Killay Library, Swansea

The Six School Challenge

Children Missing Out

In 2008 Killay Library launched a number of successful initiatives to promote the library and its services.

.

Although the initiatives and events were successful on a number of levels, it soon became clear that however effectively the library was marketed within the community or how successful the staff were in creating a warm and welcoming environment for children, there was always groups of children who found it difficult to engage with library services.

One of the reasons for this was that as a public library, certain perceived rules and regulations acted as barriers to the child joining the library.  One of the main obstacles appeared to be parental consent and the registration procedures. Children whose backgrounds did not have embedded library use and/or a background of books and reading in the home seemed to be less likely to be motivated to join the library or motivate their parents to take them. Either the parent/guardian was too busy, too ill or just couldn’t be bothered to make the necessary one off trip to the library to complete the registration process.

Whatever the reason, those children knew that until they were16, they would never be able to become a member of the library and if they weren’t going to be allowed to be members of the library until they were 16, the chances were they would never become members at all.

This didn’t just involve a handful of children. Based on the interaction the staff have with local schools, we estimated that around 30% of the children in the six surrounding primary and junior schools were not members of the local library (around 450 children).

It was with this fact in mind that I came up with our latest initiative called the Six School Challenge.

The Challenge

Launched on the 1 September 2009 and running through to April 2010, this initiative involves Killay Library working in partnership with 6 local junior schools and the local Education Department to ensure that every child in these six schools is registered as members of their local public library. 

The schools involved in the initiative are Cila Primary School, Dunvant School, Hendrefoilan Primary School, Crwys Primary School, Parkland Primary School and Pen Y Fro Primary School.

The concept of the challenge is quite simple. Each month, one school provides us with the names and date of births of all of their children. We then check them against our data base to find out who is and who isn’t a member. If we see that a name and date of birth is already on the system we assume that that child is already a member but if not, we register that child and provide them with their very own card.

At the end of the month we return the cards to the school, along with letters of introduction in named envelopes and they are then handed out to the children in class.

To celebrate the fact that every child in that particular school is now a member of the library and to get all of the children enthused in the challenge, we then put every child’s name into a prize draw to win £20 worth of Tesco Entertainment vouchers.

As you can see this process involves a high level of cooperation between Killay Library and the six participating schools and from the very start we were determined that this should be an initiative that benefited all parties involved.

Therefore as part of the initiative we decided that each month, Killay Library would promote the school whose pupils we were registering that month. Therefore, October became Cila Primary School month and November became Dunvant School month etc.

For the whole month all of our display boards are turned over to that particular school and the schools are allowed to promote themselves in which ever way they wish. So far, the schools involved have decided to use our boards to display the children’s school work in order to allow family and friends to see it. This has proved very successful.

Overcoming Obstacles

As I have just mentioned, the concept of the challenge was simple. However, we soon realised that implementing it was not.

The first obstacle which became apparent was the major issue of data protection. At an early meeting with the Education Department, I was informed that although they loved the concept, they had major reservations about telling the schools that they could hand over the children’s personal details to Swansea Libraries, even though not so long ago we were part of the same department. 

It seemed like the challenge was finished before it had even got off the ground. It was here that we suggested to Education that we send out an opt-out letter to all the parents in a school the month before registration allowing them to opt their child out of the initiative if they did not want their child’s information shared with Swansea Libraries. 

Although understandably concerned about the data protection issue, the Education Department were still very supportive and enthusiastic about the challenge and they quickly accepted this proposal as a solution. Therefore the month before we start to register a school, we supply opt out letters to that school so that they can hand them out to all of the children to take home to their parents at the end of the day. 

As the-opt out part of the letter only takes up the bottom of the page, we have used the rest of the letter to promote Killay Library and the services we provide. Over 1500 children are involved in this challenge and therefore we have been able to use this letter to promote our Library in over a thousand homes thanks to the participating local schools.

Another major problem we encountered during the planning stage of the Challenge was the risk of stock loss. We had agreed with Education that we would just take the children’s names and date of births. However, without having their addresses we left ourselves open to some of those children coming into our library, taking out large numbers of stock, not returning them and us not having an address to chase them up.

This problem was eventually resolved by our Principal Librarian for Information and Learning, Karen Gibbins. She devised a temporary profile name which restricts the borrower to taking out two books only on the card. A message is then put in the address box notifying members of staff that the card is restricted to two books only but to update this temporary profile name to full status once proof of address has been provided. (See enclosed Temporary Profile document).

To avoid confusion for the borrower, this restricted access is clearly explained in the introductory letter which accompanies the new library card, as is the fact that the parent can quite easily increase the amount of items their child borrows from the library by providing proof of address.

Impact and Success

The Six School Challenge has been successful on a number of levels. 

Firstly, after working with just two schools, we have already registered over a hundred children as part of the challenge.

Furthermore, twenty five of those children have already updated their status to full usage and in a number of cases the parents who have come in with proof of address have also registered themselves and other siblings.

Secondly, the Challenge is not only good for Killay Library but also for the participating schools, not only should it help with improving reading skills as more children become members of the library but the schools can now put on their inspection reports that every single one of their pupils are members of a public library.

The displays put on in the library by the schools have proved very popular and have resulted in many parents and grandparents coming into the library to see the children’s work thus also promoting the library to a wider demographic.

It has been very pleasing that by holding these displays within the library, we have been able to consolidate Killay Library’s role as being at the centre of the local community.

Our cooperation with the Education Department also resulted in the Literary Advisory Team inviting me to make two presentations to the city’s Literary Advisors at their centre in Clydach. Not only was I able to discuss and promote the potential of the Six School Challenge to teachers from over thirty schools, I was also able to expand these presentations to highlight the importance of libraries and schools working together. The reception I received from the teachers was hugely positive who up to that point had little idea of what Swansea Libraries had to offer them.

The publicity generated by this Challenge has been very positive through the local press and we hope to build on this through local radio stations. The challenge has been instigated at a very low cost with our only real finance being the cost of the Tesco vouchers which have come out of Killay Library’s Marketing money for the year and the cost of printing out letters and promotional posters which has been minimal. The main resource used in this initiative has been staff time but even this has not proved excessive. Indeed, even though Killay Library is a relatively small community library, the staff have been able to cope with registering the children quite comfortably. 

The Challenge is a very successful method of allowing us to target 100% of the children in the area who are not currently members as we are able to identify them through the data provided through the schools. By the time this challenge is finished, every child between 5-11 years of age in this area of Swansea (1500 children) will be a member of Swansea Libraries. 

However, the real exciting thing about this challenge is its potential. Swansea Libraries are now looking to roll this challenge out across the city which would not only mean that the Challenge would impact upon thousands of children; it would make Swansea the only city in Wales to have registered all of its children in this age group as members of its public libraries. The publicity/prestige and impact of this is enormous both for Swansea Libraries and the city of Swansea.

Finally, I would argue that the main success of this Challenge is that we are registering hundreds of children as members of the library who might never have the chance to join otherwise. Yes, that membership is initially restricted, but the fact is these children are now no longer outsiders; they are members of Swansea Libraries and can come and make use of the service independently. What is more, it is my belief that if a child has their own card, there is a far greater chance that a parent/guardian will come down to the library to upgrade their child’s membership than if they had to go through the whole registration procedure.

The Six School Challenge therefore, is an initiative which benefits not only Killay Library but also all of the local primary schools, the city of Swansea and most of all, a significant number of children who up to now had been excluded from the many benefits which a public library can offer a child in life.

I have enclosed as attachments, copies of the opt-out letter, the follow up letter, a user screen image, an image of Cila’s Primary School Display and letters of support for the Challenge from Cila School, Dunvant School and Stephanie Vaughan from the Literacy Advisory Team in Swansea.

I believe this project fits the marketing awards criteria perfectly and shows that with a dedicated team of people, a very small budget and a lot of enthusiasm the library service can make a huge impact on people’s lives. The project also supports one of the core Council Aims to “Improve services for children and young people and raise standards of attainment and achievement so that everyone has the best possible start in life.”

If you require any further information about the project please do not hesitate to contact me.

Steve Jeacock

Library Manager

Killay Library

