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Half a loaf . . . BETTER THAN NONE?

David V. Loertscher

Dr. Loertscher is Associate Professor of
instructional Resources at the University
of Arkansas.

The history o f  school l ibrary and audio-
visual programs over the past twenty years
can be likened to the progress of mountain
climbers picking their way up the Matter-
horn. A t  t imes,  t h e  progress has  been
agonizingly s low,  and i t  seems we  take
two steps back for every one forward. Had
media spec ia l i s ts  demonst ra ted t h e i r
worth in the educational program in terms
of profit and loss charts, the rate of pro-
gress might have been different.

In seeking to  be wanted, valued, and o f
worth in schools, sometimes media spe-
cialists find they have painted themselves
into a corner. Two examples wi l l  demon-
strate this point:

THE PLUG-IN SYNDROME
In school A the library media program had
been developing for a ten-year period and
was considered by the parents in this, the
affluent part o f  town, to  be a showplace.
This elementary school  had a  spacious
library media center, was staffed by a four-
fifths-time professional, a  half-time cleri-
cal and a cadre of 30 volunteer mothers.

The library media specialist, who had been
at this school for eight years, happened to
be the wife of the superintendent. She was
troth imaginative and  inf luential  i n  t h e
school and  communi ty.  Teachers were
very nice t o  her  and volunteer mothers
flocked to her assistance. As an adjunct to
the reading program, t h i s  l ibrary media
specialist purchased with PTA funds eight
System 80 machines and the accompany-
ing software. Located in the library media
center and staffed with volunteer mothers
who helped individual chi ldren through
their programs, the  activity was a  great
success. Several years later the Hoffman
Reading Program was added. Six children
could be handled at a specially constructed
table.

Next a Reader's Digest program was added
at ano the r  l i s ten ing  s t a t i o n .  F i n a l l y,
another reading package was made avail-
able. A s  a  result, a t  any one  t ime f i f t y
children could utilize various programmed
reading packages. A t  this point the media
specialist who developed the program left

the school and a new library media speci-
alist, fresh out of school and raring to go,
was employed.

The "new" media specialist installed an
intricate schedule in which children came
from various classrooms al l  day long t o
use one of the reading packages. Because
some of the volunteer mothers could not
be there, the media specialist and the clerk
were usually very pressed to get everyone
seated and plugged in for  their 20-minute
program. There was a great deal of activity.
A few cords needed t o  be plugged in.  A
needle had to be changed. The tape for sta-
tion three needed t o  b e  changed. Tw o
students were having a fight over a head-
set. A call was received from a  volunteer
who wouldn't be able to make it. A sales-
man wanted t o  descr ibe a  g rea t  n e w
reading package. A  student  w a s  crying
because she had been sitt ing here for 15
minutes and no one helped her. Looking at
all t h i s  act iv i ty t h e  principal observes,
"Great place! So much activity. Never seen
a library used like this one!"

The media specialist responded to  ques-
tions about the program and i ts  effect on
her as follows: Sane? "Used to be." Zoo?
"Definitely." T i m e  f o r  anything b u t  t h e
plug-in game? "Rare ly. "  Reading gu i d -
ance? "Only discussed in library school."
Work w i th  science and  soc ia l  studies?
"Never." Storytell ing? "Who  has  t ime?"
Shouldn't some changes be made? "Yes,
but w e  have s o  much  money invested.
Anyway, teachers love it. I take a third o f
their students,  a r t ,  m u s i c  o r  physical
education h a s  ano the r  t h i r d  a n d  t h e
teachers get to work with small groups."
Are you convinced that the programs are
teaching the children anything? "That's a
moot point," says the library media speci-
alist; "the teacher doesn't really care."

THE VIDEO VALKYRIE
In school 8 the media specialist. after tak-
ing a course on TV in education, became
very enthusiastic about the  potential o f
using video in the media program. A t  his
school he found a  VTR in a dusty closet.
got i t  out and made i t  work. Following a
few conversations wi th teachers and the
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coach and a  few successful tapings, the
library media center video program was off
and running. Two years and thousands of
Collars worth of  equipment later finds the
library media specialist spending 60% o f
his time on camera, and l i t t le t ime left to
accomplish any  o ther  program act iv i ty.
"Do students he lp  i n  taping?" h e  was
asked. "Well, no, would you let a seventh
grader w r a p  y o u r  brand n e w  Cadi l lac
around a tree?" "Do you realize the rest of
your program i s  suffer ing?" " Ye s , "  h e
replies, ' I  wonder  i f  I ' ve  b i r thed a n
elephant."

CAUGHT IN  A  TRAP
Sometimes people, polit ics, school sche-
dules a n d  a  myr iad  o f  o t h e r  events
combine to trap media specialists into an
imbalance in library media center program
activity that can threaten the program as a
whole. Many library media specialists feel
trapped b y  various school pol ic ies over
which they  have l i t t le  control. Some o f
these problems, however, have been o f
their own making over a period of time.

Although the re  a re  numerous personal
pickles media specialists can ge t  them-
selves into, there has been a more subtle
and long-range problem tha t  h a s  been
developing in the field. It is the frustration,
discouragement and identity crisis of  the
part-time l ib rary  m e d i a  special ist ,  t h e
person who serves more than one school.
A problem which t h e  budget crunch i s
making worse.

Several years ago a study of the services of
200 Ind iana e lementary  l i b ra ry  med ia
centers looked for differences in  the ser-
vices offered b y  ful l - t ime professionals,
part-time professionals and full-time cleri-
cals. T h e  ques t i ons  t o  b e  answered
included: Which group gives the largest
variety of services? Which group communi-
cates the most effectively with their users?
It was assumed that the order from lowest
to highest would be:

1. ful l- t ime clerical
2. part-time professional
3. ful l - t ime professional.

The real order turned out to be:
1. part-t ime professional
2. ful l - t ime clerical
3. ful l- t ime professional.

The evidence f o r  th i s  order came f rom
users, teachers and students. The  f ind-
ings, though unexpected, were real ly a
matter o f  common  sense.  A  fu l l - t ime
person i s  able to  communicate a  service
program more effectively than a part-time
person. In  other words, t ime  i s  a  great
factor in raising user awareness of what is
done.

The second finding was astonishing. The
part-time professionals claimed t o  g ive

more services than the full-t ime clerical!
An explanation f o r  th is discrepancy was
suggested i n  interviews w i t h  par t - t ime
professionals.

Library schools and schools o f  instruc-
tional technology teach the concept that
the library media center has an active and
exciting impact by working with teachers,
groups and individual students, on instruc-
tion. This "service" function has increased
in scope over the past  f i f teen years t o
include par t i c ipa t ion  i n  i ns t ruc t i ona l
design and development.

Library m e d i a  cen te r  educational p r o -
grams teach the administrative function of
the library media center and skim over the
clerical funct ion.  T h e  classif icat ion i s
often belittled, o r  attempts are made t o
show how t o  streamline i t .  Emphasis i s
placed on the service function.

Part-time professionals, imbued with th is
service orientation, however,  f i n d  t h e i r
precious minutes in a school taken up with
administrative a n d  c ler ical  necessit ies.
The harder part-time professionals try (and
try they do) to developed a meaningful ser-
vice program, t h e  more frustrated t hey
become.

Many o f  the part-time professionals feel
obligated to see every class in the school
every week for some type of library orienta-
tion lessons. They leave only a few hurried
minutes in  the schedule, o r  after school
hours, to order new materials, to work on
the card catalog, etc.

In searching for solutions to the part-time
media specialist's di lemma, t h i s  author
has never forgotten an interview he had a

number of years ago with a principal of an
elementary school in Indiana. The principal
was very enthusiastic about the role of the
library media center in h is school, Over a
period of five years and with the help of a
sympathetic superintendent, a discretion-
ary budget, and cooperative teachers, he
had furnished and stocked a  nice library
media center. F o r  two  years t he  media
center had had the services of  a very f ine
library media specialist. She was activity-
oriented. T h e  l ibrary media  center had
become the center for many instructional
units. The principal, however, made a fatal

error by bragging about his library media
specialist once too often at the principal's
meetings. Tw o  other  principals pointed
out that i t  wasn't fair; fo r  one school t o
have a  media specialist while the others
didn't. The administration replied, "But we
can afford only one person." I t  was sug-
gested that  her t ime be divided between
the three schools. And so i t  was done. I f
you remember the story of the goose that
laid the golden eggs, you know the results.
A library media program split three ways is
not a library media program.

AN UNPOPULAR SOLUTION
The best solution to  this problem usually
meets with negative reaction. When there
is only  one library media specialist and
three schools, serve one school and forget
the others. This is a harsh solution, and is
usually b i l led  pol i t ica l ly  impractical. A
variant o f  this recommendation would be:
if a  distr ict  can afford three specialists
(one a n  a r t  teacher, another  a  m u s i c
teacher, a n d  a  t h i r d  a  l ib ra ry  med ia
specialist) cou ld  each one  o f  them b e
used for  a year or two in one school and
then rotated?
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A SECOND SOLUTION?
If a media specialist has only a half day in
a school, wriat is i t  that she/he can do to
make a difference in education in that half
day? I f  t he  answer i s  t o  teach twenty-
minute blocks of library lessons, forget it.
My own children go to a school where that
type o f  program takes place, and  a s  a
parent concerned wi th quality education,
I'm considering suing for malpractice!

There i s  now  enough research evidence
available t o  s h o w  t h a t  i f  a  fu l l -scale
administrative, clerical, and service pro-

gram a r e  attempted, w i t h  a  par t - t ime
professional, the result is less than accept-
able in program terms and psychologically
unsettling.

What is it that the media specialist can do
in a  ha l t  day  t o  make a  difference i n
education? This question deserves lengthy
consideration and for the remainder of this
art icle, a  n u m b e r  o f  i d e a s  w i l l  b e
discussed.

THE CENTRALIZED LIBRARY
What is it about a centralized library media
center that i s  better than classroom col -
lections? A  review o f  the  experience o f
twenty years of  centralizing library media
centers shows:

1. Centralized collections had fewer dupli-
cates, therefore, more titles. Classroom
collections are small and duplicate one
another.

2. In centralized collections, media speci-
alists tend t o  purchase from reviews,
are more discriminating and the quality
of t h e  col lect ion improves. Because

teachers are not familiar with selection
criteria and sources for selection, they
tend to purchase from publishers' cata-
logs.

3. .The centralized collection pooled re -
sources w h i c h  g a v e  teachers  a n d
students an amazing number of materi-
als from which to choose. Levels of dif-
ficulty, interests, variety, and quantity
suddenly became a part of library media
center service. I n  c lassroom col lec-
tions, teachers usually d id  n o t  share
materials and these small collections

could not hope to serve the needs of all
their students for an entire school year.

4. The centralized library media center can
afford to purchase a variety of reference
materials for use by the entire school.
Reference tools in a classroom collec-
tion could no t  hope to  compete wi th
those available i n  a  l i b ra ry  m e d i a
center.

5. Without some form o f  central control
and distribution audio-visual equipment
cannot be shared effectively.

6. A  centralized library media center pro-
vides students with a new and exciting
environment. I t  is  an extension o f  the
classroom which can stimulate indivi-
dual interests.

Centralized collections provide two other
benefits:

7. The library media specialist works with
the teacher in planning lessons. She/he
helps generate ins t ruc t iona l  ideas,
gives suggestions about types of media

to use for learning, cuts to a minimum
the t ime spent searching fo r  just  the
right materials and knows where to get
all types of materials and resources out-
side the school building.

8. The l ib rary  m e d i a  special ist ,  a s  a
teacher, ass is ts  s tudents  t o  sa t i s fy
their curiosities and makes learning fas-
cinating b y  recommending wonderful
books, films, records, and tapes.

There have been some drawbacks in cen-
tralization. The worst being in  classroom
collections, teachers had ail their materi-
als at  hand and could use them a t  any
given moment.  W i t h  centralized col lec-
tions, the materials were out of sight, and
easy to put out of mind. The materials had
to be scheduled and might not be available
when needed. L ibrary media specialists
could very easily design activities i n  the
library media center unrelated t o  class-
room concerns.

PRIORITIES
When there i s  on l y  a  part-t ime profes-
sional, i t  is  necessary to look at  each o f
the funct ions o f  t h e  centralized l ibrary
media center and make some basic deci-
sions. These decisions may or may not be
related t o  program components o f  t h e
past. The Indiana research showed that the
past i s  prologue to  failure. Some o f  the
functions of  the centralized library media
center may need to be shifted back to the
classroom.

When l ibrary media center functions are
evaluated, wt ih  the help o f  teachers and
administrators, decisions on what to retain
and what to drop from the program can be
made. Hopeful ly the  fol lowing activit ies
can be left out of the considerations:

1. D o  not consider scheduling every child
into the library media center on a regu-
lar basis when the library media speci-
alist is in the building.

2. Do not attempt a library skills program
as a separate course of study with the
library media specialist responsible for
the teaching.

3. Do not expect the library media speci-
alist to serve only a clerical role. Profes-
sional salaries require profess ional
roles.

The f o l l o w i n g  s h o u l d  b e  t a k e n  i n t o
account:

1. The type o f  curriculum and teaching
styles in the school.

2. Facil i t ies.

3. The role of the centralized library media
center in:
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a. avoiGling duplication (requires a card
cdtalbg);

b. selecting the best materials (requires
tools, input from teachers, and coordi-
nation);

c. availability o f  materials (requires a
warehouse concept and a  circulation
system):

d. research possibilities (requires refer-
ence collection and accessibility);

e. an additional learning environment
(requires a facility in addition to a class-
room);

f. t h e  l ibrary media  special ist a s  a
teacher partner (requires a qualified pro-
fessional); and

g. t h e  l ibrary med ia  special ist a s  a
teacher o f  children (requires a  quali-
fied professional).

4. Time constraint placed upon the library
media specialist.

A RADICAL PROPOSAL
Let us suppose (for discussion) that in pri-
oritizing t h e  ro les  under  number  three
above that the library media specialist as a
teacher partner is the f i rst  pr ior i ty.  H o w
would the day-to-day job requirements be
structured in order to spend the majority of
the "half day" working in this partnership:

1. Determine wh ich  teachers w i s h  t h e
media specialist to work with them on
an instructional un i t .  Fo r  these uni ts
the media specialist would assist in the
planning, collect materials from every
source available, produce media, work
with the teacher as various media ex-
periences take place, help interest stu-
dents i n  t he  various materials which
have been collected and participate in
testing the students learning.

2. Only work on a few units at a time. Be
sure those units are exemplary in terms
of student learning.

3. Train t h e  school  c lerk  t o  handle a l l
orders f o r  t h e  l ib rary  med ia  center
including preprocessed cataloging. The
media specia l is ts  w o u l d  o n l y  h a v e
supervisory responsibility fo r  the card
catalog.

4. Set up a selection center (probably in
the teacher's lounge) where se ts  o f
material selection tools would be avail-
able. Be sure that the materials needed
for any instructional units are available
when needed. Be responsible for help-
ing choose materials f r om  t h e  bes t
sources.

5. Do not have the library "open" in  the
traditional sense. Have students and
teachers come  t o  t h e  warehouse t o
select new materials fo r  room collec-
tions. A l l  home circulation would b e
handled from the room collections. A t
any one t ime a  room collection might
have 500-600 titles with duplicates.

6. Set up a research center In a  location
where it can be supervised throughout
the whole school day, It might be in the
hall near the administrative offices o r
any other convenient place. Encyclo-
pedias, dictionaries and other reference
materials w o u l d  b e  located i n  t h e
reserve center and could be taken to the
classrooms for short periods or checked
out for home use at night.

7. Do not take responsibility for shuttling
equipment, however, be responsible for
setting up the system fo r  i ts distribu-
tion and make sure that i t  works. Par-
ticipate wi th the teachers i n  ordering
new equipment and be concerned with
standardization, repair problems, etc.

8. Do  not create a learning environment in
addition to that of the classroom. That
is, s to ry te l l i ng ,  puppe t  p lays ,  and
research activities would all take place
in classrooms when the  media speci-
alist was participating in  instructional

units rather than i n  the library media
center.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The part-time library media specialist i s
faced with a real dilemma — struggling to
provide a  fu l l -service program wi th in  an
extreme t i m e  constraint. T h e  resul t ing
frustration requires a  r e -thinking o f  t he
entire structure o f  a  centralized l ibrary
media center program. The re-orientation
should be  based principally o n  program
elements which have promise in terms of
educational impact no t  o n  preserving a
separate administrative entity wi th in t he
school.

The role of the library media specialist, as
materials expert, as media facilitator, as
production specialist and as individualized
learning a n d  enjoyment  consul tant  t o
children. remains undimmed in the face of
technological change. I f  part-time library
media specialists continue in  their  frus-
trating ruts, a  half o f  a  loaf may not  be
better than none.
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