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Managing Media Centers in Secondary Schools

by
Jan A. Kruger

Professor, Department of Information Science
University of South Africa

Pretoria

Introduction
Up to now relatively little has been written and
published about managing media centers in
schools. It is not quite clear why this should be
so. Books dealing with media centers in
general, usually include a brief discussion of the
topic. What is found, however, is that most
publications focus on the use of media in
education, information skills, information re-
trieval and the selection of media with collection
development in mind. These topics cover the
two fields of expertise of the media teacher,
namely education and library and information
science. It seems as if management has been
overlooked. Is the reason for this that the
principal of the school is regarded as the man-
ager of the school and that the media center is
just a part of the school? (herring 1988:22).
However, being in charge of the media center the
media teacher must be regarded as a manager
as well (Prostano & Prostano 1987:43). It is
therefore desirable that attention should be
paid to the management of the media center.

A second issue that is even more
striking than the first, is the acceptance of the
media center as a sine qua non for effective
education and therefore part of every school.
Authors comparing school media services of
various countries, regions, or education depart-
ments, usually take this as their point of de-
parture. They will compare two different sys-
tems after which certain conclusions are
reached, without paying attention to the educa-
tional philosophy and policy that the edu-cation
authorities have with regard to the role of
media centers in education. This educational
philosophy and policy is the cornerstone on
which media centers are developed and utilized.
Only systems where this cornerstone is present,
can be juxta-positioned. Readers are given the
wrong impression when comparisons are made
as it is taken for granted that both systems are
based on this important cornerstone and that
the two systems are therefore comparable.
These publications and articles focus on the role
of the media teacher in curriculum development,
the size and retrieval of the media collection,
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the physical' facilities, curricular media used
and the acceptance of the media teacher as part
of the teaching team..

The Responsibility for Media Services
If the education authorities accept the

media center as an indispensable and insep-
arable part of every school, and it has an
educational philosophy and policy to this effect
(The Media Center 1988:2), then attention can
be paid to the question of who should take
responsibility for media services. The answer to
this question is, in fact, very simple. The re-
sponsibility lies with the education authority.
The education authority can make certain ar-
rangements to carry of this responsibility.
These arrangements go hand in hand with the
management of media centers.

Usually two levels of management can
be distinguished as far as the management of
media centers are concerned, namely the macro
and the micro management levels.

Macro Management Level
The education authority functions on the

macro management level. Due to the fact that
media services are specialized services, edu-
cation authorities delegate this function to an
organization which can take responsibility for it
on behalf of the education authority. In this pa
per attention will be paid to two possible organ
izations which can provide school media
services: first, the education media service as
an ancillary service of the education depart-
ment, and second, an organization outside the
organizational structure of the education
department.

The Education Media Service
Ancillary services functioning in the or-

ganizational structure of the education depart-
ment, usually have an educational basis,
because the functions of an education depart-
ment are education and teaching. The primary
function of an education media service as an
ancillary service is therefore directed toward
rendering a service to education.
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The service rendered by an education
media service can be divided into three main
categories:

The Departmental Library
The departmental library is a

special library that is concerned with
the information needs of the officials,
both professional and administrative, of
the education department including all
the teachers of that particular education
department. Media teachers can there-
fore request professional literature from
the departmental library to keep track
of the latest developments in their field
of interest. As the departmental library
is a professional library and information
service, it is just natural that it find a
home within the organizational struc-
ture of the education media service.

Advisory Services
Media advisors possessing a

teaching qualification and experience,
together with either a qualification in
library and information science or edu-
cation technology, provide a very impor-
tant service within the education media
service. Media advisors visit schools on
a regular basis to give guidance to the
media teacher specifically, and to the
principal and subject teachers in gen-
eral. Qualified media advisors are in a
position to give guidance on library
matters as well as on media user edu-
cation, and curricular and extra-
curricular media use. Because they are,
just as in the case of media teachers, in
possession of a teaching qualification
they are accepted by the principal and
subject teachers as media specialists
and consequently close cooperation
exists between them. Naturally, their
guidance to the media teacher includes
advice on matters relating to the man-
agement of the media center. The
media advisors operate on the macro
management level and are not involved
in the day to day management of the
media center at the school. That is the
function of the media teacher.

Professional and Technical
Services

The education media service
renders important professional and

technical services on the macro man-
agement level. This organization is re-
sponsible for the planning and provision
of physical facilities. This is done ac-
cording to certain guidelines laid down
by the education department as the
mother organization. Professional
guidelines are usually formulated by the
education media service and then
approved by the education department

Professional services of the edu-
cation media service include the provi-
sion of annotated buying lists of se-
lected and recommended media. Items
from these may be selected and ordered
by media teachers for collection devel-
opment. It must be borne in mind that
many rural schools are situated far
away from booksellers in the cities and
are not in a position to visit the book-
sellers personally. The provision and
availability of lists of recommended,
graded media constitutes a valuable
service to the media teachers. As part
of this service, media are classified by
professional librarians at the education
media service to further ease the task of
the media teacher.
Besides these services the education

media service may provide complete sets of
catalog cartds for the media included in the
lists.

The education media service may
sometimes purchase media and supply certain
items to each school.

Ancillary Service Outside the Education
Department

When the education department dele-
gates its responsibility for media services to
schools to an organization outside the organ-
izational structure of the education department.
It is usually to the organization that is involved
with public library services. This often results
in the establishment of combined school/com-
munity libraries situated at schools. Otherwise
separate school and public libraries are found.
Various examples of these two models exist all
over the world.

It is not always clear whether there are
people in this type of system who do work sim-
ilar to that of the media advisors in the educa-
tion media service. If so, it is important to
know whether these people possess a teaching
qualification and have teaching experience, as
the primary function of the media center is
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curricular media use which includes media user
education. These are pedagogical functions. A
media center which is a model in all respects,
but is not used satisfactorily for curricular
purposes, should have its right to existence
questioned. In addition, one could ask whether
the guidance provided on the macro manage-
ment level, as well as the management of the
media center, are pedagogically sound.

Micro Management Level
On the micro management level one

finds the media teacher is in charge of the
media center. The media teachers are the man-
agers of the media centers. They are respon-
sible for the execution of the functions of man-
agement on the micro management level. The
training of the media teacher must, therefore,
make provision for the execution of the functions
of management. In those cases where media
advisors operate on the macro management
level, media teachers receive guidance from
them on the management of media centers.

Often media teachers experience diffi-
culties with the execution of their management
functions. The ideal is for the media teachers to
hold a senior position on the staff of the school.
This will ease their task as managers because
they can act with the authority that flows from
their senior position. In education systems
where the emphasis is on examinations, one
finds that the senior positions are held by sub-
ject teachers who teach final courses. Unfor-
tunately, too often the media teachers are junior
and inexperienced teachers. The result of this
situation is that they cannot act with authority
in a meeting with experienced and senior sub-
ject teachers. That contributes toward a high
staff turnover in the post of the media teacher,
which in turn has a negative effect on the man-
agement of the media center. Continuity is of
vital importance for successful management.

It is desirable to appoint a media com-
mittee to avoid and solve problems with regard
to the management of the media center and
poor curricular media use. From a certain per-
spective it can be argued that the media com-
mittee is operating on the meso management
level, that means on a level between the macro
and micro management level. The media
committee comprises the principal of the school,
who acts as chairman and the media teacher
who acts as the secretary. Other members of
the media committee should be the senior
subject teachers, sometimes known as heads of

department. Other members of the staff who
are involved in extracurricular activities can also
be co-opted. The primary function of such a
media committee is to plan and promote cur-
ricular media use. The value of the media
committee lies in the involvement of senior
subject teachers in the media centers ' services.
A by product of this greater involvement is
closer cooperation between the subject teachers
and the media teacher, an awareness of the
management problems experienced by the
media teacher, and an awareness of the gaps in
the media collection. The media committee can
make a contribution toward the elimination of
these gaps.

Managing Media Centers in South Africa
Since unification in 1910, South Africa

has enjoyed a stable education system. At the
moment there are fourteen different education
departments besides the four in the independ-
ent homelands of Transkei, Bophuthatswana,
Venda, and Ciskei. Some critics describe these
fourteen different education departments as
fourteen different education systems. Others re-
gard them as fourteen subsystems of the South
African edication system due to the extent of
their similarities.

With so many education departments,
some differences obviously are noticeable. Some
departments have an education media service
and well-developed school media centers. In
other departments, school media services are
poorly developed, while in yet others school
media services are almost non-existent. The
situation depends very much on the educational
philosophy and policy of the different education
departments with regard to the role of media
centers in education.

During the past decade, and more spe-
cifically since the beginning of 1990, South
Africa has experienced dramatic changes. Pri-
marily these changes are taking place in the po-
litical arena, but they have consequences for the
arenas as well. Strong political pressure has
been exercised to bring about the establishment
of a single education department.

In the process of bringing about a single
education department in South Africa, various
far-reaching changes have already taken place
in the education departments for white children.
In the past only government and private schools
existed, but since 1992 a third category, state-
aided schools has been added. State and state-
aided schools are now open to everyone while
private schools have their own entrance re-
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quirements. Prior to these changes state
schools received substantial funds for the de-
velopment of media centers. Since August 1992
when the new education dispensation for white
children came into being, no more funds have
been granted to schools for the development of
media centers. At the moment it is not clear
whether new state schools to be built will be
provided with the physical facilities for media
centers. A single education department for the
whole of south Africa will be established on
April 1, 1994, it is also not yet clear whether
funds for media centers will be made available
again after that date. It is, however, of vital
importance that the education authority must
explicitly formulate in its education policy the
role it expects the media .center to play with
regard to teaching and learning. There should
be a statement on the philosophy, aims, and
objectives of the media center in its schools. If
the media center's role is not explicitly form-
ulated in the country's educational policy it will
not figure in the curricula or examinations of the
education system.

Managing Media Centers in the Future
As great uncertainty about the future of

school media services in South Africa prevails at
the moment, it is obvious that careful con-
sideration is now being given to possible models
that might be implemented.

One possible model is the combined
school/community libtraries that are well known
in South Australia. An alternative model is
that of community libraries functioning pri-
marily as public libraries, which can also be
utilized by the pupils of the surrounding
schools. These schools will not have their own
school library or media center.

There are definitely other models worth
considering as well. The fact of the matter is
that if the education authority relinquishes its
responsibility for media centers on the macro
management level, a new body will have to fill
the gap if the media center is to continue to
exist. If it is the educational philosophy of the
new education authority that media centers
have no role to play in the new education
system, then media centers in the state schools
will become redundant. As far as state-aided
and rpivate schools are concerned, it will lie in
the hands of their individual management
boards to formulate their educational phil-
osophy and policy with regard to the role of the
media center.

One possible model that needs to be
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considered is the continued existence of the
present media center at a school. At present
each school has a management board chosen
democratically from the parent community. The
principal and his deputy also serve on the
board. The management board is involved in
the general management of the school.

The instigation of a new body, the man-
agement committee, will be necessary to look
after the media center specifically. The man-
agement board can ask the management com-
mittee to submit a draft of their policy with
regard to the role of the media center in the
particular school for consideration and approval.

The management committee should con-
sist of at least one representative of the man-
agement board, the principal and/or the deputy
principal, the media teacher, one representative
of the media committee (which will constitute a
subcommittee of the management committee),
two or more members from the community
(preferably chosen from people qualified as
librarians and people involved in the training of
librarians and more specifically media teachers,
as well as people from the business com-
munity).

It will be the task of the management
committee to take over the responsibility of the
education media service on the macro man-
agement level if the education authority relin-
quishes its responsibility. If the management
board of a particular school decides that a
media center at the school is unnecessary, then
a management committee for the media center
will probably also be unncecessary, except if
such a committee were to take up the challenge
to persuade the management board to change
its mind.

The management committee can
appoint various subcommittees. Reference has
already been made of the media committee
which is responsible for planning and promoting
curricular media use. Other subcommittees
could take the responsibility for fund raising,
cataloging and classification of newly-bought
media, or for providing assistance at the
reference and lending desks.

This management model could ease the
management function of the media teacher
tremendously. It would no longer be necessary
for the media teacher to convince the principal
or subject teachers of the importance of the
media center. That would be the task of the
management committee and its various
subcommittees. By implementing this manage-
ment model the continued existence of the
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media center should be ensured.
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