Hydestor award 2010: Frontline reader-centred course

In 2010 I was the Aoraki recipient of the Hydestor award for professional development to undertake the Frontline reader development course. This is an online training course widely used in the UK and Ireland and more recently adopted by libraries in Melbourne and Victoria. I believe I am the first person to have tried it in a New Zealand library. This is a report of my experience.

Our libraries generally do well by people who know what they want – all our systems are geared to tracking and finding information. However Frontline’s research says that 75% of people come to the library with the much vaguer intention of “finding something good to read” What is the experience of browsing readers in public libraries? What are they looking for? How are they finding it? What problems and help do they encounter? This course puts the recreational reader into the forefront.

The course is divided into 7 modules, and is entirely practical, with specific exercises to undertake in your library, reflect on and evaluate. There is also a discussion board for course trainees, and I was interested to share experiences with others around the world.
The first module involved talking with readers about how they chose what they wanted to read. This was really interesting, and revealed a lot of borrowers who don’t clearly understand how the library is organised, select within a limited reading range and only explore a small part of the library. It was almost universal to hear that they often had difficulty finding something to read. The second module looked at what reading appeal means to different readers, both to other course participants via the online discussion board, and again by talking to library users. 
 Modules 3 & 4 looked at how publishers signal the appeal of books in cover design, and practised arranging them into an attractive display based around appeal factors. There is much to learn from the retail sector here. The aim is to widen the range of easy choice beyond bestsellers or a particular genre. My best comment from this exercise came after I moved the display to a more prominent position: “I came in the door and there was my book waiting for me”. As a result of this part of the course, we have a permanent and ever-changing display of face-out books to welcome readers. I notice a measurable improvement in the rate of issues when I take the time to arrange them so that the covers visually enhance each other. 

I was at this point in the course when we were planning the small library that temporarily replaces our earthquake-damaged building in Kaiapoi. It was very helpful to consider Frontline principles to get maximum value from limited stock.

Module 5 looked at reader-to-reader recommendations, and gave us a variety of options to try for an exercise promoting word-of-mouth suggestions. I adapted this to make use of our catalogue overlay LibraryThing for Libraries, which adds reader reviews, tags and readalike suggestions to the catalogue record. This module left me with lots more ideas to try than I could undertake at the time. I think there is a lot of scope here for engaging a community of readers more fully with the library.
Modules 6 & 7 involved planning and observing a promotion aimed at a specific group of library users. I targeted mine at men, who can perceive the library as a female-dominated space, sometimes to the extent that they ask their womenfolk to select books for them. I kept the display topped up with books with masculine appeal from across the collection. It was satisfying to see this turn over about half its stock every day, with lots of men stopping to browse, and favourable comments from men who come to the library to use computers, but seldom borrow. 

The Frontline course has reconnected me with the reason I work in a library – to be able to use my skills to connect people with books. The course is not academically difficult, but requires a willingness to experiment and observe, and to engage with library users. This has been a course that continues to develop the more I use the principles. It has inspired and enthused me and I hope had benefits for our library users. 

My thanks to Hydestor and the Aoraki branch for their generosity.
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Waimakariri District Libraries

pat.mock@wmk.govt.nz

Further information:

The reader-friendly library service / Rachel Van Riel, Olive Fowler and Anne Downes. Newcastle upon Tyne, The Society of Chief Librarians, 2008

http://www.openingthebook.com/library-training/frontline/default.aspx 

Frontline at Melbourne Library Service 2010 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NF0GgDTGzEw
Putting readers first: Frontline training in Victoria, by Anne Downes, Shirley Bateman and Susan McLaine. APLIS 23(4) December 2010 p132-140.

