
 

Effective school libraries – How do your books look? 

Top tips to improve your school library 

Pat Lipinski, Lead Librarian, Gloucestershire Library Services for Education. 

You may be surprised to learn that whilst prison libraries are statutory, school libraries are 

not; school libraries vary from the non-existent to state of the art Learning Resource 

Centres.  

Making a case for having a very good school library.  The research and evidence: 

A  National Literacy Trust Survey 2019  found that: 

 ‘School libraries have been found to impact pupils’ general academic attainment, reading 

and writing skills, plus wider learning skills, as well as their scores in history, mathematics 

and science. School libraries have also been found to have an impact on pupils’ reading 

enjoyment, reading behaviour and attitudes towards reading. Motivation and attitudes in 

particular have been connected to school library use.’ 

James Clements has spoken widely about building an outstanding reading school; he 

devised 6 strategies, one of which is: 

‘At an outstanding reading school, the library and book areas are welcoming, working 

spaces, where children visit, read, choose and talk about books.’  

OFSTED 

In the past, OFSTED have not routinely inspected school libraries although I’ve heard that 

the new Inspection Framework is changing that; are you prepared for the ‘Deep Dives’? 

‘…some books are stored among old, unused books. This does little to inspire pupils 

to choose books for themselves.’ OFSTED report (2019) 

 

‘A school library should be an attractive, vital and useful whole school resource.’   

 The School Library Association. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/lse
https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/understanding-impact-and-characteristics-school-libraries-and-reading-spaces/
https://cdn.oxfordowl.co.uk/2017/04/21/10/51/51/265/bp_osi_buildingoutstanding.pdf
http://www.sla.org.uk/


 

Top tips  and questions to ask yourself: 

First impressions 

 Have a go at looking at your library with the eyes of an average child or student in 

your setting. What is your overall feeling?   Would you like to spend time in here and 

do you think there is anything in there for you?  

 Think about layout, guidance, shelf labels and displays. Does it feel welcoming or 

intimidating? Would you know how to find what you are looking for without asking? 

 

Resources 

 Take 10 non-fiction books at random off the shelves and examine each one for age 

(date published), condition and relevance - are you happy with what you find? Is 

non-fiction purely curriculum-based or have you got reading for pleasure non-fiction 

too? The most popular topics are sport, machines and vehicles, dance and theatre, 

pets, dinosaurs etc. Do you have inspiring biographies and autobiographies? 

 Do the same for fiction, examining the age, condition and relevance of each book. 

Also consider the characters and settings - are the books ‘mirrors and windows’?  

(Emily Seed) Books that provide ‘windows’ offer a view into reality, not just into 

imaginary worlds; books that reflect a reader’s own life are the ‘mirrors’. 

 Any reading is good reading.  Do you subscribe to newspapers or comics? Do you 

have anything to attract reluctant readers? eg. High Interest/Low level books - 

Barrington Stoke among others, publish a brilliant range of books by top authors for 

all ages. 

 Have you signed up to specialist booksellers? The local Yellow Lighted Bookshop  is 

excellent, with enthusiastic, knowledgeable staff.  

 Peter’s in Birmingham  offers showroom visits and access to their website which has 

a database of books reviewed by their team of librarians.  

 

 

Action plan 

 Get to work on editing. 

 There's no place for out of date materials, like old atlases, on your shelves; 

out of date materials are often unattractive.  

 Children DO judge a book by its cover.   Books that are falling apart do not 

motivate readers to read more. 

 Books reflect the times in which they were written.   Some older texts may 

contain language or plot lines rooted in stereotypes or prejudices that are 

https://www.barringtonstoke.co.uk/
https://www.yellow-lightedbookshop.co.uk/index.html
https://peters.co.uk/


 

now recognized as offensive. 

 An old, irrelevant and out of date collection does not send out the right 

message. Less is more! It is better to have just a few shelves made of 

fascinating, relevant, attractive books than thousands of titles sending out 

the wrong message. 

 Fundraise if you need to; buy new, popular books. The Foyle Foundation awards  

grants to improve school libraries, http://www.foylefoundation.org.uk/  

 Develop a plan for the school library, linking it to the School’s Development Plan. 

 

 I’m happy for you to ask me any questions (and send photos) of concerns you have about 

your school library and I’ll advise by email.  

If you would like more detailed advice, allowing for social distancing, I can come and visit 

your school to review your library and provide you with a follow up report with 

recommendations and an estimate of costs. The cost of this initial visit is £51.50.   

Please contact me for further advice or to discuss the possibility of a visit to your school.  

Pat.lipinski@gloucestershire.gov.uk  

Finally, some photos of primary school book-shelves and books I’ve picked up on my travels 

over the years. 

 

Pat Lipinski  

01452 427241  

Pat.lipinski@gloucestershire.gov.uk 

www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/lse  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.foylefoundation.org.uk/
mailto:Pat.lipinski@gloucestershire.gov.uk
mailto:Pat.lipinski@gloucestershire.gov.uk
http://www.gloucestershire.gov.uk/lse


 

Examples of enticing primary school reading areas: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Outdated books recently found in primary school libraries: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Book Corner – Gloucester Rd Primary, 

Cheltenham  

Published in 1977 

Isbourne Valley Library 

Animals Keeping Clean Published in 

1966 


