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Executive Summary 
 
School libraries in Ireland have not been surveyed and recorded before. As of today, there is no official 
or unofficial number of school libraries in Ireland and we know little about their functions and 
provisions in primary and post-primary schools. The School Libraries Survey was conducted in 
collaboration with Children’s Books Ireland (CBI) and the School Library Association of the Republic of 
Ireland (SLARI) as an initial step to examine the situations of school libraries in the Republic of Ireland. 
The survey was open from 7th February 2019 until 22nd May 2019. The call for participation was 
disseminated using Twitter and the collaborators’ professional networks. Invitations were also sent 
by email to each school listed on the Department of Education and Skills website on 27th February 
2019 and 15th May 2019. A total of 1138 responses were received, including approximately 785 
primary schools and 353 secondary schools. 
 
The survey shows that the conception of school libraries vary widely: while some schools have 
dedicated space with planning and weeding, some only have small bookcases in classrooms; and while 
some school libraries are served by a qualified librarian, most are maintained by teachers, parents and 
pupils voluntarily, often without a budget and depend on donations and good will. As a result, there 
are stark differences between schools with a dedicated space and a librarian and those without. Of 
those with a well-funded library, mainly in private schools, the school libraries provide enriching 
experiences through reading materials and activities including speakers series, musical performances, 
and commemoration events, while, in contrast, schools run by volunteers often struggle to acquire 
and maintain their reading materials or to get rid of dated ones.  
 
Nevertheless, the survey responses demonstrate a consistent theme: there is a need for a school 
library in every school in Ireland. The respondents articulated their goals and visions for a school 
library to promote the love of reading, improve students’ reading and literacy skills, and to provide 
one dedicated, central place for reading and a safe space for all. These goals and visions are 
heightened by the increasing use of digital technology and the curriculum changes in the Junior Cycle.  
 
Libraries are gateways through which children and young adults can explore the world of fauna and 
flora and encounter peoples of different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, and so through which 
children and young adults understand and respect diversities in the human and the natural worlds. 
Libraries are also getaways and a safe space where children and young adults are shielded from stress 
and anxieties, especially for those who are experiencing mental health problems, socio-economic and 
other difficulties. This survey shows the importance of school libraries for developing digital and 
information literacy and the need for a qualified librarian in every school library. Although the lack of 
space, staff and time in schools cannot be changed in the short-term, proper funding and planning 
should start today. 
 
 
  



Preface by Children’s Books Ireland 
 
In 2017 Children’s Books Ireland launched the Robert Dunbar Memorial Libraries, a book gifting 
programme for schools in memory of the organisation’s late patron and friend, a critic, teacher and 
champion of children’s literature. In just three years, Children’s Books Ireland received over seven 
hundred applications and learned of an overwhelming need for books in schools. Over the course of 
this particular book-gifting programme, 15 libraries containing more than 6603 books have been 
donated, thanks to funding from the Irish Copyright Licensing Agency as well as support from 
publishers with book donations. The vast majority of schools did not receive books to support their 
students. 
 
Since the Department of Education’s abrupt withdrawal in 2008 of the €2.2m grant for school libraries, 
many schools have struggled to meet their students’ needs in relation to reading materials. There is 
no specific or ringfenced funding available to schools to buy books for their students to read for 
pleasure – if they wish to purchase books, they must do so from the school capitation grant, which 
must also cover all day-to-day running costs of a school. From these applications, it was clear that 
many school libraries were stocked with dated, tatty, unsuitable books, and relied on donations in 
order to replenish stock, giving them no control over the quality, content and breadth of the books 
available. Predictably, they have multiple copies of widely available bestselling fiction by UK authors 
and illustrators, and little in the way of non-fiction, graphic novels, books in languages other than 
English, audiobooks and books featuring characters who reflect the diversity of modern Ireland. Some 
newly-built schools with dedicated library spaces have no books on their shelves. In numerous schools, 
teachers bought books with their own money, and could not cater to the needs of students who use 
English as an additional language or who have learning difficulties or other additional needs. These 
needs and themes have been echoed in the school library survey responses. 
 
Children’s Books Ireland required further data from a larger sample of schools in order to better 
understand the situation as it is, as well as their specific needs, in order to provide ongoing support 
for schools in the most effective way, as well as to inform our advocacy for further support for school 
libraries at Government level. In partnering with UCD and SLARI, experts in this field with invaluable 
research experience and an essential knowledge on schools and school libraries, a much stronger 
piece of research was possible.  
 
The objective of the School Library Survey, from Children’s Books Ireland’s perspective, was to give us 
a robust evidence base of the needs of primary and secondary schools in Ireland in relation to reading 
for pleasure, so that we can best advocate for every child’s right to discover the joy of reading and all 
its associated benefits. Research has shown that reading for pleasure improves mental well-being, 
increases vocabulary, builds literacy and numeracy skills and is the strongest indicator of success at 
school and beyond. A lack of school libraries hits areas of socio-economic deprivation hardest – these 
are the children that we should be endeavouring not to leave behind. A lack of school libraries is also 
particularly problematic for schools in rural areas, whose pupils will have more limited access to public 
libraries.  
 
This research concluded before the Covid-19 pandemic. Further research on the impact of public 
health advice in the time of Covid-19 will be important so that we can understand how schools are 
now using books in the classroom, faced as they are with a lack of advice from the Department of 
Education and Skills on how to do so safely. Anecdotally, it is clear that some schools have removed 
books from the classroom due to concerns about sharing resources, how to clean them etc, and that 
some library spaces, particularly in second-level education, have been lost due to a need for additional 
space to facilitate social distancing.  
 



The Robert Dunbar Memorial Libraries book-gifting programme continues, as do other Children’s 
Books Ireland book-gifting programmes for schools. Our aim is that, in time, the value of well-stocked, 
attractive, professionally staffed school libraries will be understood and appreciated, and that central 
Government will provide the necessary funding to make this a reality for all schools. 
  



Literacy and Young People in the 21st century 
By Dr Claire McGuinness 
 
According to the National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and Young 
People 2011-2020, “literacy and numeracy are among the most important life skills that our schools 
teach” (Department of Education and Skills, 2011, 5). However, although functional literacy has 
traditionally been equated with print text and the ability to read and write, it is clear that the evolving 
information and media landscape of the 21st century calls for a much broader understanding that 
acknowledges the “multiple literacies needed to function in increasingly complex daily life – visual 
literacy, numerical literacy, digital literacy, media literacy, and others” (Roberts, 2017, 528). Young 
people today are born into an information world that is rich with an array of online, networked and 
digital media and resources, alongside the traditional print and broadcast media which continue to 
exist. They play, learn, communicate and socialise in a multimedia environment that demands 
constant attention and an ability to nimbly switch from one medium to another in different life 
situations and contexts. They are the “most electronically connected generation in history” (Geck, 
2006, 2) with access to channels such as social media and smartphones that were undreamt of just a 
quarter of a century ago. Digital media permeate their homes, schools and leisure spaces, and an 
increasing number of everyday activities and experiences are carried out online. However, as 
Rheingold (2010) observed, “access to many media empowers only those who know how to use them. 
We need to go beyond skills and technologies. We need to think in terms of literacies.” This 
understanding is reflected in the definition of literacy set out by the National Adult Literacy Agency 
(NALA) in their recently published strategic plan: 
 
“Today, however, literacy is a broader concept and is understood to be about individuals having the 
skills needed to fully take part in society. Literacy involves listening, speaking, reading, writing, 
numeracy and using everyday technology to communicate, access services, and make informed 
choices. These aspects of literacy evolve and are closely related to social practice which recognises 
that people use different literacies for various situations, for example people need health specific 
literacy skills when dealing with a doctor” (NALA, 2020, 5) 
 
Consequently, the remit of primary and secondary schools to support literacy development has 
become much broader, encapsulating not just traditional literacy, but also the skills to enable them to 
safely and effectively navigate an increasingly digitised world. The importance of preparing students 
to participate fully in the digital society was emphasised in the Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 
(Dept of Education & Skills, 2015), which highlighted a “shift from students as consumers to creators,” 
and recognised the need for schools to have access to “a wide range of relevant, high-quality digital 
content, which serves to support learners at all stages of our education system” (2015, 25).   
There is also evidence that a literacy crisis is brewing among the younger generations, despite their 
technological fluency. Several research studies in the past decade have highlighted issues of critical 
concern when it comes to the information preferences, habits and choices of young people. The 
results of the studies have shown: a preference for Internet search engines such as Google for both 
academic work and everyday life information needs, in addition to a reliance on “self-taught” methods 
for evaluating online information (Head & Eisenberg, 2010); significant difficulties in distinguishing 
genuine from false or unreliable information online (Stanford History Education Group, 
2016);  feelings of ambivalence and resignation towards the effects of algorithms and “the powers of 
an unregulated media environment” (Head, Fister & MacMillan, 2020); and a preference for social 
media and messaging apps such as Instagram and Snapchat over newspapers for accessing news 
content and information (Nielsen et al, 2020). It is also important to understand that access to digital 
media and services is not equal to all; the digital landscape for young people can differ considerably, 
in accordance with a range of demographic and socio-economic factors. Schools can play an essential 



role in helping to reducing this digital divide, and level the playing field for students whose access and 
opportunity for digital skills development is not equal to their peers.  
 
School libraries at primary and secondary level have a key role to play in shaping the attitudes, skills 
and behaviours of pupils as they navigate information in all of its formats, as consumers, creators and 
collaborators. In the past, research has shown that the presence of professionally-staffed libraries in 
schools can have a notable impact on students’ educational experience (Teravainen-Goff & Clark 2017). 
In their critical review of school libraries, Williams, Wavell & Morrison (2013) pointed to a considerable 
body of international evidence supporting a direct correlation between school libraries and high 
academic attainment, successful learning outcomes (including information literacy), and positive 
attitudes towards learning, increased motivation and self-esteem among pupils. The elements of a 
school library that contribute to this impact include the availability of a qualified librarian and support 
staff, access to diverse physical and virtual resources that support both the curriculum and students’ 
leisure needs, instruction that is tailored to the needs of students and teachers, and access to 
resources both during and outside of school hours (Williams, Wavell & Morrison, 2013, 45). It is clear 
that the provision of school library services should become a high priority for governments wishing to 
support the development of new generations of digital citizens.  
  



1    School Libraries in Ireland 
 
School libraries in Ireland have not been surveyed and recorded before. As of today, there is no official 
or unofficial number of school libraries in Ireland and we know little about their functions and 
provisions in primary and post-primary schools. One exception is the JCSP Demonstration Library 
Project1, introduced as an intervention for potential early school leavers and was piloted in 10 DEIS 
schools as part of the DES Early Literacy Initiative. During the summer of 2002, funding was provided 
to establish high quality libraries run by fully trained librarians in post-primary schools. The libraries’ 
mission is to offer additional support to improve students’ literacy and numeracy skills. The JCSP 
Demonstration Library Project aims to support students who have had a difficult experience at school 
because of education and/or socio-economic difficulties. To date, the programme has brought 
libraries to 30 participating schools.  
 
A study of the JCSP Demonstration Library Project has shown that ‘…between 36% and 40% of each 
group increased their reading age between 1 year 7 months and 3 years 6 months. In the context of 
students with low reading ages, these would appear to be quite outstanding findings’. An extra 
positive impact of the libraries was that over the time of the pilot, students’ self-motivated book 
borrowing from the libraries had  ‘increased almost six-fold for JCSP girls and more than seven-fold 
for JCSP boys’ (Haslett, 2005). A follow-up JCSP research study of the 10 pilot libraries found that more 
students were continuing into the Senior Cycle of their education and that the library had helped them 
to feel more confident in their information seeking and educational skills, with most of the students 
stating that they were not only going to complete their post primary education but also planned to do 
further education’ (Henefer, 2007).  
 
Studies in other countries have shown the substantial contributions of school libraries and 
professional librarians in students learning experience and wellbeing. 2 There is, however, a dearth of 
study in Ireland except for the examination of the JCSP Library Demonstration Project. This survey is 
prompted by Children’s Books Ireland’s Robert Dunbar Memorial Libraries Award, for which many 
schools have applied to replenish their stock of reading materials in their school library—be it a 
dedicated space or a bookcase in a classroom. The applications tell stories of the paucity of reading 
materials and activities in many schools due to the lack of funding and staff. This survey serves as an 
initial step to sketch the school libraries landscape and an opportunity to imagine schools supported 
by libraries and professional librarians in Ireland.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
1 JSCP – Demonstration Library Project - https://www.pdst.ie/node/1018 
2 See, for example, Clark & Teravaninen-Goff, 2017; Kleijnen, et al., 2015; Merga, 2019, 2020 



2     Survey results 
The School Libraries Survey was conducted in collaboration with Children’s Books Ireland and School 
Library Association of the Republic of Ireland (SLARI). The survey was open from 7th February 2019 
until 22nd May 2019. The call for participation was disseminated using Twitter and the collaborators’ 
professional networks. Invitations were also sent by email to each school listed on the Department 
of Education and Skills website on 27th February 2019 and 15th May 2019. A total of 1138 responses 
were received, including 785 primary schools and 353 secondary schools. 3 Some questions are not 
answered by all respondents.  
 
2.1     School Libraries in Primary Schools 
Approximately 47% of the respondents in primary schools reported that they have a dedicated library 
space, 25% reported that they do not have a dedicated library space and 
28% do not have a library. However, the free-text responses show that 
the perception of a school library varies—some reported having a library 
in the classroom, whereas some discussed the absence of a library with 
only a few books in the classroom. Therefore, it would require school 
visits with a working definition of school library to present a clear picture 
of school libraries in primary schools. It is clear that, however, many 
schools depend on teacher-volunteers to maintain and organise the 
library in their schools. In fact, only 5 respondents indicated that they 
have a librarian with a professional qualification, 14 with a staff without 
a professional qualification, and most respondents reported that they 
depend on volunteers to manage the school library, including teachers, 
parents, and pupils. 
 
Those who reported no school library and no dedicated library space 
mentioned keeping books on shelves in classrooms, storage spaces, 
mobile book carts. Some also make use of the local public library. 
However, it should be noted that not all schools are close to or can make 
use of a public library. While 383 respondents reported the number of 
books in their school libraries, many mentioned that they do not know 
the number, probably due to the fact that there is not a system to record 
their holdings. The lowest number of books reported was 5 and the 
highest was 20,000. The median and mode was 1000 books. Most 
respondents reported that they depend on donations to replenish their 
stock, while most do not have a weeding policy in place. For those with 
a library space, most reported that it is used for class visits to develop 
the habit of reading for pleasure. Many, however, also mentioned that 
the library space is often multi-functional and offers mindfulness and IT classes. Some encourage 
reading by organising activities, for example, “We organise Reading Buddies for the younger students, 
older pupils act as mentors and listen to the younger pupils reading. This activity takes place daily 
before school commences”. 
 
2.2    School Libraries in Secondary Schools 
Approximately 81% of respondents in secondary schools reported that they have a dedicated library 
space, 7.5% reported that they do not have a dedicated library space and 12% do not have a library. 
The reasons for not having a library are similar to the responses from the primary schools—the lack 
of space, funding, and staff. One of the respondents reported: 
 

 
3 These figures include responses submitted valid responses without a school roll number. Since we cannot 
verify some of the school roll numbers, there may be duplicate responses. 

“We would love the school 
library to be a central part 
of the school experience. 
We would love it to be a 
regular part of the 
children's week, to have a 
weekly slot for library 
time where they can 
exchange books, browse in 
such a text rich 
environment and read 
simply for pleasure with 
no pressure or academics 
attached to the 
experience.” 
 
 
“I feel the library should be 
the central hub of activity 
for the school community, 
a place to encourage 
reading for pleasure, a 
place to seek solace, a 
place to research and it 
should support and 
encourage reading across 
the school community.” 
 



“We would actually love a library. As a teacher of English I wrote to Minister Bruton, Former Minister 
of Education for funding. My brother who works as a librarian helped me source books suitable for a 
school library and Tipperary Library donated many books to us. I also invited many local business 
people to act as sponsors and organised a street collection during the summer holidays to try to raise 
some funding. All monies are currently lodged in school accounts but we are no closer to securing a 
library. We have a building that needs painting and shelving and stocking. We have approximately 
€1000.” 
 

Of the 240 schools 
responded, only 66  are 
staffed with a 
professionally qualified 
librarian. Similar to the 
situation in primary schools, 
most school libraries are 
maintained and organised 
by volunteers, including 
teachers, parents, and 
pupils. Many schools 
involve Transition Year and 
5th Year pupils  in running 
the libraries. More than half 

of the respondents indicate that there is no weeding policy in place, meaning outdated materials can 
be held in the collection. 206 respondents reported the number of books in their school libraries: the 
lowest number was 12, the highest 70,000, with a median and mode of 2,000. Activities in secondary 
school libraries vary. School libraries that are run by a professional librarian develop projects 
supporting the curriculum and transition year students, as well as various cultural and literary events 
including writers workshops, musical performances, and thematic exhibitions. However, many school 
libraries function merely as a stock of books and other reading materials without proper maintenance 
and guidance. 
 
2.3    Challenges and Barriers 
 
Respondents articulated the need and importance of school libraries to 
develop interest in reading and well-being and to develop programmes and 
projects in relation to the curriculum especially in the secondary schools. 
Some lamented that it is impossible to sustain a school library due to the lack 
of space, funding, and staff. Many schools do not have a set budget for the 
library and depend on parent association fundraising and donations. One 
respondent wrote: “We haven’t had new stock for about eight years until we 
were donated €1,200 worth of books through a local fund. Occasionally 
teachers or students may bring in some books from home no longer being 
read”.  
 
Many indicated that funding should be reinstated by the Department of 
Education and Skills, and recommended that reading lists should be provided, 

“Access to a well 
stocked library is 
vital for the 
education of 
young children, 
most especially 
those in junior 
schools in DEIS 
areas. A lot of 
children quite 
simply have no 
books at home.”* 
 



stating the important role of school libraries and 
librarians in supporting the curriculum and pupils’ 
information and digital literacy, as well as wellbeing 
in the digital age.  
 
There is also a need for professional librarians since 
most school libraries, broadly defined, are currently 
run by volunteers who do not necessarily have the 
knowledge, skills, time, and resources to maintain 
and organise the school libraries. 
 
 
3    Conclusion  
 
There is strong international evidence that school libraries contribute positively to the learning 
experience and wellbeing of children and young adults. The benefits are most significant in developing 
literacy and numeracy at primary level and supporting the curriculum at post-primary level. Studies of 
the JCSP Library Project in Ireland have shown that school libraries can play a significant role in 
improving information and digital literacy. It is also worth noting that school libraries also provide a 
safe space where pupils can explore their own identities and interests through physical and digital 
materials. Especially at times when our movements are restricted, libraries are gateways through 
which children and young adults can explore the world – to understand and respect diversities in the 
human and the natural worlds and to encounter peoples of different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, 
characteristics and personalities. 
 
This survey shows that schools--at both primary and post-primary levels -strongly agree that school 
libraries can contribute to positive learning experiences and wellbeing for their pupils, and that there 
is a need for a school library in every school in Ireland. However, the lack of space, time, and staff has 
limited their ambitions. While some consider school libraries to be optional and a luxury, we argue 
that school libraries are pertinent in our children and young adult's learning experience and wellbeing. 
When learning and social interactions are increasingly mediated through digital platforms, it is 
important for all to understand the danger of misinformation and disinformation, as well as behavioral 
and social issues such as cyberbullying. Not all of these topics are incorporated in the curriculum, and 
can and should be supported by school libraries with librarians trained to develop programmes of 
information and digital literacy. Finally, we argue that school libraries are not only a gateway of 
knowledge and support for the curriculum, but are also getaways and safe space to explore the world, 
or to temporarily hide from stress and anxieties, especially for children and young adults who are 
experiencing mental health problems and socio-economic difficulties. 
 
Children and young adults, equipped with digital and information literacy and an understanding of 
nature and cultures, should be our biggest investment for the future. School libraries and their services 
should be considered in the design and development of schools. They should not be considered as an 
afterthought or an optional luxury. Rather, they should be considered as integral in schools and pupils' 
learning experience and wellbeing. The lack of space, staff and time in schools cannot be changed in 
the short-term, but proper funding and planning should start today. 
 
  

“I think the trend is for libraries to be seen 
as a 'nice addition' rather than a basic 
necessity in schools. It is no surprise that 
reading, outside of what is strictly required 
by coursework, is also seen this way. A paid 
qualified librarian should be a minimum 
requirement for a school.” 
 
“Our school is driven by the belief that it is 
our purpose to provide our students with 
opportunities to come to understand 
themselves and those that live in the world 
with them. One of the ways in which we 
hope to achieve this is with our school 
library where our young people have 
opportunities to explore their identities 
through having rich language experiences 
in the stories and worlds they encounter 
during their reading journeys.” 
 
 
 

 

““Every school in Ireland should have 
a dedicated librarian as these 
individuals have the skills and 
expertise to lead reading in the school 
community. While teachers can 
endeavour to encourage it as much as 
possible there is a barrier of time and 
focus which prevents the same level of 
effectiveness. A librarian is also 
subject neutral and can help ensure 
that the library is a cross curricular 
space.” 
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