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Good morning. Thank you Chairman Saylor and members of the House Education 

Committee for the opportunity to speak to you today about a subject that is very near to 

my heart- the importance of school libraries and librarians in our state. My name is 

Allison Burrell. I am the president of the Pennsylvania School Librarians Association,or 

PSLA, a resident of Bloomsburg, PA, and the librarian for kindergarten through twelfth 

grade in the Southern Columbia Area School District in Catawissa, in rural central PA. I 

appreciate the chance to share with you how school librarians today are vital to the 

development of productive citizens in a world where the jobs that they will do when they 

grow up likely do not even exist yet. 

 

In 2007, the American Association of School Librarians (AASL) published the Standards 

for the 21st-Century Learner, which explained that 

“learners use skills, resources, and tools to: 

1. Inquire, think critically, and gain knowledge. 

2. Draw conclusions, make informed decisions, apply knowledge to new 

situations, and create new knowledge. 

3. Share knowledge and participate ethically and productively as members of our 

democratic society. 

4. Pursue personal and aesthetic growth.” (AASL) 

 

Although AASL is currently in the process of updating these standards, they still hold 

true in many school libraries today. In makerspaces that allow students to question, 

experiment, and explore outside the confines of classroom lessons and traditional 



research projects; in collaborative classroom inquiry projects that require students to 

ask the right questions to get the information they need, find reliable sources that will 

help them get that information, create new knowledge instead of simply rewording the 

old, and share that new knowledge ethically, possibly with an audience well beyond 

their classroom walls, and develop a drive for personal growth that will extend well 

beyond the end of their K-12 school career.  

 

I have taught at Southern Columbia for the past 17 years; the first 10 as a fifth grade 

teacher and the last seven as a school librarian. For my first two and a half years of 

being a school librarian, I served grades 7-12.  However, in 2011 when my district’s 

elementary librarian retired, grades K-6 were added to my responsibilities as my district 

attempted to balance its budget. As school resumed yesterday, I continue to serve three 

schools, contained in 2 neighboring buildings, which house a total of 1381 students and 

95 faculty.  

 

In order to be the sole librarian, my schedule has gone through several incarnations. At 

first my time was arranged so that I spent alternate weeks in the K-4 building and the 5-

12 building, with a paraprofessional staffing the opposite building. That arrangement 

negatively impacted both students and staff due to the significant lack of continuity of 

instruction and discipline. Last year, my schedule was altered again so that I now spend 

Days 1 through 5 of a 6 day schedule at the elementary school and Day 6 at the middle 

school/ high school.  

 

As an elementary librarian concerned about developing students’ 21st century skills, my 



time combines developing the more traditional skills of reading, writing and listening with 

helping students develop their questioning, researching and critical thinking skills. I 

meet with each elementary class on a fixed schedule, once during each six-day rotation 

for a 40-minute period. My students complete activities that fulfill the PA Core 

Standards, incorporated into my lessons using facets of the Model Curriculum for PA 

School Library Programs. Activities range from book selection, to read-alouds, to 

centers to practice alphabetical order for my youngest students, to research using 

books and online materials that is completed and shared using cloud-based resources. 

Some of those read-alouds have been extended into projects such as the community 

hero letters my third graders wrote last year after reading Patricia Polacco’s Something 

About Hensley’s. These projects allow students to think critically about what we’ve read 

and determine how to apply it to their lives. I am in the process of developing 

makerspaces to give students the opportunity to further explore, tinker and be creative, 

while developing skills that they will need throughout their schooling experience and life 

beyond school. 

 

In the years since I became the sole librarian in my district, my ability to work with 

students and collaborate with teachers in grades 5-12 has been severely restricted due 

to my limited and inconsistent availability in the building. I now have just 30 days out of 

the year to work with the eight upper grade levels, totaling 864 students. Middle school 

and high school students still need reader’s advisory support, to help them find books 

that keep them engaged in reading, as well as resources that meet their curricular 

needs. At this level, students need even more instruction in effective research 

strategies, evaluating and selecting reliable resources, ethical use of information, 



organizing and synthesizing information from a variety of resources and being 

responsible users of information in a global digital society, all of which I was able to 

provide when I was assigned to just one school building. Middle school and high school 

students can also thrive when provided with a space to develop their creativity and true 

personal inquiry, a space I cannot develop when I am with them so little. With the 

current schedule, I cannot adequately address students’ needs with ongoing 

assignments, unless I can arrange with their teachers for me to see them every six 

days. As a result, my interaction with students looks much more traditional than we’d 

like to see in a 21st century library. I work with students there largely on an individual 

basis, such as doing reader’s advisory or assisting them with specific research issues, 

technology support or regular homework assignments, with an occasional opportunity to 

work with full classes for research projects. My teachers do appreciate those 

opportunities, as they recognize that I have additional expertise in helping students find 

resources, evaluate those resources, cite them properly and share them in new and 

different ways. 

 

With the current schedule, I also have limited time to support teachers’ needs for 

professional development with regards to current and emerging technologies, new 

resources, and social media. Additionally, my ability to provide curriculum support for 

our teachers by gathering resources they need for instruction has been restricted.  

 

The role of librarians in the 21st century is ever-changing and expanding, as evidenced 

by the Model Curriculum for PA School Library Programs, which was developed over 

several years through collaboration between the PA School Librarians Association and 



the University of Pittsburgh. This curriculum, which focuses on the PA Core Standards 

and correlates them with the AASL Standards for the 21st Century Learner to create 

collaborative learning plans and performance tasks, can be found on the SAS website. 

The Curriculum committee identified 134 standards that librarians can help classroom 

teachers with, and further designated 44 of them that can be claimed by a school 

librarian. Adapting or adopting this curriculum in a school district can greatly lessen the 

burden on classroom teachers by providing them with more time to meet the standards 

that are most easily reached in a subject-area classroom.  Each year, I adopt and adapt 

more and more of the Model Curriculum in my K-4 building. Unfortunately, in the 30 

days out of the school year that I have available with the 5th through 12th graders, I 

have no way to accomplish the curriculum suggested for those grade levels, particularly 

with the increased rigor required for older students. Ideally with that increased rigor, the 

contact time with an information specialist would likewise increase to provide the 

necessary support for subject area teachers and allow for the librarian to engage in true 

collaboration with those teachers. However, in my school district, the opposite occurs. In 

order for students to be able to perform at the level required by the PA Core Standards, 

a full-time librarian in each library would be necessary.  

 

My school district serves an area with a population of about 10,000 and covers 

approximately 108 square miles, including parts of both Columbia and Northumberland 

Counties. Students in this rural school district have limited access to public and 

academic library services. Our schools are approximately 15 minutes from Bloomsburg 

University’s Andruss Library, which aids in addressing the needs of our academically 

advanced students. However, in order to borrow materials there, students must be 18 



years old. The Ralpho Township Library is located within school district limits, and the 

Bloomsburg Public Library is about 20 minutes away. Neither of these public libraries 

provides easy physical access for the majority of my students, and the latter requires 

each family outside town limits to pay an annual fee. Students can access Bloomsburg 

Public Library’s catalog and databases online, but not that of the Ralpho Library. I am 

currently working with the Columbia County Traveling Library to add and publicize a 

local weekly afternoon stop that will offer resources to students and their families and 

will hopefully develop into a strong relationship to meet student and staff needs. This 

will provide some resources, but only every seven days. Therefore, the school library 

remains the best source for students’ day-to-day information gathering and independent 

reading needs. Twenty-first century libraries provide access to resources through many 

avenues-- print books, ebooks, databases, magazines, and newspapers, to name just a 

few. An increasing number of these resources are being made available through 

expanded library hours when staffing is available, as well as a digital presence for the 

library, a critical piece of 21st century libraries. Students expect to have resources at the 

click of a button, and librarians are curating those resources and providing access to 

them. 

 

Our students deserve the opportunity to learn all they can in their journey from 

kindergarten through twelfth grade. Libraries and librarians can be great assets to that 

learning, but when these resources are stretched as thin as they are in my district, 

students’ learning suffers. Unfortunately, my situation is not unique. According to the 

annual staffing survey that PSLA conducted during the 2015-2016 school year, there 

were 90 school districts that had only one librarian serving the entire district. An 



additional 25 school districts employ no school librarian. This means that the 43,806 

students in those 25 districts have no librarian (Survey). No one who is specifically 

trained to teach them information literacy skills, conduct readers’ advisory or support 

them and their teachers in finding quality print and electronic resources. We know from 

multiple research studies, particularly by those conducted by Keith Curry Lance, that 

students with a certified school librarian are proven to perform better on standardized 

tests (Kachel and Lance). Are we really satisfied with neglecting more than 44,000 

students in this area? 

 

We all want our students to be able to perform successfully on our state assessments, 

but beyond that, we want our students to be productive citizens in our global society 

once they leave high school. We need to improve situations in which a single librarian is 

required to meet the needs of students in multiple schools or is only available to meet 

those needs on a part-time basis. In those situations, students’ achievement in all 

subject areas is in jeopardy. We have a huge opportunity right now as Pennsylvania 

enters the ESSA era. This spring, our PSLA Vice President, Allison Mackley, and I were 

chosen to serve on two of Secretary Rivera’s task groups to recommend how to best 

use ESSA funding to support our schools as a whole. This opportunity is especially 

unique because ESSA has a number of provisions for school libraries and librarians that 

were not available in ESEA. Under Title I and Title IIA of ESSA, Conference 

Agreements authorize local plans of how the LEA will assist schools in developing 

effective school library programs as well as authorize both states and LEAs to use funds 

to assist that development. The LEARN literacy program under Title IIB specifically 

mentions school librarians in the list of professionals who shall receive high quality 



professional development in order to provide comprehensive literacy programs to 

improve the academic achievement in reading and writing of children in all grades. In 

Title IV, ESSA authorizes a new grant program to improve LEAs’ technology readiness, 

including access to school libraries, as well as specifically mentioning school librarians 

among those who can assist students in using technology effectively to improve 

instruction and student achievement. The 21st Century Community Learning Centers 

provision of Title IV also authorizes grants to expand library hours. Lastly, Title VIII 

expands the definition of specialized instructional support personnel to specifically 

mention school librarians. All of this means that supporters of school libraries have a 

chance right now to have a great impact on the future success of our students by 

educating school boards, administrators, parents and legislators like you to increase 

awareness of these funding changes and how additional funding for school library 

programs can impact our students. 

 

We all know that budgets are tight everywhere, and that school districts have many 

valuable programs that would benefit from additional funding. Since twenty-first century 

school library programs, led by certified school librarians have the ability to positively 

impact every part of a school district, we need to be sure that they are provided with the 

funding and support that they need to continue current programming and developing 

more as they continue to adapt and change with the times. Thank you for your time 

today and your ongoing dedication to the future of our children. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Allison Burrell 



President, PSLA 

K-12 Librarian, Southern Columbia Area School District 
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