
PLAA letter to the Prime Minister from Ed Goundrey-Smith, Sibford School 

Dear Prime Minister, 

I am writing to explain the vital role school libraries play in our education system. As a 

library volunteer – and crucially, as a young person currently in full-time learning – I find this 

to be a very pressing matter, one that I believe must be taken into account in an age where 

every aspect of the education system is under scrutiny, with cuts being made to every 

possible area and where we live in a more complex society than ever before. 

I would ask you to consider why school libraries don’t matter. It is an impossible question to 
answer, due to the way in which a school library gives a young person access to an 
immensity of fiction and non-fiction unlike that which they would be able to find anywhere 
else so easily. School libraries contain thousands of resources, and with many unable to 
afford books, or find such exposure to a goldmine of literature, school libraries become the 
sole place where access to such a wealth of sources is available. While the government 
might simply point to public libraries, these are already facing immense cuts from local 
government, as I will write about later. It is crucial that we ensure our young people are 
capable of facing the world – the confusing nature of the complex tangle of global events, 
the dark nature in which global events can manifest, as well as the struggles in their 
personal lives, it is essential that the next generation are well-read individuals with the 
analytical ability to understand and dissect a situation, and cultivate an opinion. 
Furthermore, our young people need the emotional resilience to live through the 
complicated cruelty of planet earth, including the difficulties that will inevitably crop up as 
they proceed through their lives. 
 
All of these qualities, that are invaluable for adults, emerge through reading as children – 

we naturally analyse fiction to decipher its meaning, and the stories give us a knowledge of 

the variety of people, culture, lifestyles, and situations around us, while also moving us 

emotionally, helping us to build strength in the face of a world that will inevitably provoke 

trauma during their years of living. This is not to say that fiction can cure all ills, nor that we 

should talk of ‘emotional strength’ as a means of demonising mental illness. Instead, young 

people need that exposure of knowledge, whether it be fiction or non-fiction, to gain 

acceptance of all sorts of lifestyles and problems that will affect them, and those in the 

world around them. Whether it be through hardcopies, e-books, or audio books (all of which 

are found in a school library), it is clear that the importance of exposure to knowledge, in 

any way, is beyond necessary for our young people. With all this knowledge discoverable in 

a library, it is evident that school libraries are a vital instrument in ensuring the next 

generation are educated. 

Although this is not a letter to discuss politics in depth, it would be impossible to avoid the 

fact that with the “we’re all in this together” philosophy, our public sector is in a state of 

chronic underfunding. In the case of libraries, they are ultimately one of the key targets for 

local government cuts. Therefore, choked by the disease of austerity, public libraries, 

particularly easily accessible local libraries, are a function of society under threat in our local 

communities. Without such establishments to provide the rich resources that, in the 

paragraphs above, have been shown to be imperative for the future generations, we must 

fall back to the next line of defence – school libraries. However, if these too are going to 
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suffer of underfunding, just like the education system, then where does that leave our 

young people? The answer is chilling, but it is true – we will lose a generation to a state of 

epistemological destitution, who lack a well-versed view of the planet around them. 

Therefore, while school libraries might seem like the obvious place to save money, it cannot 

be stressed that to do this would maroon the young people of tomorrow in a world they 

would struggle to find their feet in.  

Furthermore, it would be impossible to deny that a library within a school can carry out 

functions that a public library would be incapable of, due to its position on the school 

premises, and is therefore focused on the needs of the pupil. Because of its location, it is 

frequented by the majority, if not everyone, who is enrolled – and through that, even with 

the most reluctant of visitors, it ensures that the encouragement to read, whether it be 

through books, audiobooks, and e-books, reaches every single pupil, so that every pupil’s 

literary journey is valued and nourished by the school librarian, who is employed specifically 

to fine-tune the library experience to every library user, their personality, their methods of 

learning, and their skillset.  

This is why the school librarian is such a vital part of the community. With the ability to 

meet a pupil, the librarian can quickly draw up a clear understanding of who they are, to 

ensure that they make the most of the resources available. This would be entirely 

unattainable in a public library. They offer dedicated service to the community, introducing 

children to swathes of new literature, helping them to find books that are right for them and 

will enrich them, with the breadth of experience and knowledge of genres, books and 

authors to attack this task deftly. They work tirelessly to encourage reading amongst 

younger students, through a mix of challenges, quizzes, activities, and occasionally trips, all 

to try and cultivate an appetite for reading amongst all students, knowing that it is a crucial 

skill when a young person goes out into the real world. Not only this, but their dedication to 

assisting young people with research relevant to their studies, ensuring that students aren’t 

only avid readers, but also readers who are aware of how to apply their voracious appetite 

for literature to resources that fit with their curriculum, is something that cannot be 

undervalued. In a similar vein, the importance of school librarians cannot be undervalued. 

They are vital elements of the community, enriching the life of students and staff. 

School libraries being entwined with the curriculum means that the library experience for 

each user can be made all the more applicable, and can enhance their learning experience, 

to ensure they are making the most of their time, and the best resources available to them. 

This is ensured through the use of online research resources, of which there are a multitude 

available, such as Britannica’s online platform and Issues Online. These sorts of platforms 

encourage access to reliable, referenced material, that lead to good research skills and 

ensure that students’ work utilises accurate and well-written sources. While the internet is a 

wonderful source of information, access to these sites ensures that inaccurate and 

irrelevant information is extracted. While the danger of this is that the student becomes 

unable to identify valuable, well-written sources, this is not the case, as school libraries are 

often the centre of research lessons. These develop good internet surfing habits, as well as 

ensuring that pupils are apt users of books, to make certain that young people build good 
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research habits and are capable of consuming information, and knowing what is accurate 

and relevant, while also having the ability to double check all information to ensure its 

reliability. Importantly, these lessons also teach referencing, so that there is no danger of 

young people ever straying into the minefield of plagiarism. These habits are vital skills later 

in life, not only for those embarking on academic careers, but also because the skills are 

applicable to challenges that all of us face in our lives. 

But in truth, Prime Minister, it goes so far beyond this. A school library does not merely 

ensure knowledge, security, and understanding of the world around them, nor does it 

simply prepare them with the skills required to deal with it. It is, in fact, much simpler. While 

I cannot speak for any community other than my own, I can, for certain, without hesitation, 

say this: 

The school library is the heart of the community. 

It is the lynchpin of the complex educational establishment we have around us – a sanctuary 

for anyone who requires it. Not least in the safe retreat embodied in literature, but crucially, 

in the warm, comforting, quiet, though bubbly and happy, and above all, accepting, place of 

safety and kindness. The library is the way of escape for the students who do not fit in, and 

we are the line of defence against a stress-focused, one-size-fits-all, creativity-draining, and 

mentally damaging style of education argued by the powers that be. It is a community in 

itself, welcoming of everyone, from all backgrounds, cultures, groups, struggles, abilities – 

people from all over the world, the A-grade pupil, the student with dyslexia. It is a place 

where the individual is cherished, and where ultimately, young people are allowed to fly – 

socially, and mentally. Students come to the library to feel accepted – not only amongst 

their peers, but against all the difficulties thrown up by the lives they lead. And it is that, 

that makes the school library beyond invaluable – the ultimate safe space in the school 

community, built around acceptance at its very core. That is ultimately why school libraries 

are so important – they are a safe space that has brought joy and contentment to so many, 

and has made their confidence flourish in ways that would have previously seemed 

impossible.  

A child who has to endure an education without such a place is not only a very terrifying 

thought, but ultimately, a very sad one. 

It is, for this reason, that the school library has become such a fundamental part of the 

community. As an individual, it has allowed me to grow throughout my time at school. I 

have grown up, and the school library has been so important in allowing me to do this – a 

plane upon which I have built my confidence, and explored who I am. For an individual who 

is somewhat quirky, the school library is the place where my eccentricity is not only 

tolerated, nor just accepted –most of all, it is valued. Those values of kindness and 

acceptance are ideas I truly believe in, and it is an honour to be able to serve part of the 

community where those values are held close, and where younger students who are like my 

former self can come and embark on a journey similar to that of my own. ‘Similar’ is a very 

important word, for nobody is the same, and diversity is wonderful – and that is something 

the school library identifies and values, in the way that everyone, of all backgrounds, 
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cultures, personalities, and abilities, are accepted. Because of all these things, the school 

library is a place where I am happy, and ultimately, that is something that, in this dark, 

dismal, and frequently intolerant world we live in, should always be valued at the highest 

degree. 

While it is hard to top the ultimate case for school libraries, it must also be mentioned that 

such a community leads to a sense of responsibility within many. While school libraries are 

not run by many employed staff, this is an almost insignificant fact, due to the number of 

pupil volunteers who are willing to step up to the mark and serve their local community. 

That is another reason why school libraries are so important – they nourish a sense of social 

responsibility within young people, showing them the importance of serving the local 

community, as well as the virtues that can be developed through doing so. These are skills 

that are vital in the real world, and will ultimately lead to a generation of kind individuals 

that can walk confidently out into the world. 

In the end, we send our children to school to learn. Not just facts and figures, nor 

information about the world, nor data to be consumed solely for examination – but we send 

children to school to learn about themselves, about moral values, about society, and about 

different cultures.  

As has been made clear in this letter, knowledge is not a privilege, and one cannot penalise 

those without privilege by taking away the means by which they can build their 

understanding of planet Earth. The school library is the ultimate safeguard against this, as 

an organ through which these vital aspects of education are given life; it is a centre where 

children can have access to a world of resources, right within their school, which is crucial in 

building individuals who are ready for the real world. This is underpinned by the 

fundamental nature of the school library, as the beating heart of the community, that allows 

young people to grow in confidence and develop an understanding of all those values we 

would like future generations to grace the world with.  

Therefore, if we would like to not only prepare young people for the world, but prepare 

knowledgeable, talented, and above all, good, and kind people, then it is so important that 

school libraries remain as a pillar of the school community. 

Yours sincerely 

Ed Goundrey-Smith 

 

 

 


