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Abstract 

Little research has been conducted examining advocacy efforts in the school library field despite 
the fact that program advocate is a prominent role for school librarians. One element of 
advocacy is the engagement in political initiatives that may affect school library programs. This 
case study investigates the effectiveness of one advocacy effort in response to a call for support 
of a national petition in support of school libraries. Data were collected, and factors underlying 
this advocacy campaign were analyzed. This report is a case study analysis of a time-
constrained advocacy initiative, including the number of participants, demographic factors in 
relationship to participation, and the interaction of participants on an e-mail discussion list. 
With the emergent focus on lobbying for the reauthorization of ESEA (Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act), this study has import for the design and development of successful 
advocacy efforts now and in the future. 
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Introduction  

In 2015 the ALA Office released a statement calling for the reauthorization of ESEA 
(Elementary and Secondary Education Act) with the stated objective to “Help every K–12 
student in America realize their maximum academic potential by ensuring their access to an up 
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to date school library staffed by at least one state-certified school librarian working hand in glove 
with classroom teachers to develop and deploy successful curricula” (ALA Washington Office 
2015). In particular, the association lobbied for inclusion of the SKILLS Act (Strengthening 
Kids’ Interest in Learning and Libraries) sponsored by U.S. Senator Jack Reed. E-mails were 
sent exhorting AASL members to contact their congressional representatives and to make other 
efforts to garner political support for the passage of legislation that included school libraries. On 
March 16, 2015, several corporations sent a memo to chairman Lamar Alexander and ranking 
member Patty Murray of the U. S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions; 
the memo advocated inclusion of the SKILLS Act in ESEA legislation (ALA 2015). On April 9, 
2015, school librarians and others were urged to tweet with the hashtag #getesearight and to join 
the National Education Association (NEA) Twitter campaign in the hour between 7 and 8 p.m. 
Eastern Time (School Library Journal 2015). At the start of summer 2015, the Senate was 
expected to vote on reauthorization of ESEA and members of the U.S. House of Representatives 
were discussing bringing back the House’s own version. According to R. Morris (2015) the 
Senate committee approved school libraries as an eligible use of literacy funding but fell short of 
adopting the language of the SKILLS Act. 

These efforts were not without precedent. In this paper we share our findings from a previously 
unpublished study of an earlier effort to gain reauthorization for ESEA with the inclusion of 
school libraries. On January 5, 2012, Carl Harvey, then president of the American Association of 
School Librarians (AASL), posted a We the People petition documenting support for school 
libraries. We the People <https://petitions.whitehouse.gov> is based in the executive branch of 
the U.S. federal government. Claiming to “encourage all Americans to engage their government 
in a way that matters to them,” the petition website allows citizens to develop and post a petition 
for other like-minded citizens to sign. At that time, if a petition received 25,000 signatures within 
thirty days, the White House would issue a formal response to the petition. The petition 
specifically encouraged the federal government to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act. Harvey’s petition stated: 

Every child in America deserves access to an effective school library program. We ask 
that the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) provide 
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History of School Library Advocacy 

Leaders in the school library profession have attempted to raise colleagues’ awareness of the 
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a school library program, and working with legislatures at both the state and federal level to 
ensure political support of school libraries. Advocacy does not happen instantly, nor easily. It 
requires dedicated commitment and effort sought and nurtured over a significant period of time 
to affect change. 

Civic Engagement as a Form of Advocacy 

The basis for school library advocacy has its roots in the centuries-old push for civic 
engagement. The First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution guarantees citizens the right to 
petition the government (U.S. Const. amend. I). Throughout history, Americans have used this 
right to organize around issues they support. Kristin A. Goss (2010) noted the powerful impact 
that individual citizens have had when issue-specific arguments are made to political leaders. 
Participation in the We the People White House petition site affords individual citizens the 
opportunity for civic engagement. Initiated in 2011, the site was relatively new when Carl 
Harvey created the school library petition. Current petitions include one to put Ayn Rand on the 
ten dollar bill, one to keep Alexander Hamilton on the bill, one to provide paid maternity and 
paternity leave for federal employees, and one to end “Islamaphobia” in the U.S. As of January 
2013, the threshold for a petition to receive a White House response has risen to 100,000 
signatures within thirty days. 

The engagement of citizens in the political mechanics of government is changing rather than 
declining in the United States (Caren, Ghoshel, and Ribas 2011). Often this engagement is 
through non-electoral forms of participation. Electronic forms of government communication 
and information delivery are believed to offer improved opportunities for interactions between 
citizens and government agencies. The use of this type of online communication is believed to 
increase involvement between citizens and government officials (VanFossen 2006). 

The Internet has had some impact on the political knowledge of citizens and their ability to react 
to this knowledge. In a study about online political participation, Lindsay H. Hoffman,  Philip E. 
Jones, and Dannagal G. Young (2013) found that just over 18 percent of adults surveyed in 2010 
had signed an online petition, second only to the almost 52 percent who said they had voted in an 
election. Adults who signed an online petition perceived this effort as almost equal to voting in 
its ability to influence government and to communicate information. Additionally, Phillip J. 
VanFossen (2006) found the Internet has had some impact on the engagement of citizens in 
politics, as well as access to political figures. He contended that civic engagement through the 
Internet engages candidates and holds them to a higher level of accountability because 
constituents can interact with them in a timely fashion. However, access to the Internet does not 
in itself compel citizens to become more politically active. Van Fossen’s exploration of the topic 
found that citizens who have been politically active offline continue to be politically active 
offline and those who are active online would have been politically active without benefit of the 
Internet. 
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responses to this petition about rallying national support for school libraries. In particular, the 
following research questions guided our inquiry: 

�x What factors influenced the success of the 2012 petition advocacy campaign? 

�x What could we learn about advocacy from the patterns of signing behavior for the 
petition? 

Methodology 

Data for this study was collected from two primary sources: the petition site itself and postings 
on AASLForum (AASL members’ e-mail discussion list) related to the petition. The petition site 
required signers to follow a multistep process to create an initial logon. Publicly available data 
on the petition site listed each signer’s first name and initial of the last name, the city, state, and 
the date the signature was entered. The signatures were also numbered in relation to how many 
signatures had been entered, i.e., the first person to sign the petition was signature number 1, the 
second to sign was 2, and so on. The numbers were displayed in reverse order, with the most 
recent signatures first, so that succeeding signatures were also listed first. Approximately twenty 
signatures were listed on the screen, but it was possible to scroll down to the very first signature 
and, therefore, to retrieve all signatures. 

Data Sources 

We first retrieved all signatures by scrolling down through the signatures and copying and 
pasting signatures into a word processor document; the numbering of signatures allowed us to 
ensure that all signatures were collected. A total of 26,739 signatures were analyzed. The data 
were entered into a spreadsheet with columns for each field: name, city, state, date of signature, 
and number of signature. The retrieved signatures were grouped according to state for analysis. 
State populations were obtained from 2010 census data (U.S. Census Bureau 2010). AASL 
membership, school librarian totals, and school library totals were obtained from the AASL 
office and recorded, grouped by state. 

Data Analysis 

To identify factors influential to the success of the advocacy petition campaign and examine 
petition signature patterns, two types of data analysis were conducted. First, descriptive and 
correlational statistics were conducted to analyze the data from the petition. Given that state data 
was provided for each signature, we examined statistical relationships with other known state 
data. We sorted all signatures by state reported by the petition signer. Next, we aligned total 
frequencies (s)-1((i)-6(o)-4(n)-4a)-6((a)4(n t)-2(ot)-
[(w)2)-6(a.)-4( W)]TJ
0.0e co 
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days of the week that produced a marked increase or decrease in signatures. We also analyzed 
the signing patterns to identify trends in the signing of the petition. 

Finally, a qualitative content analysis was performed on archived AASLForum postings related 
to the petition. Based on the subject lines, messages were selected for coding if they addressed, 
directly or indirectly, the topic of the library petition. The AASL discussion forum posts were 
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of normality as measured by the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality (see table 1), a log10 
transformation was performed on each. 

Table 1. Test of normality showing violation of assumption for all factors. 

Tests of Normality 

 Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

# of signatures .203 51 .000 .797 51 .000 

AASL members .223 51 .000 .824 51 .000 

school librarians .168 51 .001 .823 51 .000 

# of schools .207 51 .000 .731 51 .000 

state populations .226 51 .000 .717 51 .000 

a. Lilliefors significance correction 

Once the transformations had been performed, the signature data were significant as measured by 
the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality, W= .089, p >.05. The transformed state population data were 
significant: W= .381, p> .05. The transformed significance of the number of schools in each state 
was .653 p>.05 as measured by the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality. After transforming the data, 
the resulting significance of the number of school librarians in each state was still not significant: 
W=. 038, p>.05; however, it did get much closer to significance after the transformation. The 
transformed AASL member data were significant, W= .543, p>.05, tested on the Shapiro-Wilk 
test of normality (see table 2). 

Table 2. Normality test of transformed signature data. 

Tests of Normality 

 Kolmogorov-Smirnova Shapiro-Wilk 

Statistic df Sig. Statistic df Sig. 

# of signatures .092 52 .200* .961 52 .089 

AASL members .078 52 .200* .980 52 .543 

school librarians .146 52 .007 .953 52 .038 

# schools .074 51 .200* .983 51 .653 

state populations .074 51 .200* .976 51 .381 

*. This is a lower bound of the true significance. 
a. Lilliefors significance correction 
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To assess how significant the relationship was between the number of petition signatures in each 
state and each factor of state population, number octo5pTo 
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Table 4. Significance levels of Pearson product-moment correlations. 

Correlations 

 # of 
Signatures 

AASL 
Members 

School 
Librarians 

# of  
Schools

Signatures 
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librarians (see tables 5 and 6). This finding suggests possible relationships to develop in future 
advocacy efforts. 

Table 5. Multiple regression analysis summary. 

Model Summary 

Regression 
Model 

R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the 
Estimate 

 .954a .910 .904 .13184 

a. Predictors: (Constant), schools, members, SL 

 

Table 6. Significance and beta levels for regression model. 

Coefficientsa 

Multiple Regression Model Unstandardized Coefficients Standardized 
Coefficients 

t Sig. 

B 
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school librarians, and 11 identified themselves as university faculty. Four worked at the district 
level, and 3 identified as association leaders. 

 

Figure 3. Self-Identified role of AASLForum users posting about the petition. 

Only 16 people, though, posted more than one message. Figure 4 identifies the number of the 
active forum participants and their activity on the forum. Of those in an association role, the 
posters were Carl Harvey, then AASL president, along with others on the AASL executive 
committee and the two candidates for AASL president-elect. Also in this group were posters who 
self-identified in their signature line as being active in the state association. Some states were 
more heavily represented in these multiple posts as identified by the posters’ signature lines. 

 

Figure 4. Representation of AASLForum participants who posted more than once about the 
petition. 

11 

16 

4 

3 
3 

Role of User 

Professors/University
Faculty

Building Level School
Librarians

District Level Personnel

Association Leaders

Public Librarian/Other
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People had some difficulty in signing the online petition, as evidenced by the largest number of 
postings coded as LOGISTICAL (L). This type of message occurred frequently in the 
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Figure 5. Number of petition-related posts to AASLForum by date. 

Discussion and Directions for Future Research 

Introduction  

Advocacy is a focus of both AASL and ALA; however, little to no research has been conducted 
to analyze the factors that contribute to the success of advocacy efforts for the library field. 
Although no generalizations can be drawn from the conclusions of this limited case study 
analysis, results of this thirty-day petition effort provide an excellent case study on one 
successful advocacy initiative. From our analysis, it is obvious that the efforts related to this 
petition fit the definition of advocacy. Those who lent their signature to the petition turned their 
passive support for school libraries into focused action. People who encouraged the signing of 
the petition seemed to understand that advocacy is the development of a sustained community of 
supporters and worked to encourage that support. They assisted each other, shared materials, and 
reported successful mini-initiatives to build the signature list. This coordinated effort happened 
within the thirty-day period within which the profession had to get the signatures. 

Factors That Influenced Success of Advocacy Initiative and Directions for 
Future Research 

From the findings, several factors can be identified as influential to the success of the petition 
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involvement/commitment theory asserts that someone will decide to participate based on his or 
her commitment to the cause or social group and seems particularly appropriate for the general 
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Common Core initiative was promoted at the state level through the governors. Perhaps school 
librarians need to conduct a simultaneous advocacy effort directed at the fifty governors? It is 
important for the field to determine the most effective means by which to engage supporters so 
library issues are brought to the attention of those in decision-making positions. 

School libraries require more-
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