
Praise for School Libraries Supporting Literacy and Wellbeing

‘Merga has managed to document the ways in which the school library and librarians
contribute not only to the traditional aspects of literacy and research in schools but also
enrich the community’s wellbeing and social emotional health. In this trying COVID-19
period it is a timely reminder of how the library as both a physical and digital space, as
well as an institution, improves the lives of all who have access. This is a work that will
inspire those in the profession and encourage fellow educators and administrators to
leverage the power of the library in their setting.’ 
Nadine Bailey, International School Teacher Librarian

‘Margaret Merga’s work plays an important and essential role in the advocacy and
promotion of school libraries, their impact and benefits; this book is no exception. It
details how school libraries with professional staff support the literacy and wellbeing of
students through reading engagement, information literacy, and the creation of a
welcoming and inclusive environment. It is robustly researched with personal
reflections, practical strategies and realistic suggestions embedded in pedagogical
approaches that make them easy to implement. This book ought to be required CPD
reading, not only for library staff but also those with any sort of responsibility for the
library within a school, including the decision-makers: it should be in the staff library in
every school!’
Barbara Band, School Library Consultant and Trainer

‘Based on her own research and that of others, Margaret Merga explores the
complexities of the role of the teacher librarian and school library professional in
Australia and the UK. Practical suggestions around the theme of the importance of
libraries for reading, information, and student wellbeing are woven through the
accessible text. Merga’s comprehensive research on literacy and literature and the
importance of recreational reading in the academic development of our students will
provide teacher librarians with strong evidence to advocate the importance of their role.
The role the school library plays in contributing to the wellbeing of students and staff is
well articulated and cannot be overlooked. This is a must read for school executives and
an affirming read for teacher librarians and school library staff.’
Liz Derouet, Liaison Librarian Education, University of Southern Queensland

‘A must read for teacher librarians, school library professionals, principals, teachers,
policy makers and anyone who cares about improving student wellbeing and literacy.
Drawing from her own and international research, Merga has produced a clear and
engaging exploration of the essential role that school libraries play in student literacy
and wellbeing. With a practical, evidence-based approach, this book is a helpful
resource for teacher librarians looking to expand their programs and cater for students
with diverse needs. It is also a timely reminder of the importance of investing in school
libraries staffed by qualified school library professionals, to give each child the
education experience they need.’    
Trish Hepworth, Director of Policy and Education, Australian Library and Information
Association (ALIA) 

‘Margaret Merga’s School Libraries Supporting Literacy and Wellbeing is the new testament
of school libraries and librarianship! A big shout about the causality of school libraries
and the value of qualified school library professionals to enrich not only reading and
literacy but also students’ social, emotional, health and intellectual wellbeing. Providing
practical suggestions, every single page of the book is full of research-based information
for those of us who want to enjoy the companionship of school librarianship . . . and
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even teachers, policymakers and researchers should find this text enlightening and
thought-provoking. This book made both school libraries and librarians a winner! Read
this book – and learn from one of the best!’
Zakir Hossain, Teacher-Librarian/Researcher

‘In this book, underpinned always by validated research, Margaret explores how the
school library can help students when life gets hard, showing that literacy is a life skill,
not just another academic competency and how this can be an aid to mental wellbeing
in many ways. She highlights the role of the school librarian in providing practical help
and support within this sphere. This is a book for all school librarians who wish to learn
more about how to make our skills and environment more accessible and how to
highlight these opportunities to our senior management teams. So much to explore in
this valuable read.’
Sarah Pavey, Education Consultant, SP4IL and member of CILIP School Libraries Group (SLG)
and CILIP Information Literacy Group (ILG)

‘Dr Margaret Merga is passionate about the critical role of school libraries in literacy and
wellbeing. Her drive and enthusiasm come from her own experiences as a student,
educator, researcher and academic. Teacher librarians, school librarians and library staff
know and understand this important role, intrinsically. We see evidence of it every
single day. Drawing on a robust research base, Margaret clearly illustrates best practice
in school libraries and the important multifaceted role of school library professionals.
She encourages us to continually draw on current research to refine, extend and
highlight exactly what we do. This book provides substantial evidence of the value of
school libraries and the significant contribution they can make in the lives of our
students. It is a must-read for all who value literacy and student wellbeing in our
schools. School library professionals across Australia and throughout the world will
treasure this book and refer to it often with keen interest, excitement, and enthusiasm!’ 
Kerry Pope, Head of Library Services, Toongabbie Christian College, Sydney. Co-Leader,
Australian School Library Association (ASLA) Research SIG and former Vice President,
Committee Chair, International Association of School Librarianship (IASL)

‘This book focuses on the school library/ian roles with regard to two important issues of
our time: literacy, however you define it, and the affective domain, our individual
wellbeing. These dual features weave throughout the book as Margaret Merga
convincingly identifies connections and a symbiotic relationship between
reading/literacy and the wellbeing of students. You only need to read a few pages to be
aware that you are reading the work of someone who brings considerable research,
analysis and academic rigour to an enthusiasm and passion for school libraries and
learning. What librarians actually do is identified holistically from the theory, good
practice and the realpolitik.  

In today’s global village, it is necessary to look outwards, which this book does.
Reflecting a traditional strength of British school librarianship – literacy/reading – in a
fusion with an Australasian powerhouse of school librarianship and of innovative and
good practice; in practice, the picture is rightly more mixed, and there are challenges. In
essence, School Libraries Supporting Literacy and Wellbeing provides ways to help you
break the glass ceiling that can separate school libraries/ians from the wider educational
environment.’ 
Anthony Tilke, PhD, international school librarian, author, IB accredited workshop leader and
content developer 
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Introduction

When you walk into a school library, you immediately feel that you are
entering a special space with affordances that are unique to it. You might
admire student art on the walls; note a cluster of students sprawled in
beanbags, lost in a book; see industrious students constructing art in a
makerspace, quietly laughing as part of it collapses unintentionally; or
observe a group of students voraciously seeking and consuming new
knowledge using information literacy skills also taught within that space. The
possibilities are vast; however, what you are less likely to view are
uncomfortable students wearing the pinched look of anxiety that you see on
the faces of students in classrooms who are struggling and feeling that they
are falling short in academic performance, social connection or other areas of
concern in their young lives. The library sits as a potential sanctuary where
literacy and other skills can be fostered in a supportive space.

Personally, the school library was a refuge for me as a very shy student in
primary school. I have fond memories of spending many hours during recess
and lunch reading books and drawing pictures of horses with my friend
(singular). I can’t claim to have developed my horse-drawing talent over that
time (sadly, even as an adult my horse pictures still look like mice), but I
gained in many other areas thanks to my school library. I had a safe place
where I could be an awkward introvert away from the gaze of my more
extroverted peers, and I had the chance to enjoy shared quiet companionship,
which made school life much more bearable. I also had access to my favourite
books, with so many worlds to explore. 

Contemporary school libraries are a place for everybody, but they need to
be resourced and supported to be able to act as a refuge for students. They
are exciting and dynamic environments that are constantly changing in order
to be responsive to evolving demands within and beyond the school com -
munity, often catering to increasingly diverse client needs with limited
resources. For example, the most recent Softlink survey in the UK found that
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only 46% of respondents felt that their library had adequate resourcing in
relation to staffing and budget (Softlink, 2021). This book is interested in how
these institutions and their staff uphold and develop their traditional role as
supports of literacy learning and engagement, and meet the growing demand
for student wellbeing affordances, given the myriad challenges faced by
schools and young people today. It will illustrate how these concerns of
reading and wellbeing may be closely interrelated, drawing on recent
research, and highlight how library professionals may position themselves
as leaders of literacy engagement and student wellbeing within their schools. 

Why literacy?
Student literacy is a perennial concern in schools and across nations, with
rhetoric around slides and gains in student achievement resembling
commentary on a very high-stakes version of the board game Snakes and
Ladders. As measurement and accountability have been continually ramped
up at both individual student and school levels – as seen in the increasing use
of high-stakes literacy testing regimes and problematic acceptance of student
scores on such tests as an unqualified proxy for student literacy performance
(Cumming et al., 2019) – debates about literacy and how it can best be
improved are never far from media headlines. 

There is great pressure on many schools and their educators to deliver
demonstrable improvement in their students’ literacy performance, and in
recent times, there have been growing concerns about student literacy, given
its relationship with student outcomes and opportunities both within and
beyond formal schooling (as reviewed in Merga, 2018). While large-scale
assessments can provide insights into student learning, identifying gaps that
need greater attention (Karakolidis et al., 2021), where schools narrow their
focus to ‘teach to the test’, this further restricts curricular focus (e.g. Polesel
et al., 2014; Thompson & Harbaugh, 2013). When this happens, attention to
perceived peripheral concerns such as fostering students’ reading for pleasure
(RfP) may be minimal, potentially leaving students with limited reading
models and a notion of reading as something done for the purposes of testing
(Merga, 2016). Where the focus is on academic performance and testing, but
the contribution of regular reading to literacy performance is poorly
understood, independent reading may even be ‘thought to substitute away
from academic learning’ (Wang et al., 2020, p. 9). School libraries can also play
an important role in preventing pleasure from being divorced from students’
reading experiences, as I explore in this book. 

Concerns about student literacy and reading opportunities may be
magnified by the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic and
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associated school closures have posed a further barrier to student literacy
attainment, with projections of significant learning loss (Azevedo et al., 2020;
Kuhfeld et al., 2020), though in some areas it may have enhanced the appeal
of reading as a recreational activity (Sun et al., 2021). We also know that
COVID-19 related learning interruptions do not impact equally on all
students, further exacerbating already existing inequities in performance
(Clinton, 2020). This means that the role of the library in supporting literacy
and reading may be more important now than ever. 

However, while research links library access to student literacy
performance (Francis et al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2014; Lonsdale, 2003), and
reading engagement (Mat Roni & Merga, 2019), the role of the library in
fostering both literacy skills and positive attitudes towards reading may be
poorly understood by school leadership and the broader community (Merga,
2019a). Further research is also needed to establish irrefutable causal links,
particularly in contexts beyond the US. However, as we’ve explored
previously, current circumstances may pose a significant challenge to this
research objective (Merga et al., 2021). Furthermore, while there has been an
increasing focus in recent times on the relationship between student literacy
engagement and literacy learning, schools may not realise the breadth and
value of the role of school library professionals in fostering reading
engagement in particular (Merga, 2019b). 

Reading + literacy + wellbeing
Students are much more than empty vessels to be filled with knowledge by
schools. They are diverse and unique young people who need to have their
social, cultural and emotional needs recognised and supported in their
learning experiences. In this vein, consideration of the need to promote
student wellbeing is attracting more attention in recent times, with fostering
student wellbeing increasingly a key aspect of the school role. Bladek (2021)
suggests that student wellbeing ‘is not simply the absence of physical and
mental health conditions, but a multidimensional concept that encompasses
physical, social, emotional, intellectual, spiritual, and environmental aspects’
(p. 3). While student wellbeing may be viewed as ‘a sustainable state of
positive mood and attitude, resilience, and satisfaction with self, relationships
and experiences at school’ (Australian Catholic University, 2008, p. 5), ideally,
wellbeing initiatives undertaken at school will also have far-reaching impacts
beyond the school experience. 

Developing and maintaining student wellbeing is a complex and
multifactorial task, as it can be shaped by a wide range of factors both intrinsic
and extrinsic to students as individuals. Fortunately, the range of possible
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influences includes social influences such as parents, peers and school library
professionals (Merga, 2020), so it is possible for you to make a valuable
difference to student wellbeing. As I have explored previously in my review
of the literature on how school libraries can support student wellbeing, while
further research is needed in this space, to date we have ‘promising findings
on how school libraries operate as safe spaces for young people; promote and
resource mental health and wellbeing initiatives; and, support and promote
bibliotherapeutic practices and reading for pleasure’ (p. 670). 

Ideally, initiatives focusing on student wellbeing should seek to foster long-
term benefits for students, equipping them with resources and dispositions
that can have an ongoing protective effect, and fostering avid reading
behaviours in young people can be a beneficial approach. Keen readers are
probably already aware of the relationship between reading, literacy and
wellbeing. Those of us who have been readers since a young age have enjoyed
the advantage of being able to express ourselves clearly and concisely at
school while others were still struggling with these skills. We have also been
able to access and understand complex information through our reading
skills, and our ability to speak effectively in public situations is enhanced by
the broad vocabulary that we can draw from in order to express ourselves.
But for many of us, reading is also a habit that brings enjoyment, respite and
peace (Merga, 2017). It is an activity that can provide an escape from the
challenges of the real world, the opportunity to live myriad lives and travel
through time and learn from the experiences and imaginations of others. 

The relationship between reading, literacy and wellbeing can also be seen
in the research, and it probably extends beyond what you may have
considered. For example, did you know that RfP may be associated with
benefits for health-related behaviours (Mak & Fancourt, 2020a)? Furthermore,
daily RfP at age seven has also been related to better prosocial behaviour and
lower levels of hyperactivity and attention issues at age 11 (Mak & Fancourt,
2020b), highlighting the role of books and reading in supporting cognitive
stamina, concentration and attention. It will come as no surprise to readers
that RfP has been related to reduced psychological distress in college students
(Levine et al., 2020), and Clark and Teravainen-Goff (2018) found that reading
attitudes can be predictors of mental wellbeing. Avid readers have described
using reading to regulate their emotions as a pleasurable escape (Merga,
2017), with young readers in TikTok’s #Booktok community celebrating
reading as affording a deeply immersive removal from the stressors of daily
life (Merga, 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also impacted on student wellbeing as it has
brought new stressors into their lives (Bansak & Starr, 2021), highlighting the
need for a greater understanding of the links between reading, literacy and
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wellbeing that could potentially help students cope with current and
emerging challenges. It is important to note that librarians have taken
considerable measures to ensure that student access to reading materials has
been available during the challenges of school closures in the COVID-19
pandemic. Dearnaley (2020) gathered vignettes from school library staff in
Australia that show diverse and flexible approaches to this problem, including
the following from a teacher librarian in the Australian Capital Territory:

Ensuring all families know how to access our digital collection and other
wonderful resources such as the Story Box Library. Supporting staff as they learn
new technology and providing one-on-one onsite and digital tutorials. Ensuring
that any student who came in to collect a laptop or iPad also walked out with an
armful of books. Recording staff reading picture books to share with families.
Navigating the copyright information to ensure that there are no breaches during
this time. Created a school library website. Have made sure all families can
access our digital collection. (p. 24)

As such, school library professionals can play a very important role in
supporting children and their families through challenging times. 

Why this book?
The purpose of this book is to draw on a robust research base to illustrate
how contemporary school libraries can support students’ literacy and
wellbeing to: 

• support school library professionals to build a case for the importance of
their role and facility, and

• audit their current offerings and adjust or extend them where applicable,
based on what we know about best practice as outlined in this book. 

School library professionals reading this book will hopefully feel like they are
being furnished with ideas that they can use to support their advocacy and
agility in strategically drawing on new research to continue to update what
they do. However, as well as adding to your toolkit, the book should help
you to effectively make visible what you already do, and how this offers
benefit within your school community. While I can only deal with a relatively
limited array of school library related interests in a single book, I do believe
that the issues and possibilities raised here have relevance for both primary
and secondary school libraries, and I report on recent research findings from
both contexts, including insights that have never been shared previously.

INTRODUCTION  xxi
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The bulk of the research in the school library space is concentrated on the
US (Everhart, 2018), meaning that school library professionals from outside
this context may struggle to connect with these findings. I have endeavoured
to draw on a broad base that includes – but is not concentrated on – US-based
research for inclusion in this book. I urge library researchers based in the US
to consider the body of research from beyond their nation; they can also learn
from the mistakes and innovations of researchers and practitioners from other
contexts. Internationality in school library research needs to be intentional,
and the dominance of the US in the research literature means that ‘research
from beyond dominant geographic contexts is largely excluded from
international research discourse’, and ‘this likely extends to limited thematic,
methodological, and epistemological possibilities’ (Mason et al., 2021, p. 11).
To this end, this book reports on findings from a wide range of nations, such
as China and Croatia, and Singapore and Sweden, in the hope that it can
deliver a richness of insights into school libraries as supports of student
literacy and wellbeing. I have also used online translation functions in order
to include some research works published in languages that I am not
proficient in, and I hope to greatly expand the number of non-English works
I draw upon going forward. I have become increasingly aware that my
adherence to using English-only academic literature because of my own
linguistic limitations and ability to determine source credibility is inherently
exclusionary, leading to the further privileging of English as lingua franca to
the disadvantage of non-English speaking academics (Collyer, 2018). 

Given the complexity of the subjects I explore, there is a good chance that
the reader will want to do some further investigation in the areas of most
interest to them. I recommend that you use the reference lists at the end of
each chapter as a starting point to direct this further reading.

Finally, I’ve taken on the task of writing this book to ensure that the large
volume of recent research I’ve conducted in school libraries finds its
professional audience, so that it can support the role of school librarians
throughout the world. Teresa Cremin’s (2021) evocative reflection on her
journey as a reader and reading researcher really resonated with me; she notes
that ‘when I am reading, researching, talking or writing about reading for
pleasure – that volitional act of engagement with texts which offers me such
satisfaction – I feel most “at home” as an educator, a researcher and a human’
(para. 3). I also get a lot of joy out of having a highly pragmatic purpose in
order to support the real and immediate needs of school library professionals
for advocacy materials that can establish recognisable credibility by drawing
on reputable and current research. As such, I hope this book is useful for you. 
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