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Abstract 

This study looks at the role of the school library as an integral part of pupils’ learning 

and development and summarises the findings of a small-scale research project into 

pupils’ perceptions of how they believe the school library contributes to their learning. 

The research was conducted in the form of a questionnaire involving 83 pupils from 

Year 1 to Year 6 from a Cambridgeshire primary school, allowing an insight into 

differences in perceptions between the different age groups. The study also addresses 

whether the location of the school library played a role in the pupils’ evaluation or if 

other factors were seen as more relevant. Overall, the findings demonstrate that whilst 

pupils’ perceptions of the library and its impact on learning are generally positive, they 

are dependent on many factors, including age, and whilst some of the aspects are in line 

with existing research findings, others are surprisingly different.  

 Nicole Prime, 2013 
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Introduction   

What makes a successful school library? The answer to this question has been of interest to many 

different parties over past decades. In a “changing world of education” (Streatfield & Markless, 

1994a, p. 7) where school libraries are undergoing constant re-evaluations and the pressures of 

attainment targets are counterbalanced by cutbacks in school funding, establishing a library’s 

effectiveness and contribution to learning and progress has become a major focus of both academic 

and professional research. 

The first section of this assignment consists of a summary and critical analysis of the most relevant 

research findings focusing on this particular question and establishes the background in which my 

own research in this area was carried out.  

The second part concentrates on the research project conducted at my placement school, with a 

particular focus on how pupils perceived the library, especially with regards to its contribution to 

their learning. I also wanted to discover whether different year groups had different perceptions. 

The final research question looks at whether the recent relocation of the library has had any 

influence, positive or negative, on the children’s perceptions. The findings of this research were 

evaluated in the context of the literature review in order to analyse how pupils’ views at this 

particular school fit into the overall picture.  

The final section of this essay focuses on the personal implications that I have drawn out of this 

experience, both with regards to the specific research topic itself and the general experience of 

carrying out research within the primary school context. 

Literature Review  

In this review, I concentrate initially on one of the key foci of research in the area, namely the 

library’s impact on pupils’ learning, followed by aspects that have been established in literature as 

having an impact on a library’s effectiveness and the inclusion of pupils’ perceptions in the 

research.  
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School libraries and their impact on pupils’ learning  

“The school library equips students with lifelong learning skills and develops the 
imagination, enabling them to live as responsible citizens.”  

(CILIP, 2002, p. 22) 

This quote from The Primary School Library Guidelines sums up the importance that is placed on 

school libraries as an integral part of pupils’ learning development. However, in an educational 

environment that appears to place an increasing emphasis on academic achievement, finding a 

measure for the influence that school libraries have on pupils’ learning seems to have become a 

major driver for research into school libraries. In this context, the US is considered one of the most 

prolific producers of such studies (Williams, Coles, & Wavell, 2002; Lonsdale, 2003). For example, 

a research foundation paper published in 2008 provided a good overview on this subject and listed 

21 research studies which focused predominantly on the link between the provision of school 

libraries and pupils’ learning and attainment in both primary and secondary schools. The 

conclusion, which took into account the individual results of all the studies mentioned, stated that 

there was strong evidence that school libraries had a major effect on pupils’ achievement: “A school 

library program that is adequately staffed, resourced, and funded can lead to higher student 

achievement regardless of the socio-economic or educational levels of the community” (Scholastic, 

2008, p. 10). 

However, this focus on measuring pupils’ learning solely through test scores and assessment data 

seemed to reduce the impact of the library to helping pupils to pass examinations and to improve 

their attainment levels. This limitation in a majority of existing research was also highlighted by 

Williams et al. (2002), who stated that their critical literature review “identified little research into 

the broader aspects of learning at primary level in relation to library provision” (p. 19). In addition, 

Williams et al. pointed out that findings from research studies conducted overseas might not apply 

to the UK, as library provisions and staffing could vary greatly in this country and that 

consequently more work in the field was needed as the extent of research in the UK, particularly 

with a focus on primary schools, was rather limited.  

Whilst there exist a number of studies in the UK pre-2000 into the provision of school libraries 

(Fenwick, 1975; Morrison & Scott, 1994; Phtiaka, 1994; Streatfield & Markless, 1994a, 1994b), 

most of these studies focused on organisational aspects and only touched on the library’s impact on 

learning. Streatfield and Markless even spoke of the “invisible learning” (Streatfield & Markless, 
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1994a, p. 1) that took place inside libraries and suggested performance indicators to measure the 

effect of library provision. However, the study itself does not provide additional evidence to that 

effect.  

A study which tried to evaluate this ‘invisible learning’ by looking at the impact of the school 

library on broader aspects of learning was conducted in 2001 by Williams and Wavell. They 

concluded that the school library “does impact on learning and on learning in its broadest sense” 

(Williams & Wavell, 2001, p. 134) but that the use of the library alone did not increase the students’ 

motivation to learn and that it therefore needed to be supported, monitored and evaluated to have 

the greatest effect. Contrary to the US studies, however, which were able to quantify the impact of 

the library, Williams and Wavell’s study relied on the assessment of qualitative data to evaluate the 

extent of the learning that took place. In addition, the research focused exclusively on secondary 

schools. 

More recent research into a possible link between the use of school libraries and learning was 

conducted by Clark (2010) on behalf of the National Literacy Trust and concluded that there was “a 

very strong relationship between reading attainment and school library use” (p. 4). However, Clark 

herself states her uncertainty about the causality of these results: “while school library use is related 

to attainment, our research design can make no inference about causality: that is, higher attainment 

may lead to school library use or greater school library use may lead to higher attainment” (Clark, 

2010, p. 15). 

Overall, evidence in research literature seems to suggest a link between school libraries and pupils’ 

learning, a view which is supported by Lonsdale (2003) and Williams et al. (2002) in their 

extensive critical reviews. However, research studies also acknowledge that the full extent of this 

impact could only be achieved if the library’s provision was effective and a number of criteria were 

met (Scholastic, 2008; Clark, 2010). The next section of this review therefore looks at research into 

the various factors that seem to influence the effectiveness of the school library and its perception 

by the pupils themselves. 

The influence of library service provision  

Literature and research in this area has focused predominantly on aspects such as library 

management, staffing and organisational issues such as provision of space, resources and access. 
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There are a number of government and professional publications which address these factors in 

particular (CILIP, 2002; DfES, CILIP, ASCEL & SLA, 2003; Ofsted, 2006; SLIC, 2009). 

However, these publications contain recommendations and guidelines for best practice which are 

predominantly based on professional experiences and observations, for example by Ofsted 

Inspectors and librarians, or on individual case studies rather than independent research. 

Nevertheless, they highlight the importance of key factors for effective libraries, for example the 

need for effective management, well trained and ideally specialist staff, the evaluation of reader 

development and the effectiveness of the library as well as the effective use of space and resources. 

In addition, they provide extensive practical information for the management and organisation of a 

school library ranging from guidelines for a library policy to ideal measurements for bookshelves, 

thereby helping to establish a widely recognised benchmark for provision (Greenwood, Creaser, & 

Maynard, 2010). 

However, when attempting to establish which of these factors plays an important role in the 

effectiveness of the library, “[r]ecent, as well as more traditional, research on school libraries has 

concentrated on the views of librarians and teachers and has largely ignored the library clientele, the 

pupils” (Phtiaka, 1994, p. 309). One research project into successful library provision which 

incorporated primary pupils’ views was that conducted by Greenwood, Creaser and Maynard in 

2008 and funded by Booktrust (Greenwood, Creaser, & Maynard, 2008). Their aim was to establish 

what made some libraries so effective and they concluded that even in the most challenging 

circumstances, school libraries could be successful if certain criteria were met:  

“Given the right mix and conditions of effective leadership, the successful involvement of 
children, efficient integration into the school, sufficient resources, and practical and 
relevant evaluation, the library in a primary school can encourage reading for pleasure, 
while engaging children in using information, providing skills which will be crucial for the 
rest of their lives.”  

(Greenwood et al., 2010, p. 109) 

This put a clear emphasis on aspects of the library provision that concentrated more on managerial 

and organisational issues which could be influenced by any school and attempted to steer away 

from financial constraints or issues of space. Another important finding of the study was that one of 

the factors that determined the success of the school library was the continuous and active 

involvement of children. Other studies into pupils’ perceptions of the school library (for example 

Phtiaka, 1994; Spreadbury & Spiller, 1999; Clark, 2010) also demonstrated that children were very 
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aware of the status quo of their library and revealed valuable information about how they used it 

and their attitude towards it.  

Another factor that was identified as having a considerable influence on success and effectiveness 

was the rules and regulations that governed accessibility to and the running of the library. Phtiaka 

(1994) conducted a survey of secondary school library users and concluded that the restrictive 

nature of rules and regulations had a major impact on pupils’ use of the library: “Unfriendly 

atmosphere, intimidating rules and regulations and inappropriate stock badly arranged and difficult 

to access, seem to create serious problems for the pupils and make the use of the school library very 

problematic indeed” (p. 316).  

This was echoed in a number of other studies and publications (Fenwick, 1975; Spreadbury & 

Spiller, 1999; DfES et al., 2003; Greenwood et al., 2010) which concluded that pupils were more 

likely to reject library services if they felt that they were not accessible or practical. As Spreadbury 

and Spiller (1999) pointed out: “We found that pupils were very aware of access limitations in their 

school. […] In all, only 28% of pupils said they were happy with existing opening hours” (p. 42). 

And Greenwood et al. (2010) concluded that all six primary schools that were deemed to have 

successful school libraries had extended opening hours, giving pupils more freedom of choice. 

Overall, research results indicated that ensuring a welcoming atmosphere, sensible rules and 

regulations and practical opening times were more influential in achieving the maximum benefit 

from the school library than, for example, location.  

In fact, some studies suggested that the issue of location could be overcome by innovative and 

creative use of existing space. For example, Morrison and Scott (1994) concluded in their study on 

learning resources that the library didn’t need to be centralised, that classroom bookshelves were 

generally more personalised with regards to the pupils’ needs and thereby often more successful. 

However, they also pointed out that one negative side of this aspect was that the books were usually 

restricted to that particular classroom and were not available to other pupils. Furthermore, a case 

study in the DfES publication School libraries: Making a difference (DfES et al., 2003) illustrated 

how the quite common issue of not being able to allocate a dedicated room for the library could be 

turned into an advantage: “Our library is in a corridor, due to restrictions on space and it acts like a 

channel that runs through every aspect of school life” (p. 3).  
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The research project 

Whilst I have been able to witness schools which placed considerable emphasis on the library and 

made it the heart of their learning environment, others have had to find ways of making the most of 

a situation that was far from ideal. School A, a small rural primary school in Cambridgeshire with 

approximately 180 pupils on roll, is such a place where demands on space have led to the school 

library being split up and relocated from its dedicated room. The majority of the non-fiction books 

remained in what kept being referred to as ‘the library’ and which was established in a wide, open 

corridor. The general classification and identification system for the books was kept in place and all 

efforts were made to make this solution as practical and effective as possible. The majority of the 

fiction books, together with a small selection of non-fiction books, were divided up and placed on 

individual ‘classroom bookshelves’ (see Appendix 1 for pictures). Whilst children were free to go 

to the classroom bookshelves at any point in time and take books home with them, the library was 

generally visited for specific purposes at regulated times and books could not be taken outside of 

the school building.  

After reading the relevant academic and professional literature, I became particularly interested in 

the pupils’ perceptions of the library at School A, whether they believed that it contributed to their 

learning and whether there was any variance in these perceptions in different age groups. I also 

wanted to discover whether location played a role in their evaluation or if other factors were seen as 

more relevant. 

Research design and methodology  

In order to accomplish the above mentioned research aims, I decided that the best methodological 

approach would be the use of a questionnaire, as it would allow me to canvas a large sample with 

the promise of a relatively high return rate. At the same time the questionnaires could be completed 

in the allocated time frame and ensure that all participants answered the same questions in the same 

format (Munn & Drever, 2004).  

As Bell (2010) points out, the design of a questionnaire is a very complicated and complex 

procedure and I therefore decided to adapt my questionnaire from two sources: firstly, I used the 

pupil questionnaire designed by Greenwood et al. (2008) and secondly, a pupil library user survey 

for secondary school children supplied by Evidence Base, the University of Birmingham’s research 



Prime N. 

JoTTER Vol. 4 (2013) 
 Nicole Prime, 2013 

130 

and consultancy services (retrieved from http://www.ebase.bcu.ac.uk/projects/schoollibraries.htm). 

These questionnaires provided me with a basic structure and key questions which I was able to 

modify and adapt to suit the focus of my research project. My final questionnaire consisted of a 

mixture of nine open and closed questions.  

Following Bell's (2010) suggestion, I placed simple closed questions including standard tick boxes 

at the front of the questionnaire with the aim to verify factual information as well as specific 

questions regarding the library. Two questions also included a ‘catch all’ category which allowed 

the children to specify information not listed, as recommended by Munn and Drever (2004). Areas 

of particular relevance to this study were also supplemented by open questions, allowing for 

qualitative data to be collected. 

As a next step, Munn and Drever (2004) point out the importance of piloting and so the initial 

questionnaire was piloted with four children aged 6, 7, 7 and 9, as they were the age group I was 

most concerned about with regards to their ability to understand and interpret the questions. As a 

result of the piloting and the subsequent discussion with the children, I adapted several questions to 

avoid ambiguities.  

The final version (see Appendix 2) was then administered at School A on three separate occasions 

in January and February 2012. The sample consisted of three mixed-year classes, one year 1/2 class, 

one year 3/4 class and one year 5/6 class, which covered the whole school spectrum apart from 

reception, and was representative for the school insofar as it comprised approximately half of the 

KS1/KS2 school population. The actual classes had been selected on the basis that I was already 

familiar with the majority of the pupils, which would reduce any anxiety or unease with regards to 

the research.  

As it is of great advantage if the questionnaire can be introduced in person and completed 

immediately (Bell, 2010), I had arranged with the teachers of the year 3/4 and year 5/6 classes to 

administer the questionnaires myself by reading out each question in order to allow for queries to be 

addressed and to remain in the classroom until completion. In order to ensure the best possible 

return rate and quality of answers in the year 1/2 class, I administered the questionnaire in small 

groups of 4-6 children. The questionnaire was introduced in the same manner as in the other 

classes, however, the language of the introduction was adapted slightly to suit the children’s 
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comprehension level with a particular emphasis on the possibility to ask questions in order to 

clarify any issues. The questionnaire itself was identical in all three cases. 

A total of 70 questionnaires were collected out of a possible 83. The unanswered questionnaires 

were a combination of pupils who had only recently moved to the school and felt unable to answer 

the questions, absent pupils and pupils who did not want to participate. The year 3 group was 

particularly affected by a high rate of absent pupils and provided the lowest total with only six valid 

questionnaires. The completed forms were then coded and analysed using Microsoft Excel. 

Qualitative answers were grouped into categories derived from the data (Munn & Drever, 2004) and 

merged where appropriate to reduce the number of codes with the aim to make the overall analysis 

more manageable (Denscombe, 2007).  

Ethical considerations   

The importance of ethical considerations when conducting research in general, but particularly 

when children are involved, cannot be underestimated. In order to comply with the ethical 

guidelines provided, I carefully followed the individual steps outlined in the Faculty’s ethics 

checklist, which was subsequently signed off by the Personal Tutor (see Appendix 3). Initially, I 

reviewed the ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2011) and 

then approached the head teacher with details of the research to obtain her consent through signing 

the template letter provided by the Faculty. This confirmed that the school had adequate 

permissions in place to carry out the research without the need to acquire additional consent forms 

from parents (see Appendix 4). In addition, my research plan explaining the intended method was 

approved by the personal tutor as well as the school mentor (see Appendix 5) and discussed with 

and verbally approved by teachers of the participating classes. 

When reading the literature associated with conducting research involving children, several key 

areas were identified. Skelton (2008) defined them as 

“the willing participation of children and young people, their safety and comfort in their 
participation, respect and recognition of their value to the research, and the need for 
appropriate strategies of dissemination which ensure there is no harm caused but that there 
is positive benefit wherever possible” (p. 33). 

The design of the research and the questionnaire were therefore structured and devised very 

carefully with these key principles in mind.  
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Firstly, I ensured that the children were informed “clearly and unambiguously” about the nature of 

the research (Morrow & Richards, 1996, p. 101) by introducing myself and explaining the purpose 

of the questionnaire, who would participate in the research and what would happen with the results. 

I also stressed the importance that I put on children’s opinions and perceptions and that their 

responses would be valued and respected. In order to ensure that this information was appropriate 

for every age group, the language was adapted as required (BERA, 2011). 

Secondly, the children were informed that participation was completely voluntary with the 

possibility to opt out at any stage without repercussions and that the questionnaire would be 

anonymous and that no form identification was required (Hurley & Underwood, 2002).  

Finally, the process of administering the questionnaire was explained, ensuring that all children 

understood that this was not an assessment of knowledge, but a survey of personal opinion. This 

core information was also repeated on the questionnaire itself, allowing the children to refer back to 

the main points if necessary. I then asked the children if they would like to proceed.  

By researching ethical considerations in academic literature, following the Faculty of Education’s 

ethics guidelines and structuring and designing my research according to the identified principles, I 

feel confident that I have approached my project “with greater awareness and fuller understanding 

of the ethical dilemmas and moral issues lurking in the interstices of the research project” (Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 71). 

Findings 

When analysing the data from the completed questionnaires (see Appendix 6 for samples), I 

concentrated exclusively on evaluating information in relation to the three research questions 

outlined earlier, as the scope of this assignment did not allow for further explorations of findings 

not directly related to this focus. 
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The pupils’ perceptions of the library and how it helps their learning 

When asked about their perceptions on how the library helped them with their learning, 30% of 

children believed that the library helped them with their learning whilst 11% of children didn’t 

believe that this was the case. However, the majority of children, 59%, believed that the library 

helped them sometimes, thereby making the answer dependent on different circumstances (see 

Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Do you believe the library helps you with your learning?  

The qualitative responses provided with this question allowed some insight into the reasons for the 

children’s choice of answer. It showed that a considerable number of pupils linked the library and 

learning with information. Typical comments for this category were, for example, “because it gives 

you information” or “because if you want to find out something you can read it in a book” or “if 

you read information you can learn from it” (see Appendix 7 for transcripts). Particularly pupils 

who belonged to the ‘yes’ category provided comments linked to information and learning (for 

example, “because if you are learning and the teacher asks us to get information this is where I 

would look” or “when we are reading any library book it could teach us something”), establishing a 

link between a positive perception of the library as contributing to learning and the provision of 

information. However, children who answered ‘no’ linked their answer more often to specific 

negative experiences of the provision such as “no good books” or “good books have been put in the 

bin” or the fact that they didn’t use the library in the first place.  

Yes 

30%

No 

11%

Sometimes

59%
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With regards to the ‘sometimes’ category, it became clear that it could not be connected 

unequivocally to either the ‘yes’ or the ‘no’ category, but that the children had very concrete ideas 

about the circumstances in which the library supported them with their learning. For some, the 

library seemed to be positively connected with information. Others felt that the circumstances were 

dependent on their own knowledge and that sometimes they didn’t need the library for their 

learning, as they already knew a lot of things or that the library was unable to provide them with 

what they needed for their learning. As one child commented, “because sometimes it doesn't really 

help me and sometimes it does”. 

However, these generally positive attitudes towards the library and its link with learning were 

somewhat contradicted when looking at the preferred method of obtaining information. As Figure 2 

shows, 69% of pupils preferred to get their information from the internet, compared to only 6% 

from the library. 

Figure 2: When you want to find out about a topic, do you get your information from… 
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This indicates that whilst a considerable number of children still perceived a link between learning 

and the library, in practical terms the internet took precedence over the library for finding 

information. If, as in this case, the library was unable to provide computer access, it could lose out 

on a considerable percentage of potential users. This hypothesis was supported by the figures on 

library use (see Figure 3), which indicate that 90% of children used the library less than once a 

week or never.  

Every day Every week Less often Never 

0% 10% 64% 26% 

Figure 3: How often do you use the school library? 

Whilst these findings do not provide an exclusive reason for the low frequentation of the library by 

the majority of pupils, they still indicate that in this scenario, the library was not the first choice for 

the pupils when they wanted to obtain information to support their learning. 

Is there a difference in the pupils’ perceptions of the library between year 1 and year 6?  

When looking at the pupils’ answers in the context of the individual year groups, the belief that the 

library helped them with their learning seemed to diminish as the children grew older. Whilst 40% 

of year 1 pupils and 46% of year 2 pupils believed that the library helped them with their learning, 

only 9% of year 5 and 13% of year 6 pupils were of the same opinion. Year 3 and year 4 in this case 

seemed to represent a watershed, with 5 out of the 6 year 3 pupils believing that the library helped 

them, but only 20% of year 4 pupils expressing the same opinion. However, as the definite ‘yes’ 

answers reduced, the ‘sometimes’ answers increased from 40% in year 1 to 91% in year 5 and 73% 

in year 6 (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Do you believe the library helps you with your learning?  

Distribution of answers by year group 

One hypothesis for this trend is that the older children had developed more analytical and evaluative 

perceptions of the environment around them. They appeared to be more able to differentiate 

between situations when the library could be of assistance to them and when it impacted their 

learning. This hypothesis would be supported by the result of question 6, where the findings 

demonstrated that the use of books for homework/topic increased by year 6 (see Figure 5). It is 

therefore a possibility that children started to differentiate between specific types of learning and 

associated the library more with the particular learning required for homework/topic work, which 

tended to occur less often than the more generic learning associated with reading in general, which 

was named the most frequent use of books in year 1. 
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Figure 5: What do you use books from the library or the classroom bookshelf for? 

Distribution of answers by year group 

Whilst these are not significant differences overall, they still give an indication of a shift of use of 

library books from year 1 to year 6. In this context, the substantial increase in the use of fiction 

books in year 4 might be explained by the fact that the class had just received a delivery of 90 new 

fiction books for their classroom bookshelf which lead to a sudden increase of use in the week that 

the questionnaire took place and the figures for that year group should therefore not be seen as 

indicative. 

However, when looking at the pupils’ general perceptions of the library, there is very little 

difference between the year groups. In all year groups, the majority of pupils’ positive comments 

concerned the role of books in the library and indicated a positive association with books and 

reading, whereas the negative comments tended to cover specific organisational aspects, such as 

access, the referencing system, general untidiness, old stock or too many people at the same time. 
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Has the pupils’ perceptions changed since the relocation of the library? 

When analysing the children’s answers to this question, 17% of pupils indicated that they used the 

library more, 33% used it less and 47% used it the same (3% gave no answer). In light of the 

research question, whether the move had influenced how the children viewed the library, it was 

irrelevant whether ‘the same’ was seen as positive or negative. The main interpretation adopted in 

this case was that the move had not affected their perceptions of the library enough to make them 

change their pattern of use. The focus of this section will therefore be on the answers at either end 

of the spectrum. 

According to the frequency table (Figure 6), a greater number of children used the library less than 

before (33%) with 17% using it more. These figures would allow the conclusion that the relocation 

of the library had affected some children’s use more negatively than positively. 

Figure 6: Since the school library moved, have you used it more,  

less or the same? Distribution of answers by year group 
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However, looking at the explanations given for the children who answered ‘more’, a different 

pattern evolves. The majority of children up to year 4 answered that the location had a positive 

influence on use (“because I go past it more”, “because it is closer to the classroom”, “because it is 

closer and we are allowed to use it more often”). The latter answer also provided an indication of a 

shift in purpose for the library, as the answers for the upper KS2 children demonstrated, where all 

children who indicated that they used the library more than previously explained their answer with 

the fact that they started doing project work. 

In contrast to this, the majority of children who indicated that they used the library less since the 

move, did not provide a reason for this statement (13 out of 23, compared to only 2 out of 12 who 

answered ‘more’). However, the pupils who did provide an explanation indicated that it was 

predominantly because either they had no reason to use it (“I don’t need to”, “Well, I don't really 

use the library that much”) or that they had no opportunity to use it (“no chance to use it”, “because 

I’m normally at orchestra when people use it”, “I used it when I do [did] lunchtime club”, “because 

the school takes us there very rarely”, “because we’re not really allowed to go there”). Only three 

children indicated that it was because of the location of the library (“It doesn’t have as much books 

as it used to and it doesn’t have computers”, “because it moved”, “there isn't really any places to sit 

and relax and read a book in the new library, unlike the old library”). This allows for the conclusion 

that particularly for the older children, it was less the location of the library and more the 

opportunities given or the need to use the library that determined whether it was used more or less 

after the move.  

3.4 Discussion 

Summarising the findings of this research project, it appears that the pupils’ perceptions of the 

library and its influence on their learning depended to some extent on personal attitudes towards 

learning and reading in general as well as experiences of the library. Comments were predominantly 

positive if the pupil expressed a perception of the library as a general provider of information and 

more negative if the pupil had personal negative experiences, either with regards to reading in 

general or specific issues such as access, limited book stock or organisation of the library. However, 

perceptions also showed variations across the year groups. The younger year groups tended to be 

more positive in their perceptions of the library in general and in relation to its impact on their 
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learning, whereas the older year groups were more critical and self-determined in what they 

believed would help them learn.  

Whilst the location itself was seen both as a positive and a negative aspect that influenced the 

pupils’ use of the library, neither was significant enough to represent a predominant factor. On the 

whole, other factors seemed to play a far more important role in pupils’ positive or negative 

perceptions of the library, for example the organisational factors mentioned above. This also echoes 

the findings discussed in the literature review, which had concluded that organisational aspects had 

a major influence on pupils’ perceptions and their use of the library (Phtiaka, 1994; Spreadbury & 

Spiller, 1999).  

The majority of pupils in this study believed that the library either helped their learning or 

sometimes helped their learning, thereby establishing a perceived link between the library and 

learning. This link was then further specified by references to the acquisition of information as an 

important part of learning in which the library played a particular role. The observed influence of 

organisational issues such as access and provision were also in line with the research findings 

discussed in the literature review (for example Greenwood et al., 2010) and emphasised that the 

actual location of the library, whilst having some influence on pupils’ perceptions, was less relevant 

than other factors.  

Another conclusion is that the pupils’ perceptions of learning did not necessarily correspond with 

the definition expressed in the research studies discussed in the literature review, which linked 

learning predominantly to academic attainment. In this study pupils across the year groups seemed 

to link it more with obtaining information, allowing for the hypothesis that they considered 

‘information literacy’ (Herring, 2006) an important aspect of their learning development. Whilst the 

findings do not allow any conclusions about the effect of library use on pupil attainment, it is 

interesting that this aspect was not mentioned in the children’s evaluation. 

Overall, these findings demonstrate that pupils’ perceptions of the library and its impact on learning 

are dependent on many factors, including age, and whilst some of the aspects were in line with 

existing research findings, others were surprisingly different.  
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Analysis and critical reflection on the research methodology 

On the whole, I believe the questionnaire design worked well. In the two higher year groups, 

reading out the questions and letting the children fill in the questionnaires individually proved to be 

the most efficient and least time consuming way whilst at the same time ensuring a high return rate. 

Working with smaller groups in the year 1/2 class was also beneficial with regards to the quality of 

the answers, but it led to children talking about and adopting other children’s ideas for their own 

answers. This could have been avoided by working with children on an individual basis, however, it 

would have been unfeasible in the time frame available for the completion of the project.  

Another issue that arose from questionnaires completed by younger children was the fact that they 

sometimes struggled to write down their answers. I resolved this by offering to transcribe their 

answers and reading it back so that they could verify the content. The children seemed very happy 

with this solution and I obtained important information for the questionnaires.  

Nevertheless, I am fully aware of the limitations of my selected approach. Whilst using a 

questionnaire allowed me to collect data from a fairly large sample, it also limited the extent to 

which I could explore my research questions in depth. When choosing my methodology, I accepted 

that it would be in the spirit of an initial survey, which would provide me with “answers to the same 

questions from a large number of individuals to enable the researcher not only to describe, but also 

to compare, to relate one characteristic to another and to demonstrate that certain features exist in 

certain categories” (Bell, 2010, p. 12), but that the small sample wouldn’t allow me to undertake 

any statistical analysis of significance, as the majority of cells didn’t contain the required minimum 

number of samples. In addition, the open questions provided me with a good range of descriptive 

information, but not in-depth explanations (Munn & Drever, 2004). This limitation could have been 

overcome by selecting individual children for more detailed interviews, however, as this would 

have entailed choosing a representative number of children from six different year groups, it was 

beyond the scope of this project.  

And finally, I was faced with the issue of handling qualitative data. Whilst I was fully aware that I 

would be unable to use the same principles I used for the analysis of quantitative data for qualitative 

data (Cohen et al., 2000), I felt reassured that it was legitimate to identify and apply codes in order 

to “communicate and connect with the data to facilitate the comprehension of the emerging 

phenomena and to generate theory grounded in the data” (Basit, 2003, p. 152). 



Prime N. 

JoTTER Vol. 4 (2013) 
 Nicole Prime, 2013 

142 

Overall, I believe that my chosen methodology was appropriate for an entry-level research project, 

which provided the school and me with important insights into pupils’ perceptions, which could be 

explored further in a future study if required. 

Implications for future professional development  

As mentioned above, this assignment has provided me with valuable insights into some of the 

factors that pupils consider important and which therefore impact on the success of a school library. 

Whilst issues such as location played a role, they didn’t appear to be as significant as originally 

thought. I now feel that other aspects such as providing pupils with a purpose and the necessary 

motivation as well as the required skills to make the most of the library, ensuring that it is managed 

well and allowing the children the time to fully explore the full potential of the provision, play a 

more significant role in the pupils’ perceptions of the library and the learning which can take place 

therein. Furthermore, I will be able to influence these factors far more than for example the 

location. It is therefore a very important implication for me that my attitude towards the library as a 

teacher, my enthusiasm and organisation in providing the children with the opportunity and the 

skills to use it can have a major impact on the benefits that the pupils will be able to obtain from 

this central and important part of school life. 

Apart from this topic-related implication, my research has also demonstrated the importance of 

involving children in any undertaking that affects their environment and school life. The pupils’ 

answers and explanations as well as their perceptions of the surroundings have demonstrated to me 

their awareness of what affects their life at school and the impact that it can have on their learning. 

Involving pupils in any kind of research provides them with a voice and an opportunity to influence 

their own development and well-being. The more children are involved in activities and particularly 

in any results and developments which derive from research such as this, the more they are able to 

take control of their own learning and to feel that their opinions and beliefs are valued and make a 

difference.  

And finally, the assignment has also provided me with the knowledge and the confidence to 

conduct research in my future professional role. I feel that I will be able to utilise the research skills 

acquired during this project to explore, analyse and hopefully improve situations and procedures in 

my future workplace and, through that, play an important part in initiating change. Without this 
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kind of change, routines and practices can become stagnant, whilst conducting research can provide 

the school with valuable insights into how to improve and move forward.  
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Appendix 1 – Pictures of School A’s library and classroom bookshelves 

Picture 1: School A’s library 

 

Picture 2: School A’s library 
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Picture 4: Classroom bookshelf – Year 3/4 

 

Picture 3: Classroom bookshelf – Year 5/6 
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Picture 5: Classroom bookshelf – Year 1/2 
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Appendix 2 – Final questionnaire 
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 Appendix 3 – Ethical checklist 
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 Appendix 4 – Consent Letter 
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Appendix 5 – Research Proposal Form 
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 Appendix 6 – Completed sample questionnaires 
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Appendix 7 – Transcripts of original written comments 

 

Question 5 Code Transcript of original written comment 

location + because I go past it more 
specific purpose I use it more because I have to take books 
no reason to use because I don't read the books from school 
no reason to use I never really actually used to use it 
no opportunity because we're not really allowed to go here 
inconclusive I use it the same because it's fun 
inconclusive I sometimes I use the 
inconclusive because when it was in the ICT because there was nobody in there that much 
specific purpose at seasons when we need to 
status quo the same because it's only in a different place you can still use it even if it’s in a 

different place 
no reason to use because I don't really need it 
no opportunity because the school takes us there very rarely 
Location -  It doesn't have as much books as it used to and doesn't have computers 
status quo The [library] has pretty much the same 
location + when we do projects and it's easier to get to 
no reason to use the classroom bookshelf has better books 
no reason to use the same because I bring in my own books 
location + because it is closer to the classroom 
location + because it is closer and we are allowed to use it more often 
no reason to use I don't need to 
no opportunity I used it when I do lunchtime club 
inconclusive because the school library is a classroom 
specific purpose because I just use it for books I need and I use it just as much as I used to 
specific purpose because we started doing project work 
no opportunity because I am normally at orchestra when people use it 
no reason to use Well I don't really use the library that much 
status quo because it is not different it is just moved 
specific purpose because we now do projects 
no reason to use I use my own books 
specific purpose because we do projects on Thursday and we need a book 
specific purpose because now I use a book every week for a computer project 
Location - there isn't really any places to sit and relax and read a book in the new library, unlike 

the old library 
no opportunity no chance to use it 
specific purpose because I use it for project work 
specific purpose I use it more because I now do project work and it is easier to find books 
specific purpose I did not used to do projects but now I do 
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Question 8 Code Transcript of original written comment 

positive because there are letters and words 
information because it gives good information a bit sometimes 
information because if you are learning and the teacher asks you to get information that's where I 

would look 
don’t use because when the teacher asks us if we need to find something out I would check 

books at home 
information because sometimes it helps me to learn because it gives me a little bit of information 
fiction vs non-
fictions 

because some books are fiction 

information because it gives you information 
information because we use it for information 
information sometimes because I'm not really sure 
information because you get much more information 
information because you can find anything 
information because there is information 
negative because it doesn't always help you with what you need 
depends on 
circumstances 

because sometimes it doesn't really help me and sometimes it does 

information because it gives me some information 
information because you can find out lots of information 
information because if I wanted a animal book it would probably [be] there 
positive it's good to learn to read 
positive yes because it's got all kinds of books 
information they have lots of information 
negative good books have been put in the bin 
negative sometimes because some books are rubbish 
negative because some books are boring 
information it may help you with homework 
fiction vs non-
fiction 

because there are some fiction books 

positive because it has more books and they are more interesting 
negative because I don't always find the book I want 
 

no reason to use because I don't need to use it any more 
Location - because it moved 
no reason to use because I feel that you don't need to because you have the computers 
no reason to use I don't go so it doesn't make a difference 
specific purpose because we do the projects books every week 
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don’t use because I know a lot of things already that are also in library books 
negative because we rarely ever use it some of them facts I usually always already know 
information yes because they have got good information 
don't use because I never go there 
negative no good books 
information because if you want to find out about some thing you can read in a book 
depends on 
circumstances 

it depends on the book 

depends on 
circumstance 

because sometimes I don't understand what is the book about 

fiction vs non-
fiction 

sometimes the books I read are stories 

negative sometimes you don't find all the information 
information because we use it to look for our projects 
negative because sometimes they don't have the book I want 
information when you want to do a project you can find information 
information because if you struggle with science you can get help but sometimes it's not there 
information because we only do projects once a week so we don't have enough time to learn loads 
learning when we are reading any library book it could teach us something 
fiction vs non-
fiction 

some of the books are stories and some are information books 

negative we don't always use the library 
fiction vs non-
fiction 

because I read fiction books not non-fiction 

learning we don't use the library for much other than learning; when we need a book from there 
it helps 

don't use I don't use it 
depends on 
circumstances 

because I sometimes know about some stuff and sometimes I don't know 

depends on 
circumstances 

Well not all of it is important for learning 

information if you read information you can learn from it 
fiction vs non-
fiction 

because books aren't all non-fiction 

information it tells you more 
negative because sometimes you can't find the books you're looking for 
negative there sometimes isn't the book I need 
information if I not know much about that thing 
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Question 9 

Positive 

Answers 

Code 

Transcript of original written 

comments 

Question 9 

Negative 

Answers 

Code 

Transcript of original written 

comments 

general 
positive 

I like it because it's fun no answer  

books I like the book because I like 
reading 

books I don't like knight books because I 
don't like fighting 

information I like the library because it gives 
you information 

specific 
aspects 

I don't like the library because you 
have to put the books away 

general 
positive 

I like books specially his books; I 
like reading as well 

books I don't like bad and scary books; I 
specially don't like reading book at 
bed 

specific 
aspects 

the bean bag and the books games specific 
aspects 

I don't like books that aren't in the 
right place and I don't like books at 
bedtime and scary books 

general 
positive 

you get to look at things books I don't like the book in the library 
for adults 

specific 
aspects 

the system specific 
aspects 

it’s very complicated 

information because there's a book that tells you specific 
aspects 

I don't like it because it's messy 

general 
negative 

nothing no negative nothing 

books I like it because I like reading no answer   
don't use I haven't been there no answer   
information it gives you information specific 

aspects 
it is really hard to find which ones 
you want 

general 
positive 

when it is just me and my friends in 
the library having some fun with 
the books 

specific 
aspects 

when I see some lovely book I 
really want to keep them and I'm 
not allowed; I don’t like it when 
there are other people there 

no answer I like/I don't really know books I don't really like dinosaur books in 
the library because it sometimes 
doesn't really give you information 

books I like to read no negative nothing because I love to read 
specific 
aspects 

that they have a pieces of paper on 
the wall saying what they are 

specific 
aspects 

that the books are not in the correct 
places 

books because I like to read no negative no 
no answer   specific 

aspects 
because I don't is that it's really 
hard to find books 

books because there are interesting books no answer   
specific 
aspects 

it has alphabet cards location it is not in a room; when you are 
looking at books there is not 
enough room to pass 
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general 
positive 

everything no negative nothing 

books some are funny and some help you 
learn 

no answer   

specific 
aspects 

the shelves are organised; 
bookshelves: everything 

general 
negative 

pretty much everything; 
bookshelves: nothing 

books all the books are cool specific 
aspects 

you don't really get to choose books 

general 
positive 

they are useful specific 
aspects 

they don't always have what you 
are looking for 

books the types of books no negative nothing 
information I can use it for projects location it is in the middle of a corridor that 

people use a lot 
books I like it because there are all 

different books 
specific 
aspects 

you can not go whenever you want 

books has good books specific 
aspects 

I would like more facts books 

information it's got lots of information and any 
book you need 

location it's very far away; next to the staff 
room 

general 
positive 

I like the bookshelf and the library 
because they have interesting 

no answer   

general 
positive 

everything no negative nothing 

don't use not sure because I never use it don't use not sure because I never use it 
books fun book; math book that talks you 

about school 
books literacy books that tells you about 

school 
information it gives you lots of information specific 

aspects 
we don't always use it 

location that it is close, you're allowed to 
borrow and I love books 

specific 
aspects 

there not all the books I like 

specific 
aspects 

we get to pick out books that we 
don't have in our classroom 

no answer   

specific 
aspects 

there are things where you can 
make yourself comfy 

no negative nothing 

books it has lots of books that you need specific 
aspects 

it is very very crowded 

specific 
aspects 

it is free to anyone and you don't 
have a time limit 

specific 
aspects 

books are old 

specific 
aspects 

there are bean bags; there are some 
interesting books 

specific 
aspects 

it's very small and not much room 
to walk around to look at the 
different books 

information it helps you with work specific 
aspects 

some people don't put the books in 
order so they are hard to find 

information you find lots of information specific 
aspects 

but we don't always use it 

books they have good books for younger 
kids 

general 
negative 

everything 

information it's useful for finding a book about 
a topic 

specific 
aspects 

there isn't anywhere to sit; it's 
crowded 

books the good reading books specific 
aspects 

and the colour code because it's 
never in the right place 
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books it has a wide range of books specific 
aspects 

all the books are very old it's 
crowded sometimes 

specific 
aspects 

I can always go to the library specific 
aspects 

books are often in the wrong places 

no answer   specific 
aspects 

it's really messy 

books funny books general 
negative 

books 

specific 
aspects 

that it has beanbags specific 
aspects 

it is really hard to find your books 
and there's not much space to move 
around 

books that there is good books no negative don't have one 
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