts in the
public trough, baiters in the bear-pit, and appeal to our grossest instincts to stay in
power. And if we are that cynical, well, things will only get worse.  If we don't let our
elected representatives know what it is we envision for the future of our students, how
will it ever improve? And, thankfully, some of us and some of the politicians are still
idealists.  Which takes us to -

Lobbying

There are many international examples of successful awareness campaigns and active
lobbying.

• The Canadian Coalition for School Libraries is an organisation of ‘...parents,
teacher-librarians, writers, educators, publishers, library wholesalers and
literacy advocates [drawn together] to sponsor original research; provide
policy analysis to decision-makers at all levels of government; … and
communicate the issues to the broader Canadian public’ (People for Education
2007).

• Ontario Coalition for School Libraries (2006?)- ‘Parents, educators, business
people, cultural sector representatives and concerned individuals … working
together to put school libraries on the government agenda.’

• British Columbia Coalition for School Libraries- ‘The B.C. Coalition for
School Libraries is a group of concerned citizens, educators, businesses and
community groups working to improve  school library programs in the
province’(BC Coalition for School Libraries n.d.).

• Washington Coalition for School Libraries and IT (The 3 mums succeeded!:
“School library materials and teacher librarians are now officially part of WA
state’s definition of 'basic education' for prototype schools!” Fund Our Future:
Washington 2007)

• Oregon Coalition for School Libraries and IT has undertaken a lobbying
effort for legislation to ‘help school libraries survive, while giving districts
flexibility in planning how to provide strong library programs. The evidence is
clear that strong school library programs help children succeed academically’
(Fund Our Future: Oregon 2008).

• And, as a final example, a campaign undertaken in Ohio through the Ohio
Educational Library Media Association over 10 years, which included work
with Ross Todd on evidence based research, has resulted in legislation to
phase in funding for licensed librarian and media specialists in Ohio's schools.
“One voice would not have been heard.  A few voices would have been
drowned out.  But working together for our students and their futures, made a
difference.” (OELMA 2009)



Remember that the teacher librarian profession has many friends.  Booksellers,
publishers, authors and the Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA), all support
great school libraries.  Many of these groups have recently formed the Australian
Children's Literature Alliance, working with the State Library of Victoria. With
former CBCA president Bronwen Bennett as its chairperson, it will be appointing an
Australian children's laureate and promoting and supporting Australian writing and
the value of books and reading. We look forward to working with them, and with
ALIA and ASLA, to advance school libraries.

Communicating with your local member

In the roll up to the 2008 Australian Capital Territory (ACT) elections, Hubber and
teacher librarian, Barbara Braxton, sent a note to the Shadow Minister of
Education concerning the trend in replacing qualified teacher librarians with clerks in
ACT government school libraries.  His response was, ‘You have raised an excellent
point which I will certainly consider with future policy launches. I wasn’t aware of
the concern, so will have one of my advisers follow through with the issue.’   I'm not
sure that they did, but, thanks to Barbara Braxton, a start was possible.

Politicians welcome your opinions. Don't be too cynical, here! You are helping to
keep them informed (and therefore, in office). Tell them how they can help their
constituents and the children of their constituents. Include your contact ‘snail mail’
details. Key messages are to encourage:

• the inclusion of school libraries in their platform
• the need to increase school library funding and staffing and
• the significant contribution teacher librarians make to student achievement.

Use your email to ask questions. Find out what they know and what they have done
and what they intend to do. Ask similar questions of all members and election
candidates, so you can compare responses before an election, a time when extra
efforts are made to respond!

To federal members who say it's not their responsibility, ask the following:

What can and will the federal government do to:
• assess the current quality of all school library staffing, funding, and

scheduling?
• tie funding so that states can and must adequately staff and fund school library

programs and services?
• ensure inclusion of the role of teacher librarians in all literacy, information

literacy and quality teaching and learning policies and documents?
• develop national school library standards?
• increase teacher librarian training positions in university programs?
• include an understanding of the collaborative role of teacher librarians in

preservice teacher training?

Ask direct questions, until you get direct answers.  Use the Action pages at The Hub
for contact details and sample letters.



In conclusion

While in-house advocacy has been promoted for many years, it should seem obvious
by now that it isn't going to be enough to save the profession.  While teacher
librarians will no doubt survive in the private education sector, don't all students
deserve all the benefits of such a unique role?  Australian teacher librarians are
networked like no others in the field of education, with no distinction between those
working in public and private schools.  We are each other’s larger faculty when so
many of us work in a faculty of one within our schools.  We ask each of you to make
your voice heard, whether it be in your school newsletter, annual school report, local
member’s office, local paper or talkback radio.  Share your knowledge and
achievements that are the heart and soul of being a teacher librarian.  Our nation’s
children can only benefit.
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The Australian School Library Association now keeps a page with its media releases and lobbying
activities at <http://www.asla.org.au/advocacy/>.

The Hub: Campaign for Quality School Libraries in Australia runs a blog up front, but behind the blog
are over 50 pages of research summaries, letters and replies from politicians, articles and broadcasts,
and pages directed at principals, parents and teachers. Go to <http://hubinfo.wordpress.com/>.

Our Community 2009, viewed 14 August 2009, <http://www.ourcommunity.com.au/> . a support site
for community organizations, has excellent resources in the area of marketing and advocacy.
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