
Helen Stein, MA Ed, MSLIS 
Library Media Specialist  

Helen Cordero Primary School 
Albuquerque Public Schools 

 
Improving School Library Programming in New Mexico 

Question:  
In what ways could school library media programs be improved in New Mexico? 
 
Rationale and Literature Review: 

Studies show that having a strong library program improves students’ performance on 
standardized tests, high school graduation rates and mastery of academic standards.  In the article, “Why 
school librarians matter: What years of research tell us”, by Keith Curry Lance and Debra E. Kachel, 
published in 2018, the authors draw conclusions based on data from more than 34 statewide studies.  
Lance and Kachel write that “researchers have been careful to control for school and community 
socioeconomic factors, and they have found that these correlations cannot be explained away by student 
demographics, school funding levels, teacher-pupil ratios, or teacher qualifications. In fact, they have 
often found that the benefits associated with good library programs are strongest for the most vulnerable 
and at-risk learners, including students of color, low-income students, and students with disabilities.”1  As 
the state with the second highest child poverty rate in the country, the lowest pre-K–12 educational 
ranking, and a population that includes a high number of English language learners, these findings are 
especially relevant. 

Library programs in New Mexico vary from district to district and even from school to school 
within districts.  One reason for this is because of differing levels of knowledge and ability amongst 
library staff members.  New Mexico school systems employ either teachers with a library media 
endorsement or educational assistants to manage libraries and provide library programming.  Some 
districts hire one library media specialist to manage a library educational assistant in each school.  Some 
schools hire educational assistants to manage libraries because their salaries are much lower than those of 
teachers with a library media endorsement.  In New Mexico, school library media specialists are teachers 
who have taken library media classes to obtain the library media endorsement, teachers who have taken a 
qualifying endorsement test, or teachers with a master’s degree in Library and Information Science.  In 
New Mexico, a master’s degree in Library and Information Science is not a requirement as it is in some 
states.  There are no Library and Information Science master’s degree programs in New Mexico so 
teachers who wish to get this master’s degree must do so on-line.   

The New Mexico Public Education Department and school districts cannot require educational 
assistants who are managing libraries to provide library programing.  Therefore, there are no mandated 
school library media standards posted on the New Mexico Public Education Department nor on individual 
school districts’ websites.  New Mexico is experiencing a teacher shortage due to several factors, 
including low salaries, a punitive evaluation system and poor teaching conditions.  In the last eight years, 
under the last governor’s regime, many classroom teachers left the classroom to pursue other careers or 
retire early.  Some teachers became school library media specialists, thinking that this role might be 
preferable to and less stressful than working as a classroom teacher.  Since New Mexico teachers can just 
take and pass an endorsement test to be considered for school library media specialist positions, many of 
these newer library media specialists have not taken courses in library and information science.  Some 
find informal mentors, attend workshops, meet with other librarians to share best practices, and/or partake 
of trainings offered at the district level.  Most library media specialists who have taken library information 
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courses and those with master’s degrees also seek opportunities to learn in order to add to their teaching 
repertoire and remain current. 

What many New Mexico school library media specialists and educational assistants who manage 
libraries don’t know, is that in 2010, a group of school librarians from around the state met in the summer 
to make recommendations.  The guidelines they created, called the “Library, Media and Information 
Literacy Best Practices Guidance Document” is based on the AASL Standards for the 21st Century 
Learner and past standards developed by New Mexican library media specialists and details library media 
skills and information by grade level.  This document was available for many years on the New Mexico 
Public Education Department website but is no longer posted there.  It is, however, posted on the 
Albuquerque Public Schools’ website. 

In 2016, the New Mexico Library Foundation (NMLF) hired national library consultant Penny 
Hummel to conduct a statewide New Mexico Libraries Assessment.  “The goal of the project is to 
identify the current state of the New Mexico school, public, tribal, academic and special library sectors.”2  
The findings primarily focus on the funding challenges that New Mexico libraries face.  One section of 
the assessment specifically addresses school library staffing issues.  “Only 68% of all school library 
directors surveyed reported being certified as teacher librarians, which is a critical issue given the 
demonstrated positive impact that certified teacher librarians have on student success. Within Bernalillo 
County, the percentage is 79%; outside of Bernalillo County, the percentage drops to 51%.”3 

In addition to differing levels of professional knowledge and experience, library educational 
assistants and library media specialists are affected by other factors that are out of their control and impact 
programming, such as how many minutes they see classes, how many times a week they see classes, how 
many minutes there are between classes, how many students are in the classes, classes being cancelled in 
order to use the library for testing or other activities, how much time is allotted to manage the library and 
develop lessons, the size of the library and furniture in it, the collection, the budget, other duties required 
of the media specialists, including managing text books, and whether or not there are assistants and/or 
volunteers.  

During the 2019 legislative session, a senate memorial, SM 27, introduced by William P. Soules, 
was passed.  It proposes that “the Public Education Department assist the New Mexico Library 
Association and the Libraries Transform New Mexico Steering Committee undertake a joint 
comprehensive assessment of school libraries and school librarians in state public schools and public 
charter schools to determine resources and needs for the operation of school libraries.”  Some reasons 
given for the memorial are, “many teacher librarian positions across New Mexico are left vacant or have 
been eliminated; and many schools, especially charter schools, do not have functioning libraries; and the 
2016 New Mexico libraries assessment conducted by the New Mexico library foundation indicated a 
shortage of school libraries in the state; and digital media literacy, a component of the school library 
curriculum, is an urgently needed skill for all students; and public school teacher librarians have been 
providing digital media literacy from the beginning of the internet era.” 

Clearly, given the impact that school libraries with trained library media specialists have on 
student learning and success, there is a need for more consistency between schools.  We are fortunate in 
the Albuquerque Public Schools to have libraries and librarians in most of the schools but there is still a 
need for greater equivalency.  One policy that has had a negative impact on library programming in the 
Albuquerque Public Schools is the library media specialist staffing formula.  If on the eightieth day of 
school, the student population is less than five hundred, the school only qualifies for a .5 library media 
specialist position for the following year.  Preschoolers are not taken into account, even if their classes 
come to the library.  If a school has five hundred or more students on the eightieth day, it qualifies for a 
full-time library media specialist position for the next year.   This means that a school with two hundred 
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students and a school with four hundred ninety-nine students are both eligible for a .5 library media 
specialist position, while two schools, one with five hundred students and one with nine hundred students 
are both able to hire one full-time library media specialist.  Schools can use other funding sources, such as 
Title One funds to pay for the other half of a .5 school library media specialist’s salary or for a library 
educational assistant’s, but even when schools have library assistants, they are often needed to cover 
classrooms when substitutes cannot be found.   

 
Survey results: 

The responses of thirty-nine Albuquerque Public Schools library media specialists to a survey on 
School Library Programming show that sixteen of them are teachers who took the library endorsement 
test.  Ten are teachers who took classes and the library endorsement test.  Thirteen have their master’s 
degree in library and information science.  All of them develop their own programming.  No educational 
assistants who manage libraries took the survey.  Thirty-three of the thirty-nine stated that they get ideas 
from other library media specialists, in person and/or online.  Eleven of the thirty-eight had not heard of 
the “Library, Media and Information Literacy Best Practices Guidance Document” developed in New 
Mexico in 2010.  Thirty library media specialists thought that it would be beneficial for school library 
media specialists from around the state to come together to create updated guidelines.  All but two of the 
respondents stated that they would appreciate being able to spend more time on sharing curriculum ideas 
and management strategies during district professional development days.  The Albuquerque Public 
Schools’ library media specialists and library educational assistants have access to a listserv where they 
can ask one another for advice and share information.  Posts there underline significant differences in 
staffing, schedules and support from administrators and colleagues. 

 
Recommendations: 

All preK-12 students in New Mexico deserve library programming that fosters critical thinking 
and love of learning, reading and literature, as well as teaches them to find, evaluate and effectively use 
and share information, both print and digital.  Improved library programming in New Mexico would help 
students do better academically; in class and on tests, and graduate in greater numbers.  In order for this to 
happen, all New Mexico public and public charter schools need libraries managed by a library media 
specialist who has taken some library and information science classes and has access to on-going training, 
as well as opportunities to collaborate with other library media specialists.  Schools in New Mexico 
should be staffed appropriately and equitably, so that students across the state have access to a similar 
number of minutes of library programming and open check-out times.  Time for the library media 
specialist to perform management tasks and support staff members needs to be built in, also.  
Standardized testing should not take place in school libraries, unless it does not affect library access and 
programming adversely.  A fairer library media specialist staffing formula for the Albuquerque Public 
Schools’ elementary schools would take into account the number of classes that receive library 
instruction, including preschool classes, rather than the number of students at a school.  A committee of 
library media specialists from across the state should be established to develop New Mexico library media 
standards based on the AASL Standards for the 21st Century Learner.  If all school libraries were staffed 
with library media specialists as opposed to educational assistants, the New Mexico Public Education 
Department would be able to require utilization of the New Mexico standards when developing lessons.  
School libraries should receive adequate funding to cover the costs of computers, databases and current 
print materials.  Greater understanding of the impact of strong library programming and the tasks 
necessary to manage a school library will, hopefully, engender more support for school library media 
specialists and their programs.  Ideally, after the state’s assessment of school libraries and school 
librarians takes place in the fall of 2019, similar recommendations will be made, and bills will be passed 
next legislative session that better support and fund school libraries. 
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