Submission on the Draft National Plan to Improve  Literacy and Numeracy in Schools

This submission is on behalf of SLARI, the School Library Association in the Republic of Ireland. SLARI is  a voluntary organisation, offering support and information to all those involved in primary and post-primary school libraries. We recognise the need to equip students for full participation in the rapidly changing knowledge society. We believe in the vital role of the school library in encouraging young people to develop good reading habits. SLARI campaigns for better school library facilities in all primary and second level schools in Ireland. 

We welcome the Draft National Plan, and the targets for improving literacy and numeracy. Our response to the Plan focuses on its recognition that: 

· “it is clear that we must take every possible initiative to improve literacy outcomes for young people” (section 1.3)
· “this means committing … resources …” and that in “the present economic climate this will mean re-prioritising spending” (section 1.3)
· there is a  need “to put in place the necessary support measures to assist in reaching targets” (section 1.4)
· “whole school commitment is essential in achieving change” (section 1.4)
In particular the submission focuses on the Plan’s aim to: 

· “foster a better culture of reading among children and young people” (section 1.5)

SLARI is of the view that a strong  reading culture in a school best creates the atmosphere where young people will acquire the “capacity to read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of communication including spoken language, print, broadcast media, and digital media”(section 1.1).  We are disappointed  that the Plan gives no specific detail as to how a better culture of reading could be developed in schools. We are of the view that  such a culture needs to be carefully planned and  developed and that its emergence in a school is not necessarily an outcome of the  actions detailed in section 1.6.  

We are of the view that school library provision   is the most effective  means of fostering a better culture of reading and we propose that  the school library be central to any national plan to improve literacy and numeracy in schools. 

Our response to the Plan is made in light of the following: 
International Research

There is a comprehensive body of international research  that recognizes a strong link between access to books and academic achievement, including high literacy standards. This body of work includes:  

· Several US based studies, the most influential being the 1993 work  of Keith Curry Lance   which found that   school investment in libraries affects educational achievement

· major studies in this field as outlined in the 2010 position paper of the CISSL (Centre for International Scholarship in School Libraries, New Jersey) by its Director, Dr Ross Todd 
· major studies in this field as reviewed by Michele Lonsdale in a report published by the Australian Council for Educational Research, 2003 

· The Reading Literacy Study (!990-1991), by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievements, which found that having effective, large school libraries was one of the main differences between high scoring and low scoring countries in its study

· International PISA studies  of the literacy competencies of Irish 15-year-olds, that identify a link between access to books and literacy.
· The report of Streatfield and Markless  for the British Library (1994) on the contribution of school libraries to teaching and learning
Irish Based Studies

Irish based studies supporting similar views to the above include:
· The findings of the JCSP Demonstration Library Project as published in Room for Reading (2005)
· Reading Literacy in Irish Schools: A Comparative Analysis (1994) by Dr. Mark Morgan and Michael Martin
· The 2008 Pricewaterhouse Cooper Report on Good Practice in Numeracy and Literacy in the UK and Ireland (2008) which  includes recommendations that schools should:

· Ensure that library areas are stocked with a range of reading materials, maths games, and IT packages, and that fiction and  non-fiction texts, and “new literacy” materials should be available to support the teaching of literacy across the curriculum.

· Collaborate to enable access to qualified librarians
· Identify appropriate male role models for boys … to promote the concept of reading for pleasure. 

International Best Practice

- The joint International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA)/ UNESCO School Library Manifesto declares that: 

 “The school library is essential to every long-term strategy for literacy, education, information provision and economic, social and cultural development. As the responsibility of local, regional and national authorities, it must be supported by specific legislation and policies. School Libraries must have adequate and sustained funding for trained staff, materials, technologies and facilities” 

… and that: 

“Governments, through their ministries responsible for education, are urged to develop strategies, policies and plans which implement the principles of this Manifesto.”

- In countries mentioned in the draft Plan as currently setting  the benchmark for literacy performance, school library provision is central to their education systems

· Finland: see for example A Good School Library (2002), joint publication of The School Library Association in Finland and the Finnish National Board of Education – “in the 21st century schools and municipalities have understood the significance and function of school libraries in supporting teaching and learning as well as in developing the information management and reading and writing skills of the pupils” (from the document’s Introduction)

· Canada: most of the country’s 13 Departments/Ministries of Education have curriculum guides for most subjects that require some form of research/information literacy, most Ministries would say that school libraries are an important part of schools at all levels, and all Ministries require that library staff be trained teachers.
· Australia: In late 2010, the Australian House of Representatives House Enquiry Committee initiated a major enquiry into school libraries  and teacher librarians.  Included in the terms of reference is the future potential of schools and  librarians to contribute to improved educational and community outcomes, especially literacy. The enquiry is ongoing.
· New Zealand : The Ministry of Education, in conjunction with the National Library, has produced guidelines on school library provision. 
 Current Position in Ireland
SLARI recognizes that in the past number of years the DES has set out best practice guidelines on school library provision and on student access to Reading Materials in such publications as:

· Circular M16/99: Guidelines for Reading at Second Level Schools, 1999

· Book Choice for Primary Schools, DES 

· Book Choice for Post-Primary Schools, DES
· Room for Reading , 2005 

· Looking at English, DES Inspectorate, 2006 

These publications have been an important contribution towards the establishment of some  best practice in pockets around  the country. 

SLARI Policy
It is the policy of SLARI (as expressed in our policy statement The School Library in the 21st Century: an Agenda for Change) that: 
· there is an urgent need for the establishment of a comprehensive system of school libraries throughout the country at both primary and second level. 
· a substantial and ongoing commitment by government to the development and maintenance of school libraries is essential
· although there is a number of exemplary school libraries throughout the country, every school pupil in this state is entitled to receive the high quality service we are proposing 

· the teaching of information literacy (not to be confused with “computer literacy”) should be an essential component of every school curriculum

· the school library has a crucial role to play in encouraging students to develop a lifelong interest in books and reading

Our Proposals
Both nationally and internationally, research and practice shows that school library provision is the best support for literacy education. In Ireland, the research findings of the JCSP Demonstration Library Project clearly indicate the very significant and beneficial impact well-stocked school libraries, staffed by trained librarians, can have on literacy, numeracy, and student achievement and development.  In order to build on the findings of the JCSP Demonstration Library Project and the type of provision the Project  has found to impact beneficially on literacy education, and in the light of the SLARI position outlined  above, we propose the following in response to the Draft National Plan:

· in the longer term (3-5 years):

a comprehensive system of well stocked, government funded school libraries, staffed by trained librarians/teacher librarians, be put in place throughout the country at both primary and second level, and that this proposal be put to the high  level group and the consultative group detailed in section 1.6 so that these groups can decide on the best way to develop and implement this measure after consultation with groups and individuals who have expertise and experience in effective school library provision
· In the interim we propose:

· there be a rebalancing of priorities at department, system and school levels so that Reading Materials are given more balanced recognition, alongside IT resources, and that there be a rebalanced emphasis in schools on how to provide student access to and facilitate their use of Reading Materials  
· schools have the opportunity to receive capped, needs based funding for their school library provision
· schools be given this  opportunity to receive funding on the basis of identified needs and plans 

· school Management be active in supporting the efforts of  teachers to instil a love of reading in their students 

· schools be issued with guidelines and info packs that will encourage and support school library provision. These packs should include:
   - guidelines on how to plan, provide and maintain a library service
   - guidelines and suggestions on  how to effectively provide and    

      manage student access to the  library 

   - ideas on library promotion within the school

   - guidelines on book selection for different categories of readers eg.   

      boys, gifted learners, special needs, multicultural readers, etc)

   - suggestions for library based activities to support reading, literacy   

       and numeracy

    - details of supports available

· schools be required to show in their policies and planning for improved literacy and numeracy how they adhere to the Guidelines for Reading etc of Circular M16/99, and how they engage in best practice as recommended in other DES publications 
· teachers receive CPPD in information skills and that they be required to integrate the teaching of these skills into their curriculum delivery

· the DES work with providers of  CPPD for teachers,  the Teaching Council, and other relevant bodies /groups to develop and agree recognized teacher training in the effective provision of school libraries.  
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