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Library Media Programs and Student Achievement 

Research and Research-Based Practices for 
Library Media Specialists and Education Leaders 

General Findings 

Research has repeatedly shown that strong library  
media programs increase student achievement. 

In dozens of large-scale studies, involving over 8,700 schools and over 2.6 million students, research has 
consistently demonstrated that students score an average of 10-20% higher on reading and achievement 
tests when their school has a strong library media program.[1,2,3] This effect holds, regardless of other school 
conditions such as student-teacher ratio, overall per-pupil spending, student demographics and community 
socio-economic conditions.[1,2,3]  Furthermore, qualitative research shows that the relationship is causal:  
Effective library media programs directly contribute to higher student achievement.[4,5] 

Factors Impacting Student Achievement 

A successful library media program is made up of numerous important elements, and researchers have 
identified a number of specific factors that correlate with higher student achievement.  However, these 
individual factors can be categorized into the following four main categories.  Research has shown that 
student achievement is higher when… 

A. Library media centers are staffed at higher levels (more positions, more hours).  

B. Library media centers have larger collections of better quality information resources. 

C. Library media centers and resources are used more frequently by students and staff. 

D. Library media specialists spend more time collaborating with classroom teachers to teach 
information literacy curriculum standards. 

The following sections examine the specific research findings in each of these general areas of impact. 

A.  Staffing Levels 

Achievement is higher in schools with higher levels of certified staffing in the library (more certified library 
media specialists and more hours worked by these professionals).[6,7,8,9]   A professionally-trained library 
media specialist can optimize each of the other impact factors (quality of information resources, level of 
patron usage, and level of instructional collaboration), maximizing their program’s impact on student 
achievement. More certified staff hours result in greater optimization of these impacts.[3]   

Library media centers operated solely by uncertified staff do not contribute to achievement,[1,2] but when 
the program is led by a certified library media specialist, increased support staff hours do increase student 
achievement.[3,7,9]  If uncertified staff are employed to support certified library media specialists, they can 
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perform required clerical and operational tasks, allowing the library media specialist to focus on tasks (such 
as resource selection and collaborative instruction) that impact student achievement.   

B.  Quality of Information Resources 

Test scores are higher when students have access to library media collections with more accurate and up-
to-date information (newer books and more current periodicals).[8,10]  Also, achievement is higher in schools 
where the library media center provides access to online information.[6,9,10]  Two primary factors contribute 
to the quality of a library media center’s information resources: 

 Funding:  Student achievement is higher in schools with greater library media funding.[8,10]  If these are 
spent on well-selected information resources, more spending on library media materials results in a 
higher-quality collection. 

 Staffing: Certified library media specialists are specially trained in information resource selection.  
Having the selection process guided by a professional ensures that the media materials funds are spent 
in the most effective way and that the library media collection is well-balanced, supports the 
curriculum, and satisfies patron needs.   

C.  Usage of Library Media Facility and Resources 

Student achievement is higher in schools where the library media center and its resources are used more 
often, both by individual students and by whole classes.[3,6,10,11]  The level of usage is partially a function of 
the accessibility of the facility and its resources, and this level of accessibility is also associated with higher 
student achievement.[3] 

 Student achievement is higher in schools where the library media center is open longer hours.[9]  

 Test scores are higher when computer networks make high quality information resources available 
outside the library media center.[7,10] 

 Test scores are also higher in schools where the library operates on a flexible schedule instead of a 
fixed rotation[11,12].  Fixed scheduling guarantees that classes will visit the library media center, but it 
can limit the most educationally-productive kinds of usage:  individual student visits[6,10] and 
collaborative information literacy instruction.[7,10] 
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D.  Collaborative Information Literacy Instruction 

One of the most important roles of the library media specialist is teaching information literacy (the ability to 
effectively find, evaluate, and apply information).  The more often students receive information literacy 
instruction from their library media specialist, the higher their test scores.[6]  Several factors contribute to 
the instructional effectiveness of the library media specialist: 

 Student achievement is higher when information literacy instruction is integrated with the subject-area 
curriculum.[7,10]  (Rather than teaching “library skills” in isolation, library media specialists teach 
content area standards that entail information literacy.) 

 Student achievement is also higher when library media specialists collaborate with classroom teachers 
to teach information literacy.[6,7,10,11,12]  (That is, when teachers and library media specialists work 
together to co-plan, co-teach, and co-assess a learning experience.)    

 Research has shown that giving students timely , constructive feedback and guidance based on 
formative assessment of their progress (“assessment for learning”)  is one of the most effective 
instructional practices in any context.[13]  Other researchers have noted that this is one of the hallmarks 
of information literacy instruction and is a common practice among effective library media 
specialists.[14] 

 When library media specialists exhibit leadership in the school, it increases collaboration with other 
teachers.[7,10]  Participating in leadership opportunities increases media specialists’ level of interaction 
with their colleagues, puts their expertise on display, and builds relationships throughout the school.[15]  

 As noted above, achievement is higher in schools where the library operates on a flexible schedule 
instead of a fixed rotation.[11,12] Flexible scheduling encourages collaboration, whereas fixed scheduling 
inhibits it.  (In the worst cases, library media centers are placed in a “specials” rotation, in which 
teachers have planning time while their classes visit the library media center. Since the library media 
specialist is occupied with the class during the teacher’s planning time, collaboration is nearly 
impossible.) 

 As noted above, higher levels of staffing allow library media specialists more time for collaboration, 
consequently enhancing student achievement.[6,7,8,9]   
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Implications for Practice 

The research reviewed above suggests a number of actions that library media specialists, principals, and 
other leaders can take to maximize the impact of their library media programs on student achievement.   

Implications for Library Media Specialists 

Library media specialists must spend their time wisely, focusing on activities that enhance student 
achievement: 

 Collaborate with teachers to provide students with as much curriculum-based information literacy 
instruction as possible.   

 Ensure that your instruction is focused on standards by using the “backwards-design” model for 
instructional planning: Work with teachers to choose curriculum standards to be addressed, design 
assessments to measure student mastery, and then plan the instructional strategies to help 
students master the standards. 

 Collaborate with teachers to assess student progress.  At every opportunity, provide formative 
feedback to students that will help them achieve curriculum standards. 

 Employ other research-based strategies in the learning experiences you create. 

 Build relationships within the school by participating in building leadership opportunities.   

 Use the funds available to purchase information resources that will have the maximum impact on 
student learning.   

 Plan your budget carefully so as to spend the majority of your program’s allotted funds on 
information resources. 

 Use the school library media committee and other means to solicit input from library stakeholders 
regarding resource selection. 

 Maintain a broad knowledge of the curriculum and spend time interacting with students and 
teachers to ensure that the resources selected for purchase have maximum value. 

 Manage the library media center in a way that maximizes patron access and increases usage. 

 Adjust circulation policies, printing restrictions, and other rules to maximize access to information 
resources for all patrons. 

 If possible, schedule your day in a way that provides maximum student access outside of class time 
(i.e., before school, after school, during lunch), especially for low SES students who might not have 
access to books and computers at home. 

 Create a warm, inviting atmosphere in the library media center that encourages students and staff 
to use the library media center more often. 
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Implications for Principals and Other Educational Leaders 

The effectiveness of library media programs depends a great deal on the administrative support they 
receive.  Recent research has shown a strong relationship between test scores and the degree to which the 
principal values and supports the library media program.[12]  Principals and other educational leaders should 
be sure to take actions and make decisions that support and enhance the student achievement impact of 
library media programs. 

Some of these actions have essentially no cost: 

 Promote the benefits of library media instruction to teachers and encourage them to collaborate 
with the library media specialist. 

 Let the library media specialist know that his/her time is valuable and should be focused on 
activities that contribute to student achievement.  

 Avoid assigning tasks and duties (such as computer troubleshooting and bus duty) that prevent the 
library media specialist from collaborating, teaching, and keeping the library media center open to 
students.  Also, avoid “pulling” library support personnel for other duties, as this also prevents the 
library media specialist from focusing on activities that impact student achievement. 

 Make sure that the library media center operates on a flexible schedule and ensure that the library 
media specialist has an opportunity to collaborate with teachers. 

 Try to make sure that the library media center facility is “open for business” every school day.  Make 
an effort to find other places for testing, voting, picture day, and other activities that limit students’ 
access to the facility and reduce the library media specialist’s opportunity to provide instruction. 

Some of the most important types of support for library media programs do have significant costs, but have 
the potential to multiply the impact on student achievement.  (Because of the costs associated, schools 
should appeal to district leaders and elected officials for financial support in these areas.): 

 Maximize library media staffing.  Begin with a full-time, certified library media specialist and add as 
many more library media specialist and support staff hours as possible (by adding additional staff or 
paying existing staff to work extended hours). 

 Maximize funding for library media information resources. (Remember that library media resources 
benefit all students and teachers, so they are an excellent investment.) 

 Look for ways to maximize the accessibility of the library media center and the library media 
specialist to students and teachers. 

 Ensure that the library media center has the computers, network connectivity, and other equipment 
needed to maximize access to information and provide instruction. 

Conclusion 

Library media programs have the potential to substantially impact the level of achievement of the students 
they serve, and at many schools, they already do.  However, the student achievement impact of almost any 
library media program can be heightened by focusing on the practices that research has shown to be 
effective.  Library media specialists, principals, and other educational leaders should consider the research 
findings summarized here (and additional research as it emerges) in their management of these programs.



 Page 6 of 6 
 

References 

1 Lance, K. C., & Loertscher, D. V. (2005). Powering Achievement: School Library Media Programs Make a Difference: 
The Evidence Mounts (3rd ed.). Salt Lake City, UT: Hi Willow Research. 

2 Scholastic (2008). School Libraries Work!  Scholastic Library Publishing. Retrieved from 
http://librarypublishing.scholastic.com/content/stores/LibraryStore/pages/images/SLW3_2008.pdf 

3 Quantitative Resources, LLC (2003). Show Me Connection: How School Library Media Center Services Affect Student 
Achievement.  Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. Retrieved from 
http://www.dese.mo.gov/divimprove/curriculum/librarystudy/plainenglish.pdf 

4 Todd, R. J., & Kuhlthau, C. C. (2004). Student Learning through Ohio School Libraries: Background, Methodology and 
Report of Findings.  Ohio Educational Library Media Association. Retrieved from 
http://www.oelma.org/StudentLearning/documents/OELMAReportofFindings.pdf 

5 Todd, R. J. (2005). Report of Phase Two of Delaware School Library Survey: Student Learning through Delaware 
School Libraries.  Governor’s Task Force on School Libraries. Retrieved from 
http://www2.lib.udel.edu/taskforce/study/phasetwo.pdf 

6 Lance, K. C., Hamilton-Pennell, C., Rodney, M. J., Petersen, L., & Sitter, C. (1999). Information Empowered: The 
School Librarian as an Agent of Academic Achievement in Alaska Schools.  Alaska State Library. Retrieved from 
http://www.library.state.ak.us/pdf/anc/infoemxs.pdf 

7 Lance, K. C., Rodney, M. J., & Hamilton-Pennell, C. (2000). Measuring up to Standards: The Impact of School Library 
Programs & Information Literacy in Pennsylvania Schools.  Pennsylvania Citizens for Better Libraries. Retrieved 
from http://www.statelibrary.state.pa.us/libraries/lib/libraries/measuringup.pdf 

8 Lance, K. C. (1994). The Impact of School Library Media Centers on Academic Achievement. School Library Media 
Quarterly, 22(3). 

9 Baumbach, D. (2002). Making the Grade: The Status of School Library Media Centers in the Sunshine State and How 
They Contribute to Student Achievement. Retrieved from 
http://www.sunlink.ucf.edu/makingthegrade/summary.pdf 

10 Lance, K. C., Hamilton-Pennell, C., & Rodney, M. J. (2000). How School Librarians Help Kids Achieve Standards: The 
Second Colorado Study.  Library Research Service. Retrieved from 
http://www.lrs.org/documents/lmcstudies/CO/execsumm.pdf 

11 Lance, K. C., Rodney, M. J., & Hamilton-Pennell, C. (2005). Powerful Libraries Make Powerful Learners: The Illinois 
Study.  Illinois School Library Media Association. Retrieved from http://www.islma.org/pdf/ILStudy2.pdf 

12 Lance, K. C., Rodney, M. J., & Russell, B. (2007). How Students, Teachers, and Principals Benefit from Strong School 
Libraries: The Indiana Study.  Indiana Library Federation. Retrieved from 
http://www.ilfonline.org/AIME/indata.htm 

13 Stiggins, R. (2005). From Formative Assessment to Assessment for Learning: A Path to Success in Standards-Based 
Schools. Phi Delta Kappan, 87(4). 

14 Kuhlthau, C. C. (2004). Seeking Meaning : A Process Approach to Library and Information Services (2nd ed.). 
Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited. 

15 Kearney, C. A. (2000). Curriculum Partner: Redefining the Role of the Library Media Specialist. Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press. 

 
Produced by Andy Spinks 

Cobb County School District, Library Media Education Department 
http://www.cobbk12.org/librarymedia/  

Copyright 2009, license for use granted under Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 United States: 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/  

http://librarypublishing.scholastic.com/content/stores/LibraryStore/pages/images/SLW3_2008.pdf
http://www.dese.mo.gov/divimprove/curriculum/librarystudy/plainenglish.pdf
http://www.oelma.org/StudentLearning/documents/OELMAReportofFindings.pdf
http://www2.lib.udel.edu/taskforce/study/phasetwo.pdf
http://www.library.state.ak.us/pdf/anc/infoemxs.pdf
http://www.statelibrary.state.pa.us/libraries/lib/libraries/measuringup.pdf
http://www.sunlink.ucf.edu/makingthegrade/summary.pdf
http://www.lrs.org/documents/lmcstudies/CO/execsumm.pdf
http://www.islma.org/pdf/ILStudy2.pdf
http://www.ilfonline.org/AIME/indata.htm
http://www.cobbk12.org/librarymedia/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/us/

	Library Media Programs and Student Achievement
	General Findings
	Factors Impacting Student Achievement
	A.  Staffing Levels
	B.  Quality of Information Resources
	C.  Usage of Library Media Facility and Resources
	D.  Collaborative Information Literacy Instruction

	Implications for Practice
	Implications for Library Media Specialists
	Implications for Principals and Other Educational Leaders
	Conclusion

	References


