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July 2, 2004

To:

Sheryl Rosenthal, Susan Fifer Canby, Anne Caputo, Sue O'Neill Johnson

From:

Kenlee Ray, Community Outreach Chair

Subject:  
Wrap-up Report on the Chapter's first community outreach project -- the Sousa Middle School Library 

1.  Background


In spring of 2002, the Chapter launched a community outreach project that aimed to tap the resources and skills of our members to enrich and provide support for a library or media center serving a local school or neighborhood. 

The Chapter's outreach project was the Sousa Middle School, located at 3650 Ely Place SE, in a predominantly low-income area of southeast Washington, DC. It has 400 students in grades 6 through 8.  Ninety-nine percent of the students are African American.   The Sousa Library is a very old library with very old books and periodicals.  When we selected the library, most of the books were old and outdated with copyright dates ranging from 1967 to 1975, before the students were born. It had one computer and one printer. The Sousa library received from zero to $500 from the local school budget each year. Due to budgetary constraints, the school had opted to have a part-time librarian.

Our activities focussed on soliciting funds and book donations, weeding and cataloging the collection and providing technical assistance.

2. Changes in the Sousa Library since Project Inception

Unfortunately, Sousa lost its very professional, part-time librarian in the 2003 mid-year round of DC PS budget cuts made in order to finance the already approved increase in teachers' pay. Nonetheless, in eighteen months we directly made several promising changes in the state of the library and provided the impetus to the school to make some too.

· Several new titles were added to the collection.  These included a few new sets of reference materials and new books in the subject areas of science, geography, sports, political science and fiction.  In addition, several "gently" read fiction books were donated to the Library. 

· The collection was weeded (albeit very conservatively) and looks more like a library and less like a storage area for old textbooks.  The new books were processed and shelved.

· We worked with the librarian to get the Follet Library Automation program operational.  Information on the students and faculty was loaded into the circulation module.  The collection is partially cataloged online including all new books whether purchased or donated, and much of the existing fiction and biography collections.

· There were 7 working computers available for student and teacher use including 5 new computers with Windows 2000.

· We were able to leverage our money.   While we spent close to $1500 of our project funds for new reference materials, supplies and shipping costs, another approximately $5000 worth of new books were donated.  

3.  Other Results and Benefits 
It meant a lot to the teachers just to see volunteers come into the school. And as someone pointed out, although they wouldn't say anything, it also registered on the kids.  According to Willie Wilson, the Chair of the Ward 7 Education Council, we were the only group helping to shore up school libraries in Ward 7.

The project provided an opportunity for members to learn more about a segment of the local community with which they may not always come in contact.  In some cases, eyes were opened to the conditions of local schools.  For some of our volunteers it was the first time they had ever driven through neighborhoods "East of the River".

We were able to engage members who don't participate in other Chapter activities.  As an example, our most enthusiastic solicitors of donated books were members who don't make it to meetings. 

4.  Catalytic effect.

We were asked to provide advice to a parent establishing a library at Bancroft Elementary School and to a community activist seeking additional funds for the Ross Elementary School library.

At the urging of individuals active in promoting DC school reform, I wrote testimony on the need for funding of DC school libraries for the DC Council hearing on the 2004 DC Public School Budget on March 25, 2003; for the DC School Board Budget hearings on May 12, 2003; and gave a statement at the DC School Board Meeting on May 21, 2003. 

5.  Lessons Learned

On Site, we ran into surprises that reinforced the need for flexibility.  The District of Columbia Public Schools  (DCPS) automation infrastructure is tenuous -- computers were frequently down and it could take as long as two weeks to get a technician to the school.

Recommendations:

· Go to the project site prepared to do more than one task.

· Be prepared to cancel because of last minute meetings, school closings, etc.

A lot of our members volunteered some very good ideas that didn't resonate well with the staff at Sousa -- which doesn't mean they won't be a hit with the next project and sometimes it's just a question of planting the seed. 

Recommendations:

· Doing "with" vs. Doing "for" needs to be the motto.  Remember that it is their library and their community and we are there to work with them -- not to tell them what they should be doing. 

· As suggested by one of the local library activists, we will put bookplates in all books we donate stating that the book was donated by DC Chapter of the Special Libraries Association (DC/SLA) to increase the visibility of the Chapter's efforts both during project implementation and project completion.  One of our committee members has suggested that when our current supply runs out, we have the kids design the next bookplate. 

The protests during the World Bank and International Monetary Fund Annual meetings scared folks away from attending our Sept. 27, 2003 "March for Sousa" reception and increased the anxiety of the Board and the planners. Nonetheless, the fundraiser was attended by 43 and netted $1090.65. 

Recommendation:

· Never hold a fundraiser, or for that matter any function, downtown when the World Bank and International Monetary Fund are having their Annual or spring Development Committee meetings. 

6.  Project Sustainability -- Where do we go from here?

Decisions regarding funding and staffing of DC school libraries are currently left to the local school restructuring committees who each year have less and less money to divide among competing priorities.  There is no central policy dictating that each school must have a library with a trained librarian, an adequate collection and appropriate automation. The leadership of the library programs in the central administration is at best passive; the DC Division of the Association of School Librarians is inactive. 

Although there are some individual teachers and principals, administrators and community advocates who recognize the importance of libraries in promoting academic success, there are no powerful voices within the school system championing libraries. Although the Mayor, the City Council, and the School Board have reached a temporary détente in their fight for control of the school system, there is still no permanent School Superintendent. As long as the governance issues surrounding DC schools remain unresolved, it is difficult to figure out whom the true decision-makers are and to even more difficult to get them to make policy changes. 

As information professionals we know how to network and find others that would be supportive of good DC school libraries.  We also know how to sort through and present any relevant research to stakeholders in an understandable fashion so that they can be persuaded that good school libraries are crucial to improving student performance.  To be credible advocate, we must be seen as a stakeholder and that means that we must have a role in a project that benefits a DC school in some manner -- whether that means working in a school directly, or through a public library branch or a community group. Given the current environment, if our next project is in a DC school, we feel that it should be one that has additional supportive ties to other strong sponsors to help insure its longer-term viability.

Recommendations:

· At this era of shrinking funds, no administrator -- whether with a public school or public library system  -- will be able to give a 100 % guarantee that the librarian and library budget will survive intact.   However, in picking the next project, we must be satisfied that the lead manager, executive director or principal of the parent organization actively supports the library, is committed to its success, and will do his/her best to insure the library's survival.

· Once the major governance questions are answered, we should consider advocating for school libraries in very targeted venues (communicating with those decision-makers that have line item decision-making authority) -- format and venue will depend upon who wins control.

· We should align our efforts with the other school and/or community advocacy groups such as Parents United, and DC Voice.  In the first instance, we need to determine what they know about linkages between student achievement and the presence of school libraries.  If they need more information about the linkages, we should help them get it.  In the second instance, we need to encourage them to speak up for school libraries.  A critical mass of advocates will be noticed.

