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Abstract
This paper examines collaborative efforts between public libraries and school libraries. Collaborations created in King County and Huntington Park are the focus of the case study. The success and challenges of collaboration are considered, along with possibilities for future collaboration efforts between public libraries and school libraries in general.
The Creation and Success of Collaborations between Public Libraries and School Libraries

 
There are public libraries and there are school libraries.  On some level, the two have always known that each other exists. Both reach out to the younger population through literacy programs and projects. Both have challenges in meeting the needs of the younger population through such programs. 

With the goal of meeting literacy standards in children, public libraries and school libraries are beginning to discover that they have much to discuss. Public libraries need to know what programs the school libraries are offering so that they can define their role in youth literacy and support students with their services. As schools become linked to networks and systems sharing increasing, all libraries will need to know more about one another (Ptacek & Peterson, 1995).

Public libraries and school libraries understand that they share the goal of meeting the needs for information literacy in their youth. They also recognize that meeting this goal is becoming increasingly more difficult. A lack of funding, staffing, resources, and communication hinders this goal. 


School budgets are tight, and there is some evidence that school library media centers are in a crisis (Ptacek & Petereson, 1995).  Many schools are using a school based management system which may not allow for a proper library media budget or staffing. Schools are also funding computer technology as a link to access libraries outside of school instead of concentrating on their own school collections. There is less staff and budget in general to go around schools (Rutherford & Shanks, 2004). Public libraries are having staff and budget issues of their own.  In addition, they are competing with schools for youth after-school and weekend activities (Rutherford & Shanks, 2004).


An increasingly common approach is for public libraries and school libraries to collaborate and maximize learning opportunities for their youth. Dr. Ken Haycock defines collaboration as “Professionals working together to design a program that works for kids” (Pharr, 2002, p.24). This paper aims to examine the creation and success of implementation of collaboration programs between the public library and the school library in King County, Washington and Huntington Park, California. Challenges and ideas for future collaborations will also be presented.

The Education Initiative for King County, Washington


Schools are often not able to afford materials and extracurricular activities without the public library’s support. In 1995 a survey of media centers in King County, Washington revealed that school districts in the county were 30% below the norm in school library funding. Funding only allowed about 200 books per year to purchase and only 30% of the schools in the county had a fax, modem, or internet access (Rutherford & Shanks, 2004). 

As a result, the King County Library system joined together with local school libraries to establish the Education Initiative. This initiative proposed that King County public libraries meet the developmental needs of youth by encouraging student reading through collaborative efforts with community schools (King County Library System Annual Report, 2001). The Education Initiative works by having an education coordinator lead the partnerships of 18 school districts in the service area with 42 branch libraries (each school has its own community library). 
King County Collaboration
 
Due to the initiative, many programs have been created and expanded upon. The creation of ENews spread the word about programs and activities. Computers and printers offered children useful resources in which they could complete their work, and demonstrations of how to use databases were given. Homework Help (online) offered school children in grades four through twelve help with their school work in both English and Spanish. A Study Zone offered school children in-person homework help and study skills at the local libraries. Staff at the libraries presented programs for Black History Month and Poetry Month. Several reading programs also came into effect. Students at school could use the Accelerated Reader booklist offered at the library to choose books to read, and there were reading incentives such as book talks and summer reading programs. Ready-Set-Read came about in 2003 from a partnership between public and school library to encourage elementary school age children to develop a habit of reading each and every day. Fourth and fifth grade students had the opportunity to demonstrate their knowledge of the books they had read in the Global Reading Challenge.  
King County Success of Collaboration


In November 2003 the Education Initiative declared an increased library system circulation of 22% and materials requested for hold increased by an amazing 77%. Results have either increased or stayed the same each year since then. In 2005, the summer reading program had a rise in participation by 87%. That year also saw nearly 140,000 students participating in the Ready-Set-Read program and more than 10,000 Homework Help online sessions held.  

The Education Initiative is still active in King County today. Interviews with current public librarians report being pleased with the program and view it as a way to coordinate programs and create strong ties between the schools and public libraries. One librarian also feels that the initiative helps verbalize the public libraries mission.
Challenges of Collaboration in King County


One of the main difficulties in continuing the Initiative is trying to keep funding for its support. Every few years voters need to choose whether or not to allocate funds to keep up the service. Happily, in 2001, 75% of the voters were active library users. “Ultimately it’s through building and sustaining strong, long lasting relationships that make us one of the finest library systems in the nation,” (King County Library System Annual Report, 2001).

The initiative depends on local business and corporate sponsors to either donate a flat sum or to match workplace donations. Generous donors in the past have included: Radio Disney, Woodland Park Zoo, Bank of America, Costco, IBM, Microsoft, and AT&T Broadband. Payroll deductions with a specific portion going towards the initiative, is also an option for employees of some of the above companies.

          Surveys given to branch libraries reveal that most public librarians agree there are only a few challenges. Lack of staff to support the initiative as fully as the teachers would like is the main complaint. One librarian claims they do not have a children’s librarian and trying to do the program without one is hard. Another librarian insists teachers in her area do not take advantage of collaborative efforts because they feel they are not technically savvy enough to attach emails to send libraries their assignments and photocopies are not easy to make. On the other hand a few librarians mention that teachers would like to bring their classes to the library more often, but there just are not enough personnel to handle the load. Another believes scheduling is a challenge because schools are opened so much earlier than libraries it makes it difficult to have many class visits in a day. While some public librarians report challenges with the collaboration efforts from the initiative, at least one librarian insists that there are no challenges and in fact since planning and implementation has been done centrally it has made branch jobs easier. 

The Need for Collaboration in Huntington Park

Washington is not the only state to consider collaboration between public libraries and schools. The lack of resources and funding has lead to communications between public libraries and school libraries in California, also.

The city of Huntington Park, located about six and a half miles Southeast of Downtown Los Angeles, is predominantly low-income, Hispanic community. With a three square mile area and a population of almost 65,000, the schools in the area have suffered from over-population for years. Miles Elementary, one of the oldest elementary schools in the area, is known as “one of the largest public elementary schools in the nation” (Michelson, 2003). Miles Elementary currently has a population of 1,979 students, and is divided into four tracks.  Construction of new schools in the surrounding area has brought the school population down from more than 2,600 students four years ago. This overpopulation has resulted in over-crowded classrooms, affecting students in their overall performance.  

 Miles Elementary does not have a school librarian and has been without one for quite awhile. In an interview with Hang Nguyen, the Title One Coordinator for Miles Elementary, she mentioned that Miles Elementary “has not had a librarian for at least the last nine years.” A library clerk is in charge of ordering and repairing books. The district sends most of the materials needed in the library. The teachers in the school are allowed to visit the library every other week, and they have the option of reading aloud to their students.  In 2003, Miles Elementary was selected to become part of the Wonder of Reading program. Through this program, the school received a “new three-room Wonder of Reading Library” (Michelson, 2003) sponsored by the Los Angeles Lakers. The school now had a new library, but no school librarian to operate it. The lack of a librarian led the school to turn to their local county public library for their library needs. 
Huntington Park Collaboration
 The Huntington Park Public Library is on the same block as Miles Elementary school. This makes it easier for collaboration to occur between the two parties. The school always welcomes the library staff, and asks the county library for assistance when they need a library related workshop or any other type of assistance. The County Library is aware of the community’s needs for children’s programming. Through special grants, programs such as homework assistance programs and literacy promotion have been created. 

The Huntington Park Library has also been able to count on Miles Elementary for promoting library programs. Several classes visit the library every two weeks throughout the year. This helps increase circulation, and helps the children become familiar with the library and its services. The children’s librarian constantly visits the classes in order to promote their programs and events. 
Huntington Park Success of Collaboration
The success of initial collaborations allowed more programs and collaborations to flourish. One such program is Live Homework Help. This is an online tutoring program available to library users from fourth through twelfth grade.  Live Homework Help can be accessed from any computer, in the library or at home.  Expert tutors in the subjects of English, Social Studies, and Science are available every day after school and on weekends. A Summer Reading program motivated children to read for a total of ten hours during the summer, and receive prizes for reading.  The children’s librarian tries to visit the school a few weeks before the program begins to let teachers and students know of the programs they will be having during the summer.  Many teachers take the opportunity to give reading homework during the summer months, as a way to encourage students to participate in the library program. Homework Alert! is a program that the public library provides to teachers, giving them the opportunity to let the public library know of any major homework assignment that might require their students to use the library.  By having teachers fill out a form and submitting it to the library, the librarian can prepare an assignment in advance and make sure that the library has the resources necessary to help the students with their homework. In the month of April, there is a National Library Week which is celebrated in libraries across the United States. Huntington Park Library invites Miles Elementary school teachers to visit the library during this week be it with their class or alone to view what information and services the library offers. In September, Children’s Book Week is celebrated with a special bookmark contest. Each year a theme is chosen so the children can create a bookmark and enter a contest.  Miles Elementary is contacted and encouraged to participate in the contest as an activity for the students in their classes. The Huntington Park library also has a total of fifteen computers available for public use. Five of those computers are in the Homework Center, available only to children for that purpose. There are two other computers in the children’s area for general use. These computers are available to anyone that has a library card, and if the student is under 18, with parental permission. There are several classes, most of them from Miles Elementary School, that visit the library every two weeks. The class visits are an important part of the library’s overall circulation. The children’s librarian also visits the schools regularly throughout the year to promote any special programs they are having, including story times offered. On occasion, the librarian is invited to the library as a guest speaker, or asked to give a workshop on story time or do book repair for the teachers.

Challenges in Collaboration in Huntington Park
There are several challenges that both the Huntington Park Library and elementary schools in Huntington Park face in collaboration. Lack of support is one such challenge.  The county is aware of this problem and in the School Relations Statement the county warns the children’s librarians that a principal or school should not discourage staff from contacting that school as personnel and/or attitudes may have changed from the previous year. Another issue may be that administrators may not allow their staff to visit the library. 

Another challenge Huntington Park has is that even though they provide the Homework Alert form, it is rare that schools actually use it. Teachers often do not communicate with libraries about their upcoming assignments, and when all the students go to the library in search of materials, the library can be unprepared to provide information to everyone.  

 The Huntington Park library has been fortunate to receive grants in order to provide better services and programs to school-age children. The Homework Center grant has been very beneficial to the community, offering local children an additional place for them to receive help with their homework assignments. The Huntington Park Library has also recently received a $50,000 donation to create a teen area in the library. Huntington Park has not always been as fortunate, however. In the early 1990’s there was a deficit in the Los Angeles County budget, and many library services were cut, including many hours. For this reason, schools and public libraries in Huntington Park depend on grants and donations to continue their collaboration and create other programs that would benefit both organizations.

Solutions to Collaboration Challenges
 When a public library undertakes conjoint action with the public school system, then it must address the politics of an additional system and the stakeholders multiply exponentially. “All libraries, publicly-supported ones more obviously than others, are political agencies.” (Howell, 2004, p.5)   When two publicly funded organizations such as the public library and the public school work together, the public librarian must be sensitive to control and turf issues (Howell, 2004), accessing a positive shared history of cooperation whenever possible, and working to establish habitual cooperation as daily business.  In cities such as Los Angeles, the mayor promotes cooperation between public libraries and schools so that there is good potential to weave a common fabric between the organizations. (Phone Conversation, 2006 with Los Angeles Branch Children’s Librarian). 

There is also a need to deliver value to individual users of the library. As Gary Deane suggests, “a value proposition is the promise that a library makes to its customers about what they can expect to receive in return for their time, their effort, their loyalty, and especially their tax dollars . . . in developing value propositions the only perspective on value that matters is that of the customer” (Deane, 2003, p.316). Adding to Deane it is important to note that an assessment of customer requirements must take into account evolving demographics and multilingual needs in large cities (Agosto, 2001). The librarian in partnership with the school builds on values that may already be present in the patrons and students, shapes the need for products based on traditional values, and reacts to provide customers with what they want. 
The value of having libraries and librarians needs to be remembered. The large book chains, like most sales institutions, create needs for their products in addition to responding to needs, but their creations will not be guided by the traditional principles, which motivate librarians. Traditional values must underlie the development of cooperative library and school programs.  Marketing library programs in diversified ways, such as the use of public relations firms, posters, and outreach, would be a part of that process (Shauck, 2002).

Curriculum Collaborations

 In addition to cooperative reading programs which most libraries already have, libraries can partner with schools to establish theater and writing programs which would have an impact on reading. With writing as a goal, many events can be encompassed into a literacy program, events that deal with literature, art, and multiculturalism, civics, and science.

In the Maricopa County Library District the library partnered with a nationally known children’s theater, acquired grants, including a combination of National Endowment for the Arts and local foundation gifts, to present a compelling story about the value of reading (Pierce, 2006). The library space can be used where possible for presentation of theater programs. Many creative literacy lessons can take place as pre-events or follow ups:  classroom playwriting assignments can be designed by teachers and librarians to rehearse and present at the library for kids and parents. Extended library hours for these special events can generate community excitement, parent support, and student validation.  


 The same principles can be used for art, science, and other learning activities.  For example, local artists, or art teachers can present art or music with follow up writing, research, and reading activities. This can be done with multilingual and multicultural resources in many creative ways, using the library as a gather spot for such activities. When librarians cooperate with teachers, library learning, even after the school day, can be reinforced in the classroom and vice versa. 


Libraries in conjunction with the schools can foster many First Amendment and other civics activities (especially for schools without the resources of a First Amendment grant). The underlying motivations for establishing literacy programs lies in our fundamental values such as literacy, but also in the values of intellectual freedom, privacy, and equity of access. The librarian can present information on accessing historical as well as current events materials and also incorporate hands-on activities and community issues. Teachers can follow up with classroom critical reasoning activities regarding civics. Literacy as well as important civics issues can be addressed in multiple ways:  to have students understand voting, preservation of minority rights under majority rule, constitutional principles (in an age appropriate way), and biographies of civic and historical leaders. 

 Collaborations in Technology

Public libraries and schools libraries could collaborate technologically. Each school and library buys a different database; funds go further, and students and teachers have more resources available to them. Public and school library collaboration on the purchase of databases so that each buys a different one is an economical way to share resources without duplication. Ideally the databases could be remotely accessed by the students and teachers (Woolls, 2001). 

          Usability testing of technology (Battleson, Brenda, Booth, Augstin & Weintrop, Jane, 2001) should be designed and re-worked as needed by committees of public librarians in conjunction with classroom teachers.  The schools could follow up in the collection of data from students to review and edit the success of the library website for literacy as directed to children.  Where parents are involved in literacy activities, usability testing could also be done for them by the librarians.

Planning in Collaboration


Many cooperative programs show evidence of planning and of achievement.  These programs expand on some of the elements that King County and Huntington Park has started. Careful planning is centrally important to running one library and is doubly necessary when joint programs with schools are undertaken. The fact that future needs are uncertain does not obviate the need for planning for them.  “Planning relates both to the near future (relative certainty) as well as to the distant future (probable uncertainty).  Managers undertake planning to avoid, as much as possible, the dangers of an uncertain future” (Evans, et al., p. 165). Planning needs to be evaluated in terms of efficiency, costs, time, and objectives (Evans, et. al., and pp.161-187).

Summary


Public libraries and school libraries share the common goal of supporting youth literacy within their communities, but generally do not have a strong history of working together with one another in order to achieve this goal. Most public schools are at the mercy of ever shrinking budgets and the school library is often one of the first casualties of these budget cuts. Many schools lack enough funding, resources, or staff to support the programs needed in support of youth literacy. Even though public libraries also rely upon public funding for their existence, they often times have better access to resources, such as new books and up to date technology. It is in this environment that many public schools are beginning to turn to their local public library in order to create collaborative programs for promoting youth literacy among its students.


King County and Huntington Park have implemented such programs. The Education Initiative in King County, Washington, is a county wide, voter supported collaboration program between public libraries and the public school districts. The program receives public funds in order to run programs such as summer reading programs, online homework help, as well as access to computers and printers for students, and providing resources and tools for teachers.  Miles Elementary in Huntington Park, California is one of the oldest and most populated schools in Los Angeles County. The school is under funded, and as a result lacks the necessary resources to support the programs necessary for promoting youth literacy.  As a result, the school has turned to their local library for support, which has resulted in the creation of homework help for students and literacy programs.  The relationship includes frequent visits between the two, with classes regularly visiting the library, as well as librarians visiting the school.


While both libraries and schools share a vested interest in promoting youth literacy, collaboration between the two is not without its problems. Proper funding and availability of resources is a concern for both the schools and libraries. New programs can stretch an already too thin library staff. Communication is also an important issue within any collaborative effort. Lack of communication can often lead to underused programs and resources. Although each program has its challenges, both King County and Huntington Park each report their collaboration program as a success and have every intention of continuing it into the future. 

Conclusion


School libraries and public libraries exist, in part, with a goal of promoting and increasing literacy. Unfortunately, both entities often times share many of the same challenges, namely a lack of funding and resources. In the face of these shared goals and problems, it seems to make sense for them to collaborate.


Whether the collaboration is county wide, like in King County or more localized as in the collaboration between Miles Elementary and the local library in Huntington Park, each program has its shares of both successes and problems. Both of these programs share many of the same elements, such as summer reading programs, homework help, and access to computers, and both programs seem to be successful in meeting its goal of promoting literacy.  

There do seem to some inhibiting factors within the collaborations.  While it is true that most schools lack many of the resources they need, and so look to the local public library for the replacement of these resources, public libraries often times might seem to suffer from the greater demands these collaborative programs place upon them.  Lack of sufficient library staff to support all these new programs places greater strain on the existing staff.  While much of the staff’s attention is now taken up with the collaborative programs, their everyday tasks within the library, or attention to other patrons of the library, might suffer as a result.


Training might also present a problem as some teachers do not seem to be taking advantage of the many programs offered because they are intimidated by the technology.  It is important that any technology being used should be user friendly for both the students and their teachers.  Teachers should be familiar with the technology and programs being offered so that they can fully implement them within their lesson planning, and so that they can point their students in the right direction.  Libraries might need to make that extra effort to make sure that all the teachers at the school are comfortable and knowledgeable about the programs that the library offers so that they do not go underused.


Communication seems to be a key factor in determining whether collaboration is a success or failure. Effective communication depends on the active cooperation and effort of all parties (Evans, 2000).  If both the librarian and the teacher are afraid of stepping on toes, then it can hinder the collaboration.  In order for the programs to realize their full potential, there needs to be open and free, as well as often, communication between the teachers and librarians. Lack of communication can lead to misunderstandings, lack of interest, underused resources or under prepared professionals.  


In the end, collaborative programs between public libraries and schools seem worth the effort, with the successes far outweighing the failures. Teachers and librarians are sharing their passion and energy, as well as their physical resources, in order to better serve their communities. With an end to budget cuts no where in sight, collaborative programs might be the wave of the future as schools and libraries come together to create mutually beneficial relationships, combining their programs and resources in order to create an environment of support for children, as well as for each other.
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