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Shirley Prescott is the co-ordinator of 
Reader Services for Yarra Libraries in 
Melbourne, Victoria. She was awarded 
the Margery C. Ramsay scholarship by 
the State Library of Victoria to undertake 
a study tour of the UK in May 2006, 
investigating reader development. inCite 
talked to Shirley and discovered she is 
passionate about public libraries, reader 
development and customer service.

What w ere som e key differences and  

innovations you foun d  in the U K  which  

co u ld  be  applied to cu stom er service  

in Australian libraries?

Reading seems to have a much higher 
profile, politically and in the media, 
in the UK than Australia. This was 
demonstrated in the UK Government's 
2003 Framework for the Future 
program's report at <www.mla.gov.uk/ 
website/programmes/framework>. The 
program's mission isto bring reading to the 
heart of every community and it advocates 
that reader development is the key to 
addressing change in the community. In 
the media, a good example is the success 
of The Richard and )udy Book Club, see
<www.richardancljudybookclub.co.uk>,

which has brought great reading ideas to 
the mainstream.

The recognition of the importance of 
reader development in UK public libraries 
can be largely attributed to the work of 
two main organisations — The Reading 
Agency (TRA), and Opening the Book.

...re s e a rc h  show s t h a t  7 5 %  

o f  lib ra ry  users a re  b ro w s e rs  

a n d  m o s t visits o n ly  la s t  

5 - 9  m in u te s .

The Reading Agency: I looked at their 
work with adult readers, with the media 
and in book trade partnerships with pub­
lic libraries. In particular, TRA's innovative 
Reading Partners project matches libraries 
and publishers to work together on pro­
grams for readers. Library staff are gaining 
a great deal of job satisfaction and pro­
fessional development and have enjoyed 
better promotion to the wider community. 
Publishers have had direct contact with 
readers for their market research.
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Opening the Book: In libraries, the reader- 
centred approach they take offers a level 
of customer care which can inform and 
reinvent services across the board. The 
'Working Concepts' section at <http:// 
www.openingthebook.com/otb/findout- 
about.asp?idno=54> has background 
information about a reader-centred ap­
proach and what reader development is.

W hat approach to cu stom er service  can  

libraries take when they are not actually  

selling som ething?

I believe that the biggest advantage 
libraries have over bookshops is that we 
give our readers a chance to experiment 
with books. As our patrons do not have 
to purchase anything, they can be 
encouraged to try something different and 
out of their normal reading comfort zone 
without any cost to themselves. This can 
really help people expand their reading 
choices.

H o w  can libraries engage with custom ers  

in an increasingly digital/rem ote service  

delivery  env ironm ent?

Opening the Book is creating reader- 
centred websites. There are some terrific 
examples that bring books and readers 
together in interesting and fun ways, such 
as <wbichbook.net>, the Welsh libraries' 
Give me a break, at <www.givemeabreak. 
org>, <scottishreaders.net> and the 
wonderful Reader2 Reader, at <www. 
reader2reader.net>, which features a 'Bin 
a Book' section, where you can consign 
an overrated, over-hyped book to the bin.

I believe that many people choose a 
profession in libraries because they love 
books, yet we have had a 10-15-year 
period of service delivery, staff expertise

and professional development dominated 
by IT and information services. Now, 
however, Australian libraries are being 
called upon to focus back on our core 
business of books and reading, especially 
with the reader development renaissance 
being witnessed internationally —  
particularly in the UK and the US. Our 
main challenge here is that many of our 

library staff have lost confidence in 
giving people advice about books and 
offering our borrowers the chance to 
try something new to read.

A great example of meeting that 
challenge is Essex County Council.
It has 73 libraries and, astoundingly,
it supports over 350 reading, or 
Booktalk, groups. June Turner, Reader 
Development Manager, told me that 
Booktalk groups play a very active 
role in the library service in many 

ways: for example, members make
regular contributions to ’Ask Chris', 
another fabulous reader-centred website 
containing thousands of recommendations 
from readers and reading groups. Also, 
members appear once a month on BBC 
Radio Essex.

H o w  can libraries help patrons w ho are  

increasingly tim e-poor?

They can rethink their spaces and the 
services offered to readers. Opening the 
Book's reader-centred approach has really 
turned around the way libraries organise 
their collections, making it easy for the 
independent browser to find something 
appealing to read — quickly. As part of 
my study tour, I attended Opening the 
Book's excellent Reader-Friendly Library 
training. Whatstruck me isthatfortoo long 
libraries have organised their collections 
and spaces to suit the needs of the library 
staff. Staff know their way around their 
library, but for most borrowers, the library 
is bewildering. Opening the Book's 
research shows that 75% of library users 
are browsers and most visits only last 5-9 
minutes. The importance of putting the 
reader first and making a strong impact 
with attractive face-out displays in high- 
traffic areas is obvious. Many libraries 
I visited had Express Zones or Quick

continued on page 40
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2 5 /9  A L IA  C a re e r M a n a g e m e n t G ro u p  
(V IC ) The Real M anagem ent Conference. 
Featuring 'F ish !' author Steve Lundin, 
and Stephanie D o w rick , it's a focus on 
productivity, fun and happiness at w ork. 
Location : Sydney, D arling  Harbour. Cost: 
A L IA  m em ber $600, Non-m em ber $770. 
Contact: Sue Hunt, ph sue@synergyplus- 
training .com
2 6 /9  M e n to r in g  N S W  Library Folk In the 
Pub. The H ippo Bar, M adison Hotel, cnr 
D evonshire and Chalm ers Sts, Surrey H ills , 
6 :00pm . Contact: Julian Sortland, 0429 
470  672 , info@ lfip .info , http ://w ww .lfip . 
info/
2 7 /9  Key Forum s - M a s te r Class Im p le ­
m en tin g  L ib rary  2 .0 , led by Dr A lex  Byrne, 
U n iversity Librarian , U n iversity o fTechnol- 
ogy, Sydney. Cost: A L IA  member $ 930 .3 0 , 
Non-m em ber $ 1 0 9 4 .5 0 . Contact: Key 
Forums, ph 02 9436 425 5 , helen.lew is@  
keyforum s.com .au , http://w ww .keyforum s. 
com .au

N T

1 9 /9  A L IA  Top End. M eeting. Venue: C D U , 
Palmerston, 5 :30pm . Contact Sarah W hite , 
08 8935 9991 , sarah.white@ palm erston. 
nt.gov.au

Q L D

1 6 - 1 9 /9  Q u e e n s la n d  P ublic  L ibraries  
A ssociation  C o n fe re n c e  Build ing Bridges 
to Know ledge -  Com m unity Engagement, 
Technology and Pub lic Libraries. Venue: 
C iv ic  H a ll, Ipsw ich . Contact Q P LA  Secre­
tary: ph 07 4992  7361 , jensenf@ banana. 
qld .gov.au , http ://library.ipsw ich .q id .gov. 
au/qpla/index.htm
1 8 /9  L ib rary  Technicians Q L D  General 
M eeting. Location : T B A . T im e: 5pm for 
5 :30pm  start. Contact Trish D 'A rcy, 07 
3623 7407 , p .darcy@ m cauiey.acu .edu .au  
1 9 /9  Q O P A L  M e e tin g . Resource O ptions, 
Suite 5, 936 Logan Road, Ho lland  Park. 
Contact Jenny H ale or Kerri N ixon , ph 07 
3847  649 9 , info@ resource-options.com .au

SA

3 /9  A L IA  South  A u stra lia  M onthly meeting. 
A ll SA A LIA  members w e lcom e. Venue: 
Am ore Cafe , A dela ide . Tim e: 6prn for 
6 :15pm . Contact: Helen Kw aka, 02 8397 
7454 , kwakh@ cttg.sa.gov.au 
1 4 - 1 5 /9  South A u stra lia  State Confer­
ence School Libraries M ake A D ifference. 
Contact: Eva D im asi, eva.dim asi@ nazareth . 
ca tho lic .edu .au
1 7 /9  A L IA  South A u stra lia  Visual M er­
chandising  W orkshop . O ne-day workshop 
featuring Kevin H ennah. Venue: Burnside 
Ballroom , Adela ide . Cost: A L IA  member 
$80, Non-m em ber $100 . Contact: Benita 
W heeler, ph 08 8242 1138, benita_j@  
optusnet.com .au

2 6 - 2 7 /9  A L IA  South A u s tra lia  Academ ic 
and Research Libraries 20/20 V ision . A jo int 
A R C O M  and A LIA  Inform ation Science (SA) 
event. Venue: Stockdale Room , Flinders 
University. Tim e: 1 :45pm  -  5 :00pm . Con­
tact Christine Cother, ph 08 8302 6810

TAS

5 /9  A L IA  Tasm ania Elizabeth  Co llege 
Library Tour. Includes access to the Aborig i­
nal Education Resource Centre and the ESL 
co llection . Tim e: 12pm -  2pm . Cost: gold 
coin donation. RSVP appreciated . Contact: 
Jo Beck, jo .beck@ education .tas.gov.au

V IC

2 7 /9  A L IA  N e w  G ra d u a te s  G ro u p  (V IC )
CSU  Student's D inner. Venue: European Bier 
Cafe, 120 Exhib ition St, M elbourne. RSVP 
required. Contact: M ich e lle  Thom ason, 
ph 03 9345 5158 , m ichelle.thom ason@  
rch.org.au

W A

6 /9  A ustra lian  C o p y rig h t C o u n c il Sem inars, 
Perth Presented by A C C  copyright law  
experts. Sem inars on copyright topics for 
librarians, includ ing the new  provision 
for m aintaining or operating a library or 
arch ive . Contact Reception: ph 02 8815 
9777 , in fo@ copyright.org.au, http://www. 
copyright.org.au

N A T IO N A L

6 /9  N a tio n a l S im u ltaneous  S to ry tim e  2 0 0 7
This event w ill take p lace on the Thursday 
of National Literacy and N um eracy W eek 
at 11 :00am . Contact A L IA  National O ffice , 
02 6215 8222 , http://alia.org.au/advocacy/ 
storytime/
1 0 /9 - 2 2 /1 0  A L IA  &  School o f H e a lth  and  
R elated Research (U n iv e rs ity  o f S heffie ld ,
U K ) e-Fo lioz: An introduction to e-learning. 
Registrations open soon. Contact: A L IA  PD 
O fficer, ph 02 6215 8222 , pd@ alia.org.au 
1 /1 2 /0 7  -  1 3 /2 /0 8  S u m m e r R eading  C lub
Superheroes Sum m er -  Read around O Z !
For further inform ation and to order SRC 
m erchandise: h ttp ://w w w .alia .org .au/src. 
O ffic ia l website: http://www.sum m erread- 
ingclub.org.au

C O N FE R E N C E S

6 /9  L ibraries A ustra lia  Forum  2 0 0 7  Venue: 
State Library of Q ueensland . Register 
on line : http ://www.nla.gov.au/librariesaus- 
tralia/aum /laf07/rego.htm l. Contact: 
ph 1800 026 155.
7 /9  A ustra lian  C o m m itte e  on C a ta lo g u in g  
(A C O C ) S em in ar 2 0 0 7 : Prom ise for the 
future, or legacy of the past: cataloguing 
in a changing w orld . V enue: State Library 
of Q ueensland . T im e: 9 :30am  -  4 :30pm . 
Contact Events Manager, 02 6215 8214 , 
conferences@ alia.org .au
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C h o ic e  areas and a ll lib ra ry  staff reported 

that these have had a p o sitive  im p act on 

p e rfo rm ance  as w e ll as im p rov ing  the im age 

of the lib rary .

W hat ca n  m a n a g e rs  d o  to  m o tiv a te  tea m s to  

d e liv e r  h ig h  le ve ls  o f  c u s to m e r  s e r v ic e ?

If lib ra ries a re  to tru ly  transform  the w ay  they 

offer th e ir se rv ice s  and  sp aces, staff tra in ing  

is ab so lu te ly  essen tia l. O p e n in g  the Book 

has taken a ve ry  e ffective  ap p roach  w ith  

the ir o n lin e  tra in ing  co u rse , Frontlin e , w h ic h  

targets those w h o  have m ost d irect co n tact 

w ith  read ers . It is p ra c t ica l, se lf paced  and 

can  be d one  by an yo ne , an y w h e re . Everyon e  

I spoke to in d ifferent lib ra ry  au tho rities said  

the ir staff have  benefited  g reatly ; som e said  

it w as the best tra in ing  th e ir staff have eve r 

done.

W h e n e ve r I ta lk  to p eo p le  w h o  w o rk  in 

lib ra ries about the find ing s o f m y study, 

there is a strong sense of en thu sia sm  and 

e xc ite m e n t. W e  ran a co u p le  o f reader 

d eve lo p m ent sem inars in M e lb o u rn e  last 

year w ith  O p e n in g  the Book's D irecto r, 

R ache l van  R ie l, and  pa rtic ip an ts  w e re  

heard to co m m en t, 'F in a lly . Som e tra in ing  

about b o o ks '. Investigations are u n d erw ay  to 

secu re  fund ing  to m ake  Frontlin e  a va ila b le  in 

A u stra lia , w ith  V ic to ria  the p ilo t state.

W hat e lse  w o u ld  y o u  lik e  to  e n c o u ra g e  

A u stra lia n  lib ra rie s  to  d o ?

The  support o f read ing  groups is p o ssib ly  one 

of the m ost reader-centred  se rv ice s  a lib ra ry  

can  offer. T h e y  g ive the o p portu n ity  for p eo p le  

to in teract w ith  others w h o  love read ing  

and exp an d s peo p le 's  read ing  ch o ice s , 

in troducing  them  to books they w o u ld  not 

n e ce ssa rily  have p icked  for them se lves .

Read ing  groups a re  ve ry  p o p u la r in 

M e lb o urne  and V ic to ria  but not a ll lib ra ry  

se rv ices have the ir o w n . I n o ticed  that m ost 

of the U K  lib ra rie s  I v is ited  had a c lo se  

re la tio nsh ip  w ith  the read ing  groups in th e ir 

co m m u n ity  —  as w e ll as d ire c t ly  supporting  

the groups w ith  reg u lar m eetings in th e ir 

lib ra rie s , they a lso  p rov ided  read ing  group 

sets for n o n-lib ra ry  g roups to bo rrow .

The tim e is ab so lu te ly  right for reader 

d eve lop m ent to take  off in lib ra rie s  in 

A u stra lia . I strong ly  b e lie v e  that by 

im p lem enting  these p r in c ip le s , the level 

of se rv ice  our lib ra rie s  o ffer w il l im p rove  

m arked ly . O u r lib ra rie s  w il l perform  m uch  

better, engagem ent w ith  the co m m u n ity  

w il l be stronger, and staff w il l  gain  a g reater 

deal of job  sa tis factio n . The  reader-centred  

approach  is the u ltim ate  cu stom er se rv ic e  

w e  can  offer.

<P re sco tS @ yarrac ity .v ic .g o v .au >
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