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Why Are All the Black Librarians Gathering in the School Library?




For the future Black school librarians. This is your Sankofa moment. I can’t wait to see what you retrieve from it to take on your journey. –elong
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Introduction

Over forty-five million learners are enrolled in K–12 public schools in the United States (Schaeffer 2024b). Roughly half of them are Black or students of color. Yet in the spaces meant to nurture their curiosity and affirm their identities, the adults guiding them rarely look like them. Thousands of school librarians lead school libraries across the country—84 percent of them are white, while 6 percent are Black, according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2025). Take a deeper look, and the pattern remains: Black educators constitute 6 percent of the teaching force, while 15 percent of public school students are Black (Schaeffer 2024a). The numbers don’t lie. They tell a story. And yet numbers alone cannot tell the whole story.

School librarians have long heard and held to Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop’s ideology that library collections should contain books that provide readers mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors (1990). I would argue that mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors exist not only for literature but also for representation in librarianship.

But data alone can’t capture the lived reality behind them—the moments of feeling siloed, the innovation required to thrive, or the quiet but persistent resilience of Black school librarians working in a climate of political tension and cultural controversy. This book didn’t start with numbers; it started with experiences. Casual conversations in networking environments and social spaces. Subconscious glances around the room during professional learning events. Random text message conversations. Shocked facial expressions when being introduced in school settings. Silently second-guessing what you know is your expertise. None of these is as impactful or cathartic as the shared stories when Black librarians are gathered together. This work was birthed from the recognition that these weren’t isolated stories; they were a collective truth that needed to be seen, heard, and felt.

In a profession that fails to mirror the demographics of the learners it serves, Black school librarians continue to lead, innovate, and advocate. This is their story—paired with recommendations for transforming the field of school librarianship and the library experience for every child.

Acknowledging a History of Presence and Absence

Black librarians doing transformative work is not new. It is not a byproduct of conversations around equity, diversity, inclusion, and accessibility. Long before now, Black librarians were often in spaces where they were neither welcomed nor fully acknowledged. “Black people have helped to build the profession since before the 1900’s, yet black members of the American Library Association (ALA) couldn’t even stay at the same hotels as white members during conferences,” explains Dr. Nicole A. Cooke (McPhail 2025). In 2020, the ALA recognized the association was built on systemic racism and discrimination in many forms and acknowledged its role in upholding unjust systems of racism and discrimination against Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) within the association and the profession, followed by a pledge to build a more equitable association and library community (“ALA Takes Responsibility for Past Racism, Pledges a More Equitable Association” 2020).

In 1936, Virginia Lacy Jones joined Hampton Institute—now Hampton University—faculty and students at the ALA conference where their presence caused “chaos… [and] special arrangements had to be made for the group to attend meetings, and special seating was provided” (“Virginia Lacy Jones” 1992). Though the exhibits area was closed to the group members, fair-skinned Jones was admitted and stayed in the conference hotel because she passed for white. This experience brought Jones mixed emotions. She felt shame for her dishonesty, but a sense of triumph in outsmarting blatant racial discrimination (“Virginia Lacy Jones” 1992). Virginia Lacy Jones would become well-regarded in librarianship. She was the second Black person to earn a doctorate degree in library science. Alongside Hallie Beachem Brooks, Jones visited school libraries in Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia, and the Carolinas, offering to assist with organization and collection development… sometimes encountering physical discomfort (“Virginia Lacy Jones” 1992). As dean of the library school at Atlanta University—now Clark Atlanta University—Jones trained approximately 1,800 Black librarians (Smith 2020) and coordinated annual trips to libraries in Baltimore and Washington, DC, because they were denied access to public libraries in the South. However, her achievements didn’t prevent Jones from continuing to be confronted with racism within the profession. Jones was on the ALA Council and held membership in other professional associations, but was prohibited from joining some regional and state organizations because of her Blackness (“Virginia Lacy Jones” 1992).

Virginia Proctor Powell Florence’s career is a clear example of how barriers shaped opportunity. After being denied a teaching position in Philadelphia because she was Black, Florence went on to become the first Black person to pass the New York State high school librarian examination, forging a pathway into school librarianship when classroom doors were closed to her (Yorio 2023). Dorothy Porter, a widely regarded librarian at Howard University’s Carnegie Library, recognized that existing classification systems failed to honor the breadth and complexity of Black life. At the time, the Dewey Decimal System primarily classified materials about Black people under slavery and colonization. In response, Porter “challenged racism… by centering work by and about black people within scholarly conversations around the world” (Nunes 2018). Through her revision of classification practices, Porter not only created a new system “to address the marginalization of writing by and about black people,” but also built one of the world’s leading repositories for Black history and culture (Nunes 2018). These stories represent only a few of the legacies that Black librarians built despite racial barriers. Decades later, barriers still exist; they have just evolved over time.

Barriers to Becoming and Remaining a Librarian

If you’re reading this and you’re not a librarian, let me bust the myth that school librarians just sit and read books all day. It’s the furthest thing from the truth. School librarians aren’t even just checking out books all day. In a 2021 Knowledge Quest article on managing in unprecedented times, I wrote “[we] were librarians, IT support, technology integration leaders, school counselors, social workers, equity champions, literacy leaders, collaborators, book and laptop delivery drivers, substitute teachers, social media influencers, webmasters, logistics experts, Title I coordinators, and *insert your other role(s) here*.” School librarians were and still are overseeing so many aspects of the library and school, a testament to the profession requiring an advanced degree.

If you’re reading this and you’re not a librarian, you should know that librarians are required to obtain a master’s degree in library information science. Additionally, many districts require that the degree be from an ALA-accredited institution. Pursuing a master’s comes with its own barriers. Not enough people are discussing why school librarians are required to have a master’s, but classroom teachers are not. This is especially true for educators. I have heard “librarians have standards?” more times than I can keep up with. Fun fact: aside from administrators, we are also the only educators in a school building who are required to have a master’s degree; we cost districts the most in the school-based personnel column. More money sounds great, right? Wrong. When you take into account typical paycheck deductions (Hello, rising healthcare premiums!), the above-mentioned daily duties, the politics of education, today’s extreme culture of censorship, and so much more, some prospective and current librarians can’t see themselves committing to the field long-term. All of this makes it hard to recruit great talent.

Requiring a graduate-level degree presents another barrier for potential librarians. Said programs are expensive, creating great financial strain. Sure, colleges and universities offer scholarships and fellowships. The ALA’s long-lasting Spectrum
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Library school students from the University of South Alabama attend the AASL National Conference with their then-professor. From l to r: Karlesha Springs, Erika Long, Demetra Adams, Dr. Pamela Richardson Moore.
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