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The School Library Budget:
A Study in Power and Politics of
Selected North Carolina School

Library Budgets

by Carol Truett and Karen Lowe

I s local autonomy or site-based management in its purest form grounds for
calling a school “naughty”? Some might say so. But does site-based manage-
ment (SBM) result in power decisions being made by local school teams, or do
principals still hold the budget purse strings in most schools? These are but a
few of the questions we explored in this study of school library media center
budgets in western North Carolina.
Power is defined as the ability to influence or coerce someone, something, or

some action. Politics is a power that controls public education. Anyone who does
not like politics or power will have a difficult time not only working in education,
but in influencing educational outcomes, because they will most likely want to
ignore the realities of the educational setting and process. One reality not to be
ignored is that school libraries are constantly lacking funds, resulting in a scarcity
of new materials year after year.

“Public education in the United States is no longer a democratic process. It has
become a bureaucracy, with power centered at the top — in board rooms, adminis-
trative offices, and legislative houses. The schoolhouse itself has been muted.”1

Power and politics are key factors in the annual allotment of money to school
libraries.

One study found that principals and teachers differ on their views regarding
changes in the educational power structures in schools.2 Principals perceived their
own influence to have increased slightly while teachers believed their influence to
have remained the same over the past few years. Principals also perceived teachers
to have more influence on school-wide issues than teachers perceived themselves
to have. One suspects this is also true for school media specialists. And: “The
discrepancies are even greater in regard to school budget, in-service programs, and
teacher evaluation. Forty-one percent of the principals — but only 10% of the
teachers — said teachers had a great deal of influence in determining how the
school budget should be spent.”3

Michael Strembitsky, Superintendent of the Edmonton, Alberta, public schools
for some 22 years instituted school-based management (another name for site-based
management or SBM) in 1977. Seven schools were given autonomy in bottom-line
budget authority with the money in their buildings. They made all decisions con-
cerning staff, supplies, equipment, and services. They determined the following:

• How much money to spend on supplies, equipment, and services
• How many teachers, custodians, and support staff to be deployed
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They had discretion over 80% of their resources, versus 2% for the average
school in their district. Stembitsky considered the “experiment” an unquali-
fied success and eventually extended it to the entire district.4

Two notable results he mentioned at the experimental stage were as
follows:

1) One “NAUGHTY” school dared to buy an IBM Selectric typewriter
(when only the Central Office was normally allowed to do so).

2) This same school “saved” enough money to fund and support a four-
week summer reading program with no additional funding from the
school district.5 This example proves alternate allocation of power,
politics, and education to be a successful model where implemented.

One area where budget allocation is often lacking is school library media
centers. We see the library media center emerging as the technology hub at
an increasing number of schools, but media specialists still face obstacles
such as tight budgets, time management problems, and friction with teach-
ers.  So what does all of this have to do with school media centers, you might
well be saying at this point?

A media center with no budget is like a fish that can’t swim. Neither can
perform its basic functions, let alone run or swim at optimum performance.
In North Carolina, state guidelines developed by the State Department of
Public Instruction and published in IMPACT 2000 recommend that 60% of
the per-pupil allotment allocated to each school based on the ADM, or

average daily membership or attendance, be used for nonconsum-
able materials for school library media center.

But one suspects that many, if not most, principals have never
heard of this recommendation. It appears that media budgets are
being diverted to other purposes, especially equipment (technol-
ogy) and utility bills. And ironically, North Carolina, the home
state of Miller and Shontz (who have studied school library media
center budgets longitudinally since 1983, and regularly publish the
results in School Library Journal), appears to contain pockets of
budget ignorance and even deprivation.6 In fact, it is strongly
suspected that many school libraries may be much worse off than
imagined. Miller and Shontz’s latest study, incidentally, reported
similar findings to the above — technology was increasingly being
funded at the expense of books (see their October 2001 Library
Journal article cited above, entitled “New Money, Old Books”).

This situation is not peculiar to North Carolina. An article in
the October 1998 issue of American Libraries was headlined, “Librarians
Charge Schools Renege on Book Promise.”7 Apparently 30 school media
specialists in Orleans Parish, New Orleans, Louisiana, went to a school board
meeting complaining that although school board campaign literature stated
that money from a school tax was supposed to provide $23 per student to
purchase library books, only 15 out of 103 schools were using any of the tax
money in their libraries. Their current amount of site-based funding ranged
from $0 per pupil to $5.61 per student. And in Portland, Oregon, district
spending on library books dropped from $12.28 per student in 1991-92 to
$2.13 in 1996-97.8

Because of school-based budgeting some media centers have no book
budget at all. A major hypothesis of this research is that keeping school staff,
and in particular the media specialist, ignorant of such basic information as
school budget allocation is a power play on the part of many school adminis-
trators, and totally at odds with the philosophy, intent, and underlying
premise of site-based or school-based management.

Stimson and Appelbaum state that, “A source of camouflaged power is
unpredictability. When principals withhold information that would enable
teachers [substitute “media specialists” for “teachers” here] to do their work

It appears that media
budgets are being

diverted to other
purposes, especially

equipment (technology)
and utility bills.
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 … ignorance is not bliss
when it comes to the
school library media

center budget.

more effectively, they are also using camouflaged power. As the ‘gatekeepers’
of information flowing from the central office, principals can influence or
block decisions by selectively screening information or shutting it off alto-
gether.”9 Unfortunately ignorance is not bliss when it comes to the school
library media center budget.

Rationale and Basis for this Study
The authors of this study both teach a course called “Management of the
School Library Media Center” in the Appalachian State University Master of
Library Science degree program. A major topic studied in this course is the
school library budget and the budget process. One of the authors has fifteen
years experience in working with media specialists not only in the study
locale but across North Carolina and in other states as well. Several years ago
it became apparent to the authors that many of our students, a large percent-

age of whom were already practicing school media specialists, either
had no budget at all allocated to the library, or they had a very
small allocation, and what they did have was doled out on an
irregular and frequently somewhat erratic, if not downright whimsi-
cal, basis.

Presently state funding provided to North Carolina public
schools is based on a figure called average daily membership (ADM),
a figure calculated according to a formula based on student enroll-
ments in each school. When this enrollment figure is established,
the state education budget for each school is figured simply by
multiplying this enrollment number by the per-child allocation
determined by the state. Furthermore, the “suggested” allocation to
the school media center is 60% of the instructional materials budget,

which for the school year 2001-2002 was set at $48.30 per pupil. Sixty per-
cent of this would be two cents short of $29.00 per student.

It became evident that this formula was not being used when many of
our students complained of little or no monies. When so many of them
stated that they basically had no library budget, we began to suspect that
some “interesting” things were going on in individual schools, and that this
was happening regardless of whether there was a district media coordinator.
We developed a number of hypotheses that we wanted to test by administer-
ing a simple survey to selected school districts in our catchment service area.
While the majority of our respondents came from five large county school
districts, there were several other districts whose employees provided survey
responses as well. To preserve the confidentiality of these respondents and
their districts, and in appreciation for their participation in the study, we will
not name them. But suffice it to say that all are located in western North
Carolina. In general, the study attempted to determine to what extent school
districts empower local schools through site-based management teams, how
principals use the school budget as a power tool for control, and how these
factors affect school library media specialists in terms of the budgets for their
library programs.

Our major hypotheses were as follows:

1. a) Many North Carolina school media specialists are kept in ignorance
of the school’s budget and their own library budget. This principle is in
direct contradiction to site-based management, where all stakeholders
know the school’s resources and share in the important allocation of
resources. b) Or, at the very least, the site-based management team
makes important budget decisions.

2. a) Many principals are maintaining a tight control on the budget purse
strings. For them, this is a power play which effectively negates em-
powering the site-based management or school improvement team
(SIT). b) Keeping everyone, and especially the media specialist, igno-
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Table 3:

rant of the total budget available also effectively keeps the principal
in control.

3. Some site-based management teams or SITs have little real power to
allocate resources in their schools.

4. Site-based management is not the school media specialist’s best
friend. In other words, we wanted to compare those school library
budgets where there was a site-based management team or SIT with
those who had no such group, as well as compare the budgets of
school libraries where the media specialist sat on the committee
with those where s/he did not have membership on it.

There were 81 respondents to the survey, and while this is certainly
not a sufficient number to generalize the results on a nationwide basis, we
feel that it was adequate for our purposes and to establish some budget
patterns for Western North Carolina. Let us examine the results in detail.

It is very revealing to see the responses to the question, Does your
school have a site-based management or a school improvement team? We
made no distinction between the two, although if one really thinks about
it, there is a world of difference in the two conceptually. In fact, the SIT is
apparently the response of North Carolina’s public schools to the mandate
that all schools would have site-based management (SBM). As shown in
Table 1, only 5 schools said they had no such committee.

Does your school have a site-based management team?
Response  Frequency  Percent

No 5 6.2

Yes 76       93.8

Total   81      100.0

Over 90% (93.8%) reported that they had this committee or team in
their schools. But as Table 2 clearly shows, two-thirds (66.7%) of the media
specialists who responded were not on this team or committee. Further,
when it came to determining or reporting what this group did, Table 3
shows that a quarter (25.6%) of those reporting said that this team did not
make the important resource allocation decisions or curriculum decisions.

Table 1:

Table 2:
Are you on your school’s improvement or site-based

management team?
Response Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

No 54 66.7 66.7

Yes 27 33.3 100.0

Total  81 100.0

Does this team make fiscal decisions about the allocation of discretionary
personnel, the emphases for educational programs (i.e., major curriculum

decisions), and/or the budget allocations for the school?
Response Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

No 20 24.7 25.6 25.6
Yes 29 35.8 37.2 62.8
Only some 29 35.8 37.2 100.0
Total 78 96.3      100.0
Missing 3  3.7
Total 81 100.0
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Only a third reported that their team made all three of these important
decisions, and another third said they made only some of these decisions.

Table 4 indicates that while almost two-thirds of the respondents (64.2%)
did know that there was a correlation between student enrollment and the
school’s budget, almost another third ( 29.6%) did not know or at least could
not articulate this fact. Table 5 summarizes the responses to how the library
media center money was allocated at the school level. While “by enrollment”
was the highest response, with slightly over one-third (35.8%) reporting this,
almost 15% reported the principal made the decision, while 16.2% simply
didn’t know. Almost 5% of respondents said no monies were specific to the
media center. A very small percentage reported that the SIT or SBM team
made the decision. Ironically, many of these answers do not make sense
because the question asked was how is library money allocated to each
school, not within the school. Additional questions regarding this allocation
were asked later in the survey.

Table 4:

Briefly, how is money allocated in your school district among schools?
Response Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

County decides  5  6.2 6.2
ADM/enrollment 52 64.2 70.4
Don’t Know  24 29.6 100.0
Total 81 100.0

Table 5:
How is the library media center money allocated to each school?

Response   Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

SIT or SBM Team  10 12.3 13.5
Principal 12 14.8 29.7
ADM/enrollment 29 35.8 68.9
None specific to LMC  4 4.9 74.3

By Site  7 8.6 83.8
Don’t Know or

No Response 19 16.2 100.0
 Total  81      100.0

When asked about their book allocations for the library (Table 6), over
one-third (37.0%) indicated by omission that they had no book budget, while
another 7.4% reported a flat-out $0. If we combine these two figures (i.e., 30

Table 6:

Library budget allocation for the book collection
Response Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

$0 6  7.4 11.8 7.4
$500-$1,500 3  3.7 5.9       11.1
$1,600-2,000  7  8.6 13.7       19.7

$2,500-$3,500 11 13.6 21.6       33.3
________________________________________________________________ 53%
$4,000-$5,000 8 9.9 15.7  43.2
$5,400-$6,500 8 9.9       15.7 53.1
$7,000-$8,000 6  7.4 11.8 60.5
$9,000 or over 2  2.5 3.9 63.0

100.0
Total Respondents 51 63.0

Missing 30   37.0
Total 81 100.0
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plus 6), we see that almost 45% had no book budgets according to their
responses.

A further study of Table 6 indicates that 53% of those actually reporting a
budget figure had $3,500 or less to spend on books. Assuming that the
average enrollment of these schools was 250 pupils (a purely hypothetical
and purposely low figure since we did not ask for enrollment data), even at
$3,500 for the “typical” book budget, this would amount to only $14 per
student, hardly enough at today’s book prices to purchase one book per
student.

Budget allocations for various other media formats and equipment
appeared to be so rare (i.e., most did not report having an allocation) that
this data was simply combined in Table 7, which indicates whether or not a
media specialist reported any monies for that budget category. However, an
actual dollar amount of $0 is reported in the table as no budget allocation
for the category.

Table 7:

Budget Allocations for Selected Library Categories
Budget Category  Responses Percent

Book collection
No 36 44.4
Yes 45 55.6

Computer software No 62 76.5
  (includes CD-ROMs) Yes 19 23.5

Other software (videos, No 68 84.0
  laser disks, etc.) Yes 13 16.0

Internet access (in the No 76 93.8
  media center) Yes  5 6.2

Magazines/periodicals
No 39 48.2
Yes 42 51.8

Supplies
No 61 75.3
Yes 20 24.7

Equipment
No 66 81.5
Yes 15 18.5

Other expenses (e.g., No 72 88.9
  travel, dues, substitutes) Yes  9 11.1

One caution here is that a number of media specialists did report or
indicate that they got their funds for some categories on a school-wide basis
from technology monies, e.g., their Internet access was part of the school-
wide budget. Note that we have inserted the category of book collection first
in this table even though we have included that as a separate table above
(Table 6). The intent here was to show that there were only two budget
categories for which over half of the respondents indicated they had an
allocation. This was, of course, books and periodicals. The only other catego-
ries for which nearly one-fourth of the media specialists had allocations were
computer software (23.5%) and supplies (24.7%).

Reported amounts for other budget categories were minimal. Now it is
possible that software was totally networked and the library did not need a
separate budget, but how can a library be run with no supply budget? Many
of the supplies needed to run a media center are highly library-specific and
cannot simply be pulled off the shelves of a central supply storeroom. The
point here is clear. Media specialists are not being given monies to fund even
the most basic items needed to run their media centers efficiently, let alone
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effectively.
Several questions were designed to determine the media specialists’

knowledge of budget processes. For example, one question already examined
and summarized in Table 4 indicated that although most of the media spe-
cialists realized there was a relationship between enrollment and money
allocations, over one-third (35.8% combining the first and third categories)
either didn’t know (almost three-tenths) or felt the district pretty much
decided the issue. Another question specifically asked about the relationship
between ADM and school budgets. Responses to this question indicated that,
despite their earlier responses where over 64% said ADM figures were used to
allocate budget monies, the media specialists were really not at all clear about
this formula. Two-fifths (44.4%) said they were not aware of this relationship.

Further evidence of ignorance about budget is indicated by the next three
questions (Tables 8, 9, and 10) which inquired about the media specialist’s
overall budget knowledge and the portion of the school’s total which he/she
received for the media center’s budget. Interestingly, over one-fourth (22
people or 27.2%) of the respondents claimed to know the budget total for the
entire school as shown in Table 8. Conversely, and more significantly, almost
three-fourths (72.8%) did not know this information. Only three people,
however, reported knowing the amount of the budget that the media center
receives (Table 9), an assertion that is inconsistent with the budget amounts
reported in the table summarizing total reported budget amounts (Table 11).
It would be impossible for the media specialists to report the data used to
create the latter table if they did indeed not know the information of which
they claimed ignorance. Also, from Table 10, we can see that despite this
claim of ignorance, many of the media specialists at least tried to estimate the
total percentage of the school budget that they received. Eleven media
specialists (13.6%) attempted to do so, although one did claim to receive 0%.

Table 8:

Do you know the budget total for the entire school, excluding salaries?
Response Number Percent

No 59 72.8
Yes 22 27.2
Totals 81 100.0

Table 9:
Do you know the amount of the budget the media center receives?

Response Number Cumulative Percent
Don’t know   65 80.2
No response   13 16.0
Knew 3 3.7
Total 81 100.0

Table 10:
What is the percentage of the total school budget that the

media center receives?
Response Number Percent Cum. % Valid %
No % given 70 86.4 86.4            ——
Zero % 1    1.2    87.6 9.1
5-7% 2    2.5    90.1       18.2
10-15%  3    3.7    93.8       27.3
30-40% 3 3.7 97.5       27.3
60% 1 1.2  98.7 9.1
75% 1    1.2   100.0 9.1
Total 81  100.0            —— 100.0
Total est. % 11              —— 13.6
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Table 11:
Total Budget Allocation

 Response Number Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

$0 3 3.7 4.9 4.9
$500-$2,500 9 11.1 14.8       19.7

$2,501-$5,000 9       11.1 14.8 34.4
$5,001-$7,500       11       13.6      18.0       52.5

$7,501-$10,000 10       12.3 16.4 68.9
$10,001-$15,000  7 8.6 11.5  80.3

Over $15,000 12 14.8       19.7      100.0
Total 61 75.3      100.0

Missing 20       24.7
Total  81      100.0

Of those reporting, only 5 (adding the last 3 table categories) believed they
received 30% or more of the total school budget.

Another interesting question asked how instructional materials per se were
distinguished from library materials and equipment. Almost 15% reported
library materials or equipment were cataloged and/or barcoded; that housing,
or where the materials were kept, was a factor (over 10%); or that budget lines
or accounts determined which materials were which (almost 30%). Only five
respondents said no distinction was made.

At this time, it is appropriate to focus more closely on Table 11, indicating
the total budget allocations reported by the media specialists in our study.
The table data was calculated by adding the amounts reported for the various
eight budget categories which are listed in Table 7.

Fully three-fourths of the respondents to our survey provided enough
data to create this chart. Of those reporting amounts, less than 5% said they
had a budget of $0. Almost 30% reported a budget of either $500-2,000 or
$2,501-5,000. Over half (52.5%) had $7,500 or less for their library budgets.
However, almost one-fifth of those with a budget reported that it was over
$15,000. In this latter group, the five highest figures reported were $27,140;
$31,900; $32,400; $40,000; and $50,800.

The mean or average for the total budget figure was $10,155.75; the
range, however, was from $0 to $50,800, with a median of $7,450. It would
appear that for school library media centers, at least within our study group,
it was either feast or famine.

Types of Budgets Used and Budget Process
The media specialists were asked to report the type of budget they were using.
Only 6 media specialists, or 7.8% of the total, said they had a formula budget,
despite the fact that ADM is a type of formula, i.e., so much money per
student (see  Table 4). Over two-fifths (43.6%) said they had a line item/object
of expenditure budget, which would appear at first to contradict Table 4, but
which, in fact, is often the case since once the formula (ADM) is established,
the monies go into school budgets by being placed into a line item. Thus
there is overlap here in the type of budgets being used; they are not mutually
exclusive. In regard to formulas used, one question asked respondents if they
felt the formulas used made sense. While only 39 media specialists responded
to this question, 54% said the formulas made no sense to them; ironically
only six mentioned using a formula type of budget. Eighty-five percent of the
media specialists (69) responded to a question asking what type of budget
process was followed in the past two years. The most revealing response,
which came from almost one-third of the media specialists (32.1%), was that
the principal had the final say. Slightly more than 12% said that some budget
process other than those listed in the survey was used, or they did not re-
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Who makes the final budget decisions in the school?
Response Number Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Principal 63 77.8 78.8 78.8
SBM Team 9 11.1 11.3 90.0
SIT 4        4.9        5.0 95.0
Other        4        4.9 5.0             100.0
Total       80        98.8
Missing  1 1.2
Total 81 100.0

spond (almost 15%), indicating they did not know. One actually stated that
she “didn’t know.” Another group (almost 15%) stated that they turned in
requests; almost 20% reported submitting a request to the SIT or SBM team.
Others stated several other processes were used.

One of the survey questions further explored the budget process by
asking the media specialists more specifically how they were involved in this
budget process. Their responses are summarized in Table 12. Less than one-
fifth (18.5%) of all survey respondents stated they were on SITs. Of those
who responded to the question, over one-third (34.3% cumulative, combin-
ing the first two categories) turned in requests. However, twelve of the
respondents claimed they had no involvement. But eight did state they
ordered all items (for the school). Of course ordering materials and having a
say in what is ordered or selected can be two entirely different matters. Six
said they simply spent funds, presumably handed down from “above.” It
does appear, then, that many are at least minimally involved in the budget
process.

Tables 13 and 14 probably reveal most clearly who holds the budget
power or purse strings in the schools surveyed. Media specialists may submit
their requests to the SITs or SBM teams, but Table 15 clearly shows that the
principal has the final say in budget decisions in almost 80% of the schools
surveyed.

Table 14 further confirms the principal’s control over budget matters; in
92.6% of the cases here, the principal had final approval over budget expen-
ditures. In other words, even though the budget expenditure may have been
approved earlier, the principal could veto it at the last minute. And even if
he or she didn’t make the original decision, the principal could approve or

Table 13:

Table 12:

How the media specialist is involved in the budget process
Response Number Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Submit request
to SIT/SBM Team 5 6.2 7.1 7.1

Turns in requests     19 23.5       27.1       34.3
Other involvement      5 6.2 7.1       41.4
Spends funds 6 7.4 8.6 50.0
No involvement 12 14.8       17.1       67.1
On SIT 15 18.5       21.4       88.6
LMS orders

ALL items      8 9.9 11.4 100.0
Total 70  86.4 100.0
Missing 11 13.6
Total 81       100.0
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reject any expenditure at this point in the budget process. This would appear
to confirm one of our major hypotheses — that principals hold the power
and control over budget decisions, despite the fact that SITs and SBM teams
are virtually universal phenomena, with  almost 94% of those surveyed
reporting having such a team in their school. It also lends some strength to
our third hypothesis, which was that these teams often have little real power,
although one could argue that controlling the money is only one of the
power issues in a school setting.

Table 14:
Who has to approve all expenditures before they are sent to the

central office, vendors, or companies?
Response Number Percent Cumulative Percent

0ther 1 1.2 1.2
School secretary
  or bookkeeper 3 3.7 4.9
Principal       75       92.6             97.5
SIT or SBM Team 2       2.5 100.0
Total 81      100.0

Sadly, the majority of school media specialists appeared to see no prob-
lems with the budget process they reported. Over three-fourths of those
responding to the question of whether they saw any problems with the
budget process they had outlined said “no,” there were no problems with the
process. However, almost one-fourth (23%) did see some problems with it.
Their comments here tell us more than the simple checking of a yes/no
answer.

“No say in anything...power monger.”
“Technology Committee may create Tech plan to spend funds. Principal

may not approve.”
“Need a budget.”
“Not fully aware of need.”
“Principal spends beyond budget. Secretary is aware but feels it’s out of

her hands.”
“It is hard to catch her sometimes...I don’t always ask for approval—tell

her what I need.”
“No open discussions about needs; principal has complete discretion.”
“He supports our program (sort of). Only the fact that we don’t get 60%

of any budget!”
“In some schools the principal will not allow expenditures even if there

is budgeted $$.”
“Redundancy of purchases, not enough informed purchase decisions.”

But most merely accepted the status quo. It is unfortunate that more
media specialists do not see themselves as change agents or at least employ-
ees who should question the “way things are done.” Perhaps they feel an
obligation to be a team player, so they think that it is all right to have the
principal make all the budget decisions.

Fairness or equity issues within the district did not, likewise, appear to
concern the study group adversely. Over two-thirds of the media specialists
did not know the budget of at least two other media specialists in their dis-
trict. Only slightly more than half (54.3%) of the media specialists responded
to the question that asked whether they thought their budget was fair in
comparison to others. Over half (52.3%) of the respondents thought theirs
was not fair. But, conversely, almost half (47.7%) thought theirs was fair.

One set of questions dealt with the role of district media supervisor.
Ninety percent of respondents to this question reported having such a person
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and/or position in their school district, but less than two-thirds said this
person was employed full-time to supervise school library duties or coordi-
nate school library media center activities. Fewer than half (47.2%) of the

respondents indicated this person had a library science degree.  The
media specialists were asked about the number of years of experi-
ence of their district media supervisors. Two-thirds (67.9%) had five
or more years of experience and over half (53.1%) had ten or more
years experience in this district position. This lengthy experience is
not at all surprising given that most of them were probably tenured
in their districts prior to obtaining the supervisory position.

A final set of questions asked the media specialists why the
school media specialist should be informed about budget decisions.
What were the benefits, both real and potential, to them of having
knowledge about this process? Table 15 summarizes the responses
related to this set of questions. It is apparent from the rank-ordered
responses that the media specialists realized the importance of their
participation in, and knowledge of, the budget process.  All of the
reasons given for being knowledgeable about the budget were cited
by well over half of the survey respondents, and in some cases as

many as 80-90% selected a reason. Only four people gave other reasons for
the media specialist having this information. Accountability appeared less
important than equity, planning, and student/teacher support issues.

Table 15:

Reasons that school media specialists should be informed
about the budget process

Reason Number Percent

Get a fair share for
library media center 73 90.1

To plan better 68 84.0
To assure that monies go

for student learning and 58 71.6
teacher support

Accountability 53 65.4
Ensure that all monies

spent in a timely manner 48 59.3
Other reasons  4         4.9

Other reasons included the following:
“The media specialist is often accountable to the county’s purchasing

agent/bookkeeper for keeping an accurate record of expenditures.”
“To insure updated Media Center and curriculum alignment quality

resources for students.”
“Evaluated on planning for media center.”
“Informed decisions.”

Finally, the issues of fairness and possible political ramifications of the
budget process were directly addressed in the final question which asked, “If
you have no budget, or feel yours is not fairly allocated, can you think of any
reasons why this is so?”  Table 16 shows the responses to this question, and
again it would appear that in general school media specialists are not ques-
tioning the system. Of course, many did have a budget, and in many cases, a
very healthy one was reported; therefore they might be quite satisfied with
the amount allocated, or simply happy to have anything. Probably the most
significant finding here is that over two-thirds of those who responded to the
question stated that they could not think of any reasons, while only one-

It is unfortunate that
more media specialists

do not see themselves as
change agents or at
least employees who
should question the

“way things are done.”
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fourth of those who answered the question said yes, they could think of
some reasons for inequity. Again, the comments often provide us with more
information than the simple checking of a standard response.

Table 16:

If you have no budget or you feel that yours is not fairly allocated,
can you think of any reasons why this is so?

Response Number Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

No 48 59.3 69.6 69.6
Yes 21 25.9 30.4       100.0

Total 69 85.2 100.0
Missing 12 14.8

Total 81       100.0

Some of the written comments to this final question include the following:
“My school is very old and so are the books. Why don’t I get more

money than the new schools?”
“We are a new school, still working on budget.”
“Principal controls the money.”
“Board doesn’t support media programs.”
“Earlier times, yes. Currently, no.”
“Actually we do not discuss budget. I am given a note with X amount

of dollars to spend.”
“Money goes to departments, according to testing scores, etc. Math

especially.”
“Emphasis has been placed on supporting the classroom teachers and

their materials. LMC needs to have $$ because the LMC supports the
entire school.”

“There is no democracy in education — only politics.”

Summary
At this point, we will summarize our findings regarding the school media
specialists and their budgets in our group studied in Western North Carolina.
First, virtually all of them had SBM teams or SITs in their schools; however,
only a third of the media specialists were on these teams. There was a great
deal of variance in the decisions made by these teams, and a fourth of them
made no fiscal decisions.

Two-thirds of respondents did know there was a correlation between
ADM (student attendance) and the budget. Over 44% reported having no
book budget and 53% of those reporting a figure had $3,500 or less. Only
two budget categories out of eight had budget amounts reported from over
half of the media specialists—book collection and magazines. The study
group media specialists were for the most part not being given funds for such
basics as supplies or equipment.

There was much evidence of general budget ignorance. Inconsistent
responses on many questions and the fact that three-fourths did not know
the total school budget are two examples. An example of the former is that
while 80% said they did not know the amount the school media center
receives, 75% reported budget figures (as summarized in Table 11). Only five
media specialists believed they got 30% or more of the total school budget.
Over half of reporting media specialists had $7,500 or less for their total
budgets. The mean total budget reported was $10,156, but the median was
$7,450. Less than 5% of those responding had a budget of $0. It appeared to
be either feast or famine. Another example of inconsistency is that only six
media specialists reported having a formula budget although two-thirds said
there was a correlation between ADM and the budget (ADM budgeting is
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formula-based). Moreover, 54% of respondents said the formulas used made
no sense to them.

A wide variety of budget processes were reported. The involvement of the
school library media specialist in the budget process was not universal and
also varied widely from no involvement, to sitting on the SIT or SBM team, to
ordering all items for the school. However, the most common response was
that the principal had the final say. Almost 80% said the principal had the
final budget say and over 90% said he or she had final approval of all expen-
ditures.

Despite all of this, dissatisfaction with the budget process did not appear
to be widespread; over 75% said there were no problems with the budget
process. However, when compared with other school media budgets in their
district, half thought theirs was fair but, conversely, half thought theirs was
not fair.

Ninety percent had a school district media supervisor at the central
office level, and two-thirds of these were employed full-time to manage
library duties. However, fewer than half of these individuals had a library
degree. Planning and student/teacher support were the most important
reasons cited for media specialists being informed about budget issues. To a
question asking if they could think of any reasons why they had no budget
or had one that was not fairly allocated, over one-fourth said yes, they could
think of reasons and nine respondents actually supplied comments ranging
from “Principal controls the money” to “There is no democracy in educa-
tion — only politics.”

Conclusions
The hypotheses of the study are stated again below with our conclusions
regarding each of them.

Hypothesis 1: a) Many North Carolina school media specialists are kept in
ignorance of the school’s budget and their own library budget. This is a
principle in direct contradiction to site-based management where all
stakeholders know the school’s resources and share in the important
allocation of resources decisions. b) Or, at the very least, the site-based
management team makes these important budget decisions.
a) True. Few knew the total school budget and very few knew what
percent of this total they received. b) False. In the study group, princi-
pals overwhelmingly made the budget decisions, not the SBM teams.

Hypothesis 2: a) Many principals are maintaining a tight control on the
budget purse strings. For them, this is a power play which effectively
negates empowering the SBM team or SIT. Keeping everyone, and
especially the media specialist, ignorant of the total budget available
also effectively keeps the principal in control.
a) True. The principals hold the purse strings and frequently keep
everyone else ignorant of the total budget situation. Is this a power play
or simply sound management practice?

Hypothesis 3:  Some SBM teams or SITs have little real power to allocate
resources in their schools.
Partly true. Although 94% have the SBM or SITs teams, only a little over
one-third said they made all the budgeting decisions; another one-third
said they made only some of these decisions. But this was in direct
contradiction to the results of Tables 13 and 14 indicating the princi-
pals generally always made both the final budget decisions and the
final approval of all purchases.

Hypothesis 4. a) Site-based management is not the school media
specialist’s best friend. In other words, we wished to compare those
school library budgets where there was a SBM team or SIT with those
who had no such group. b) A corollary analysis would compare the
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budgets where the media specialist was actually on the team and where
they did not have membership on it.
To make these comparisons, we had to create some new tables. Table 17
indicates total budget amounts for those with and without site-based
management teams.

Table 17:

Does your school have a site-based management team?
  Total Budget Allocation No Yes

$0 3
$1-2,500 1 8

$2,501-5,000 2 7
$5,001-7,500 11

$7,501-10,000 1 9
$10,001-15,000       7

Over $15,000 12

a) False. Since virtually all schools had SBM teams or SITs, the data
includes too few numbers in the “No” category to make significant
statistical comparisons between the two groups; however, the twelve
schools whose media centers had the largest budgets did have site-
based management. Therefore we cannot say that SBM teams or SITs
are necessarily the media specialist’s worst enemy. As an examination
of Table 17 clearly shows, many, if not the majority, of the best-funded
libraries had these teams. Data from earlier tables, however, indicates
the often limited budgetary responsibility of these teams.
b) The media specialist’s presence on the team, as indicated in Table
18, did not appear to be the overwhelming influence for the high
library budgets which some schools reported. Of those with over
$15,000, half had a media specialist on the team, but half did not.
Indeed, of those reasonably well-funded (i.e., those with over $7,501
total budget), only twelve had media specialists on the SBM teams or
SITs, while seventeen did not. Two final conclusions may be drawn
after studying this data. SBM teams or SITs are neither friend nor foe,
necessarily, of the school media specialist; therefore, school media
specialists need to start speaking up more as members of these teams
to secure better budgets for their libraries!

Table 18:

Are you on your school improvement or site-based management team?
  Total Budget Allocation No         Yes

$0 2 1
$1-2,500 7 2

$2,501-5,000 7 2
$5,001-7,500 9 2

$7,501-10,000 8 2
$10,001-15,000 3 4

Over $15,000 6        6       _______________
Subtotal over $7,501 17 12

We did an additional analysis, comparing the total budgets where there
was a district media supervisor and where there was none in place. Table 19
summarizes this data.

Since most had a district media supervisor, meaningful statistical correla-
tions are not possible, but it can readily be seen that those with the highest
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Table 19:

Total Budget Comparisons of Those With and Without
District Media Supervisors

  Total Budget Allocation     No      Yes

$0 0 3
$1-2,500 1 7

$2,501-5,000 2 7
$5,001-7,500 1 10

$7,501-10,000 1 9
$10,001-15,000 0 7

Over $15,000 1      11       ______________
Subtotal over $7,501 2       27

total budgets generally always had a district media supervisor. A caution
here, of course, is that those with more money in general (i.e., the richest
school districts overall) are probably more likely to have both better library
budgets and the ability to afford a district media coordinator’s salary.

Postscript
Finally, we admit that some of our suspicions posed as hypotheses were not
found to be true. SBM teams or SITs are not necessarily the media specialist’s
enemy. But we did find that great inequities do exist in terms of school
library budget amounts, and that there are indeed media specialists who
receive no monies for many, if not all, of the anticipated (and needed)
media center budget categories. We do feel, however, that school media
specialists should, after thoroughly educating themselves on the total
school budget and on their own particular budget needs, continually make a
case for increasing the library budget based on what will benefit the total
school and its curriculum.

The SBM team or SIT is not the place to keep quiet about the media
center’s needs, because in the final analysis those needs are everyone’s
needs. Continual dialogue with both the administration and the faculty
about the budget is critical to a healthy library media center, as is a strong
public relations program that publicizes how the library meets the needs of
students and promotes and fosters student achievement and academic goals.
It is obvious that these teams are only one venue for getting or improving
library budgets. The principal, still the major power player in the school,
must be continually wooed and apprised of the library’s budgetary needs.

While some may say it is a stretch to consider the budget a power tool,
we feel that in many cases, our perception of this is true. The comments our
survey respondents made indicate that they are, for the most part, well
aware of the relationship between power and politics in their schools and
how it plays out in the budget process.
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