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2018 was a difficult year for 
Washington state school 

librarians. The state changed the 
funding formula for school districts, 
leaving some districts with more 
money and others with less. The 
new funding formula, coupled with 
new regulations on how the money 
was spent, meant every district had 
to renegotiate salary contracts with 
their teachers’ unions. The new 
regulations caused many districts to 
react harshly, and following trends of 
other west coast states, some districts 
reduced certified school librarian 
and library support staff positions. 
The new funding formula favored 
many small rural districts, previously 
with little voice in legislative funding, 
but the most drastic funding changes 
occurred in the largest urban 
districts. Spokane cut all school 
librarians, and my district, Tacoma, 
faced major cuts of its own.

Tacoma school libraries have 
wonderful support at the district 
level. In 2017 Tacoma’s amazing 
superintendent, Carla Santorno, was 
named Superintendent of the Year by 
the Washington Library Association 
and spoke on a panel at the Texas 
Library Association conference in 
2018 about the importance of school 
libraries in student achievement. If 
cuts came, Santorno indicated they 
would not be solely directed at school 
libraries as they were in Spokane. 
Unfortunately, school librarians are 
always at risk of being cut, particu-
larly when most administrators do 
not fully understand the librarians’ 
impact on student learning.

Learning to Advocate

Whether or not school library 
positions are under threat of being 
cut, advocacy must be ongoing. As 
the district library administrator in 
Tacoma, I used the changes to the 
funding formula and regulation as 
a catalyst to teach school librarians 

how to advocate for their programs, 
in the hopes that their building-
level advocacy efforts would help 
stave off cuts on the district level. 
My approach was to distill a message 
into something administrators 
could understand and would fight 
for alongside the school librarians. 
We had a year to advocate for school 
library positions; therefore, the 
librarian professional development 
for the year would focus on advocacy.

Throughout the year school 
librarians met in small groups 
according to their geographical 
zones, grade-level groups, and as a 
whole group. Varying the grouping 
of school librarians offered opportu-
nities for them to share their varied 
perspectives. The goal was to build 
allies with administrators and help 
them understand the school library’s 
value so they could talk about the 
importance of school libraries in 
their administrator meetings.

While researching advocacy ideas I 
rediscovered Stephanie Vance’s book, 
The Inf luence Game: 50 Insider Tactics from 
the Washington D.C. Lobbying World That 
Will Get You to Yes, a book given to me 
years ago at an ALA National Library 
Legislative Day. During that trip 
I was lucky enough to meet former 
ALA lobbyist Stephanie Vance. I 
revisited this book to identify 
strategies I could teach my school 
librarians.

Influence vs. Manipulation

Influence is about convincing 
someone else to do something 
for a mutual interest. …
Decision makers and the 
lobbyist feel as if they they’ve 
both won or at least both sides 
are equally miserable with the 
outcome. (Vance 2012, 7)

I really love this quote. Sometimes 
school librarians get bogged down 
in traditional advocacy strategies. 
School librarians know that school 

libraries help students succeed; 
national studies tell us so. We 
help kids understand the world 
through literature and informa-
tion literacy. We know our work will 
save democracy. However, logical 
arguments rarely work when influ-
encing others because situations are 
subjective. Arguments need to make 
sense not from a personal or world 
view but from the perspective of the 
audience. How can you help your 
administrator understand how your 
school library supports their goals for 
the building?

Knowing Our Purpose

Vance explains a great way to 
determine the purpose of your 
advocacy efforts is to ask, “Why are 
we willing to spend our valuable 
time on our cause?” (2012) What 
is our “why,” but more importantly 
what is the administrator’s “why?” 
Sometimes school librarians can 
be almost too passionate about the 
school library cause. We love what 
we do and can get emotional about 
it. However, we must present factual 
evidence and data to show admin-
istrators the impact our school 
libraries have on students. We must 
be able to articulate why administra-
tors actually do want what we want. 
While the national studies showing 
how school libraries positively 
impact students are helpful, admin-
istrators want local data, just like 
legislators who answer to their 
constituents. How can you provide 
evidence of student impact at a 
building level? 

Get SMART

Setting SMART (specific, measurable, 
attainable, realistic, and timely) 
goals for your advocacy effort is a 
start, but applying this framework 
to “the ask” is also important. School 
librarian needs can be overwhelm-
ing—budgets, schedule flexibility, 
respect—so narrowing down the ask 
is vital. Our school librarians voted 
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that the number one priority as a 
district should be to get a full-time 
certified librarian in every school. 
We believe that we cannot build a sus-
tainable program without achieving 
that goal. Stephanie Vance’s formula 
helped the librarians articulate the 
goal:

I/we will achieve (specific what) by 
(when). I/we will approach (who/
where) to succeed. (2012)

Tacoma’s SMART goal became:

We will achieve full-time certified 
school librarians in every school by 
2025. We will approach administrators 
in our buildings, district, and board to 
succeed.

Know the Decision Makers

Once “the ask” was identified, the 
advocacy team needed to research 
what makes each administrator tick 
and why they should want what we 
want. It is very important to know 
district administrators inside and 
out: what they like, what they believe, 
who their friends are, who they trust. 
Administrators need to be studied 
to understand how they should be 
approached and to learn how to 
shape “the ask” into something they 
can get behind.

I asked all librarians to determine 
who their administrators confide 
in and make that person a close 
ally. In the elementary schools it 
is often the instructional coach 
who works most closely with the 
principal. Invite these confidantes 
in to see the school library in action. 
Ask them questions about how to 
improve instruction and get them 
to understand the value school 
libraries bring to student achieve-
ment. If the principal’s trusted ally 
shares great things happening in the 
library, the principal will be more 
willing to listen to requests. The 
school librarians had to focus on 
their audience’s needs, not on what 

we want to give them. Questions to 
consider include “What are the major 
initiatives in our buildings and 
district?” “What is the administra-
tor’s issue of the day and how can 
we connect to it?” Librarian 
advocates often pose the 
question as, “What keeps 
your administrator up at 
night?” In Tacoma the 
issues were all students 
reading at level by third 
grade and implement-
ing a new social and 
emotional learning (SEL) 
curriculum. We crafted 
our messages to address these 
topics. What topics could you 
address in your advocacy messages? 

Rivals and Supporters

In her book, Vance explains it is 
important to identify potential rivals 
and supporters for your cause (2012). 
Potential rivals are people that could 
be negatively impacted by achieving 
your goal, in our case the addition 
of a certified school librarian to 
each school. Tacoma schools have 
full-time instructional coaches, and 
music and PE teachers have twice 
as many hours of instruction as 
elementary school librarians. Adding 
a full-time school librarian to every 
school could mean that one of these 
programs would lose positions. To 
offset these cuts, it’s important to 
identify potential savings in the 
budget to pay for the additional 
librarians. Painting the clearest 
picture possible for administra-
tors meant knowing what it will cost 
them in money, time, and political 
capital if they said yes to “the ask” 
and identifying who will agree with 
them if they agree with us. Who are 
your rivals and supporters in your 
advocacy efforts? 

Building Coalitions

In formulating a win/win solution, 
school librarians were taught how to 
turn potential competitors into allies. 
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In Tacoma we are working hard 
to build understanding about the 
type of work we want to do with our 
building instructional coaches. They 
are very well protected politically in 
our system. Much of the role of the 
school librarian and instructional 
coach overlap. We have been seeking 
them out for collaborative learning 
experiences and helping them in any 
way we can. They are usually also 
very close to our administrators, so 
we determined that if we could build 
mutual needs, our instructional 
coaches could potentially advocate 
for school library positions with 
administrators. They could also 
help us identify weaknesses within 
our cause. We wondered if it would 
be smart for us to talk about how a 
school librarian’s work is similar to 
that of instructional coaches since 
instructional coaches are ingrained 
in our school district’s culture. We 
talked about changing our message 
to focus more on our role in reading 
instruction or STEAM integra-
tion. Using these potential rivals as 
sounding boards to craft our message 
could be helpful. What is the larger 
battle all our competitors could join 
up together to fight? We all need 
more time with students, and we can 
work to make our competitors allies 
and still win.

SPIT It Out

Vance explains that requests must be 
Specific, Personalized Informative, 
and Timely. She calls this the SPIT 
formula (2012). Our ask needs to 
be specific in terms of what we want 
matching what our audience wants. 
Our request must also be personal: 
a compelling story can make the 
need and situation tangible. The ask 
needs to be informative and include 
its impact on potential rivals. By 
articulating both sides of the issue we 
come across more trustworthy to our 
administrators. The ask also needs 
to be timely. We can’t complain about 
what we need when the budget is 

already written. Our administrators 
must see our needs before changes 
are written in stone. Vance suggests 
using the following formula:

Knowing of your interest in x (specific 
to the audience), I thought you’ d be 
interested in y (specific in terms of what 
you want). This is important to me 
because (personal story). In addition, I 
believe this would benefit you because 
(informative facts). I understand you’ ll 
be deciding by (timely). Are you willing/
able to (your specific ask)? (2012)

After advocacy training, a few school 
librarians tried out Vance’s formula 
to ask their principals for book 
budget increases. Others used the 
formula with community partners to 
get funding for guest speakers and 
makerspace materials. As district 
library administrator, I used a 
version of this to get our superin-
tendents to agree to fund additional 
diverse materials and specific 
training on diversifying our collec-
tions. We will be using the formula to 
continue to ask for full-time school 
librarians.

Advocacy in Action

These trainings kick-started our 
advocacy efforts and led to discus-
sions of how to bring our message 
to the Tacoma community at large. 
We decided to make a video series 
showcasing all the work we have been 
doing in our school libraries. We 
wanted the videos to align to the 
Shared Foundations in the AASL 
Standards to share our standards 
with community members and 
administrators. I reviewed the 
Shared Foundations and tried to 
pick out themes around the work 
we do. I enlisted one of my instruc-
tional technology facilitators who 
has a videography business to help 
me. I built talking points around the 
themes and asked school librarians 
to volunteer to be filmed. (The 
videos are available online at <www.

tacomaschools.org/libraries/Pages/
Library-Video-Series.aspx>.)

For the Inquire foundation I wanted 
to showcase our districts chosen 
inquiry model Guided Inquiry 
Design. Through this model we teach 
students how to be deep question-
ers by developing their background 
knowledge of a topic before they 
choose a research question. We also 
talked about ways we teach inquiry 
through learning stations and algo-
rithmic thinking through unplugged 
coding activities. This is where our 
program shines with rich instruc-
tion that is lacking in some classroom 
teachers’ toolboxes. I wanted our 
administrators to see how inquiry 
is the building block of all quality 
instruction. Inquiry is best taught 
in collaboration with classroom 
teachers. This is a place where we 
struggle due to fixed schedules at the 
elementary school level.

Social emotional learning is a high 
priority in our district. Through the 
Include foundation I wanted to show 
the community how libraries are 
greenhouses for students to thrive. 
School librarians are often a trusted 
adult in many students’ lives. School 
libraries are judgment-free zones 
where all students can feel safe to be 
themselves. We welcome everybody 
and strive for students to feel like 
they belong through our diverse 
collections and opening the space 
for the community during lunches 
and after school. I worked with our 
Whole Child director and vendor 
to identify books in our collection 
that would help school counselors 
with bibliotherapy for students 
with adverse childhood experi-
ences. I shared an annotated list of 
these resources with counselors and 
pointed out that some schools had 
no resources on some of these topics. 
She was so impressed that she went 
to our deputy superintendent and 
secured us $15,000 to ensure every 
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elementary school had at least one 
picture book to help with each topic.

For the past three years we have 
worked to showcase the possibili-
ties collaboration can ignite. School 
librarians have learned multiple 
ways to co-teach, co-plan, and 
co-assess with classroom teachers. 
In our Collaborate video it was 
especially important to have teachers’ 
voices. Two school librarians asked 
classroom teachers to share their col-
laborative experiences working with 
the school librarian. The teachers 
spoke about specific successful 
projects they did with their school 
librarians. Having classroom 
teachers explain how beneficial 
the experiences were to student 
success helped administrators see 
the positive impact collaboration 
can have on students and staff. This 
led to more principals including 
collaboration time in their building 
schedules when possible.

One of our most successful programs 
is the partnership with the Tacoma 
Public Library. In the Curate video 
we explained how students used 
their student ID cards to access 
premium digital resources from 
the public library. Although this 
program was several years old, some 
community members were not aware 
of it. We also used the Curate video 
to advocate for sustainable budgets 
as they ensure we have collections 
that are of interest to kids. Unfor-
tunately, most of our talk about 
the budgets was edited out because 
our public information office was 
concerned that asking for money was 
not helpful during our tough budget 
times. However, the message came 
through and we did receive $50,000 
from the district to help update our 
collections.

I have gradually encouraged 
librarians to build makerspace 
opportunities in their school 
libraries. Some focus on robots and 
coding, others Legos and knitting. 

Most makerspace opportunities 
happen during lunches and recess 
when students have free time. In 
the Explore video we showed how 
much students love making and 
reading. We use reading enrichment 
and making together to help kids 
look at social issues and problem 
solve solutions. Telling this story 
really paid off because this year we 
were able to save three elementary 
school library jobs by creating a new 
position title: K–3 collaborative 
makerspace teachers. By changing 
the title of these elementary school 
librarians we were able to fund 
them from other sources of district 
money. These elementary school 
librarians co-teach with classroom 
teachers using making to enhance 
their social-emotional, science, and 
social studies curriculum. The best 
part is that this is a flexibly scheduled 
program, which will hopefully 
serve as a catalyst to demonstrate to 
administrators how school libraries 
can be deep learning partners when 
not tied to a fixed schedule.

One of the most important roles 
our school librarians have is to be 
leaders in their schools for inte-
grating technology. The goal of the 
Engage video was to demonstrate 
ways librarians harness the power of 
technology in our school libraries. 
While teaching digital citizenship 
should be everyone’s responsibil-
ity in a school, school librarians are 
natural leaders to lead digital citi-
zenship instruction. Most Tacoma 
librarians are Microsoft Innovative 
Educators and are tasked with 
training their building teachers on 
using Office 365 applications with 
students. These leadership oppor-
tunities have helped administrators 
see school librarians in a new light. 
When speaking at the Texas Library 
Association conference in 2018, 
our award-winning superintendent 
Carla Santorno shared ways students 
and teachers passionately embark in 
learning with technology through 
school librarians.

Onward

Through these advocacy efforts we 
saved many jobs, although we did end 
up losing a few positions to attrition. 
The school librarians will continue 
to educate the community, build 
coalitions, and lead administrators a 
bit out of their comfort zone. There 
are many competing interests in a 
school district, and we are all trying 
to do what’s best for kids. Our hope 
is that these actions and videos will 
influence others in our community 
to step up for school libraries.
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