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It gives me great pleasure to welcome everyone here to this inaugural joint conference of the Tasmanian branches of the Australian School Library Association and the Children’s Book Council of Australia. I do hope that those of you, who are from interstate, will also have an opportunity to enjoy our beautiful Island. This conference, “Libraries as learning places and literature” brings together two organisations and is a timely reminder of the radical change that has taken place both in school libraries and in the production and promotion of high quality Australian literature for children.
Over the past couple of decades school libraries have developed into centres of learning, where information and technological literacy is as fundamental to the programme as is reading and enjoyment of literature.  Today the school librarian is both a librarian and a teacher, a person who plays a pivotal role in equipping our children with two things; the information and literacy skills they need to navigate life and a deep love of reading and literature they need to furnish (or should I say fuel) their minds and enable them to fully embrace life.

Today, children have access to a diverse range and genre of high quality Australian Children’s literature. Book week has become a national institution and the lead up to the announcement of the winners is marked by argument, debate, excitement and suspense.  It is one of those whole school occasions I miss intensely in my new life so I do feel very honoured to be here with you today, just hours before the announcement of this year’s winners.

But, everyone is a winner, especially the children, because the recognition and promotion of our authors and illustrators makes them and their work visible and real and makes reading literature cool.  The significant role that the Children’s Book Council of Australia has played in achieving this outcome for vast numbers of Australian children must be commended as must be the role that school librarians play in introducing children to this literature.
It is not surprising that “numerous studies have demonstrated a link between student achievement and the presence of professionally staffed and accessible school libraries”.
 Both Canadian and American research tells us that “reading enjoyment is a significant factor in improving student performance”
 and that there is a relationship between a school’s library staff and resources and the level of enjoyment of reading by its students.
 ACER research has found that “Effective literacy practices that involve extensive use of the school library and classroom computers are associated with higher literacy achievement.”
  There seems to be, then, no doubt of the impact that a well resourced library and an effective, innovative school librarian has on a child’s learning.
However, the other day I was interested to read a paper calling for a review of the literature that describes the impact that school librarians have on student achievement.  The paper suggests that it is difficult to gain an accurate picture of national trends in Australia in the absence of systematically aggregated data.
  The paper points out that, as the importance of the teacher librarian becomes more and more apparent, there seems to be a decline in the number of qualified teacher librarians employed in public schools in Australia.
Anecdotal evidence gained from state-based surveys indicates a number of worrying trends such as; staffing libraries with unqualified personnel; using librarians to fill gaps in staffing; funding for libraries relying on resource allocation priorities established by the school community; principals, senior staff and parents not sufficiently valuing the library or the teacher librarian.  Paradoxically, it seems that “precisely at a time when schools are in the middle of an information explosion school libraries have been marginalised and considered non core services”
 I wonder why this is so?
I am sure your conference will be addressing this issue amongst others for it is in our children’s best interests and long term educational future that school communities are made aware of the impact that a well resourced and well staffed library can have on student achievement.  Perhaps one place to start redressing this lack of awareness of what librarians have to offer is in the principal’s office In an article “Why Should Principals Support School Libraries?” Gary Hartzell suggests that many principals overlook school libraries and teacher librarians as potentially powerful partners in improving student achievement.

I have to confess that, despite my talented librarian’s best efforts to enlighten me, I was one of those primary principals who initially thought it was sufficient to ensure that the library was well resourced and to value and promote student and staff use of that library. The Librarian had scheduled teaching sessions with classes. The sessions provided student free hours for class teachers and promoted research and enjoyment of reading and literature.
My epiphany happened when I was fortunate enough to be involved in leadership training for the International Baccalaureate Primary Years Program, a transdisciplinary programme, driven by inquiry.  It was the inquiry approach of that programme that opened my eyes to the untapped potential of libraries and the unutilised skills of teacher librarians.  I began to see the library as an instrument of school improvement, at the very core of the learning community, in fact central to it.  I saw the need for an environment: where the school librarian is given an opportunity for a leadership role in teaching, learning and curriculum development; an environment where information literacy instruction is integrated into the curriculum; an environment where collaborative planning with teachers is scheduled; and an environment where there is flexibility in library timetabling and where as Gary Hartzell says, the library programme is recognised as ‘integral to instructional quality but distinct from classroom teaching itself” 

I think that you will agree that it is important to have time to reflect on the issues facing the delivery of education in the 21st century.  As forward-thinking teacher librarians you have the capacity to skill young people in locating, using and evaluating information effectively.  Along with the Australian Children’s Book Council you give children access to artists who have the capacity to ignite the imagination, stimulate critical thinking and aesthetic judgment and enhance learning.
What better thing could anyone do than inculcate in a young person, a life long thirst for knowledge, the skills to quench that thirst and an appetite for great literature.  I congratulate all those who have taken part in the organisation of this event, in particular Judy Moss and Jill Abell.  The members of your two organisations are perhaps better placed than others to fuel the minds and meet the learning needs of young people in the 21st century and so it does, indeed, give me great pleasure to declare this conference open.
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