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'W h a t  t h e . . . .  is a le a rn in g  c e n t r e ? ' o r  'W h y  d id  th e  C o rt in a  c o m e  in to  th e  l ib ra ry ? '

A  re s p o n s e  to  th e  a r t ic le  'L ith g o w , firs t

W hen I w as n e w ly  a rr ive d  as l i ­

b ra ry  m anager o f Bathu rst C ity  

L ib ra ry  in N e w  Sou th  W a le s  

in 2 0 0 1 , I re ce ive d  an in v ita t io n  to v is it  

the site o f the n e w  lea rn ing  cen tre  in the 

n e a rb y  C ity  o f L ith g o w . I w a s  not su re  

w h a t a le a rn in g  cen tre  w a s , so I accep ted  

the in v ita tio n  w ith  e n th u s ia sm , k n o w in g  

I w o u ld  be on a lea rn ing  cu rv e . I e ve n tu ­

a lly  set off, m y heart a flu tter, keen  to see 

su ch  a beast. B e a r in m in d  I had been  a 

p u b lic  lib ra rian  in tw o  states and m anager 

in th ree lib ra ry  se rv ices , so m y e xp e rie n ce  

w a s  not in c o n s id e ra b le ! Yet d id  I k n o w  

w h a t  I w a s  g o in g  to see? . . .n a h ,  no t a 

c lu e . I w a s  ab so lu te ly  u n aw a re  that I w as 

g o ing  to see  the site o f the  n e w  L ith g o w  

P u b lic  L ib ra ry  (and  a ve ry  n ic e  lib ra ry  it 

tu rned  out to be).

I am  co m m itted  to fig hting  the in sa n ­

ity  o f th e  use  o f th is  m is le a d in g  n am e , 

'th e  le a rn in g  c e n tre '. Fo rg ive  m e fo r b e­

ing sc e p tic a l, but the recent ph en o m eno n  

of re n am in g  ou r p u b lic  lib ra rie s  'le a rn in g  

cen tres ' re a lly  is d riv in g  m e to d istra ctio n . 

W h at's  a le a rn in g  cen tre  and  w h y  are  w e  

in flic tin g  this boring and con fu sing ly  inane 

n o m e n c la tu re  on our custom ers? I be lieve  

that, to the great detrim ent o f p u b lic  lib rar­

ies, o u r co re  fun ctio n  is be ing  c lo u d e d  by 

the g ro w in g  use o f th is title .

P u b lic  lib ra r ia n s  h ave  sp en t g e n e ra ­

tio n s try in g  to im p rin t so m e  re co g n itio n  

o f w h a t a lib ra ry  is into the m in d s o f the 

g enera l p u b lic . W e  have been  su ccessfu l 

to a d eg ree  but m an y  p e o p le  still regard  

the p u b lic  lib ra ry  as an  e lite  in stitu tio n  

w ith  n o th in g  to o ffe r th e m . S h o u ld  w e  

n o w  fu rthe r co n fu se  ou r p ro sp e ctive  c u s ­

to m e rs  w ith  th is  c o n fu s in g , m is le a d in g  

n am e and  w il l w e  re c la ss ify  o u rse lve s  as 

'le a rn in g  ce n tre  sp e c ia lis ts '?

C a l l in g  o u rs e lv e s  a le a rn in g  c e n tre  

co n fu se s  p ro sp e c tive  users as to o u r pri-
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le a rn in g  c it y  in  N S W ',  in C ite , S e p te m b e r

m ary fo cus (recreation !) an d , I be lieve , a b ­

so lu te ly  acts as a b a rr ie r to th ose  sp e c if ic  

g roup s w h o  are  t ra d it io n a lly  n o n - lib ra ry  

u sers an d  w h o m  w e  a re  try in g  to attract 

-  you th  an d  m a le s .

T h e  m a jo r ity  o f o u r cu s to m e rs  d e m ­

onstrate , by b o rro w in g  fic t io n  and  general 

n o n-fic tion  and  using  ou r recrea tio n a l a u ­

d io -v isu a l re so u rce s , that th e y  a re  in the  

lib ra ry  fo r re c re a t io n a l p u rp o se s . M a n y  

p e o p le  u se  the lib ra ry  as a p la c e  to m eet 

fo r a c o ffe e , to eat th e ir lu n c h , to  re la x , 

to lo ok  at a n e w sp ap e r, m a g a z in e  o r c o f­

fe e -tab le  b o o k  o r to use th e  in te rn e t fo r 

e -m a il o r c h a t . D e sp ite  th is  s ta t is t ic a lly  

u n c h a lle n g e a b le  b ia s  to w a rd s  r e c re a ­

tio n a l use , w e  c o n t in u e  to v a lu e  the fe w  

in fo rm a t io n  s e e k e rs  d is p ro p o rt io n a te ly  

in te rm s o f d ive rt in g  h ig h ly  p a id  sta ff to 

ca te r to th e ir needs (w h im s? ) and  in term s 

o f re so u rce s  a llo c a te d .

A  m o d ern  lib ra ry  sh o u ld  be e m p lo y ­

ing staff an d  re so u rce s  in a w a y  that re ­

sp o n d s  to  th e  a c tu a l u sa g e  p a tte rn s  o f 

c u s to m e rs , ra th e r th an  c a te r in g  fo r th e  

in fo rm a tio n  e n q u ire r . T h e  sep ara te  in fo r­

m ation  d esk  sh o u ld  be e lim in a te d . T h o se  

re stfu l h o u rs  sp e n t by q u a l if ie d  lib r a r ­

ian s a n sw e r in g  th e  odd  re fe re n c e  q u e ry  

sh o u ld  be  re d ire c te d  to su p p o rt a s in g le  

d u a l-p u rp o s e  d e sk  fo r c i r c u la t io n  a n d  

in fo rm a tio n . T h is  sh o u ld  be  op era ted  by 

a ll le v e ls  o f lib ra ry  staff, tra in e d  and  m o ­

tiva te d  to  re sp o n d  e n th u s ia s t ic a l ly  w ith  

p ro active  cu sto m e r se rv ic e  to p ro sp ective  

cu sto m ers and  to a ll in itia l e n q u ire s  w ith ­

ou t d is c r im in a t io n .

A s a cu s to m e r s e rv ic e  t ra in in g  e x e r­

c ise , o u r staff re g u la rly  v is it  o ther p u b lic  

lib ra r ie s  in a se c re t-sh o p p e r ro le . In on e  

la rg e  w e ste rn  S y d n e y  lib ra ry  o u r sh o p ­

p e r w a s  a c tu a lly  to ld , by a p re su m a b ly  

o v e rw o rk e d  in fo rm a tio n  d e sk  lib ra r ia n , 

to 'c o m e  b a ck  to m o rro w '. Yet not 5 m e ­

tres a w a y  at th e  c ir c u la t io n  d e sk , tw o  

sta ff stood  w a it in g  fo r c u s to m e rs . T h is  

resp onse  is s im p ly  not a c c e p ta b le  in the 

2 1 st ce n tu ry : cu stom ers are  not prepared  

to w a it , o r a c c e p t b e ing  sent a w a y  u n ­

til 'a n o th e r  d a y ', but d e m a n d  s e rv ic e  

N O W . In m an y  in stan ce s  on o u r v is its , 

w e  fo u n d  th at in fo rm a t io n  d e sk  sta ff 

fa ile d  to lo o k  up from  w h a t th ey  w e re  

d o in g  to be p ro a c t ive , o r to ask  if th ey  

c o u ld  h e lp ; th e y  fa ile d  to  m a k e  e y e  

c o n ta c t  w ith  p o ss ib le  c u s to m e rs . T h e  

co n ce p t o f a sep ara te  in fo rm atio n  d esk 

is no longer re levan t o r su sta in ab le , w e  

need to p ro v id e  the m a x im u m  cu stom er 

se rv ic e  resp onse  at one se rv ic e  po in t by 

the  m a x im u m  n um b er o f staff.
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Th e  lib ra ry  assistan ts at a se rv ic e  desk 

w il l a lw ays be asked for he lp  from  cu stom ­

ers w h o  a re  u n aw a re  and  u n ca rin g  o f any 

d ifferentiation  betw een  staff or desks. W h y  

should  w e  separate in fo rm ation  and  c irc u ­

la tion  se rv ic e  po in ts , as is often th e  case  

in lib ra ry  desig n? M a n y  lib ra ry  assistants 

have e x c e lle n t  p ro d u ct kn o w le d g e , good 

cu sto m er s e rv ic e  sk il ls  and  are  w asted  in 

lim ite d  c irc u la t io n  fu n c t io n s . C u sto m e rs 

w h o  re co g n ise  a c o n stan tly  fr ie n d ly  face  

am on g  staff sh o u ld  be ab le  to ask  fo r help 

from  that so u rce .

C o m b in in g  in fo rm a tio n  and  c i r c u la ­

tion fun ctio ns, as w e  have done at Bathurst 

L ib ra ry , has resu lted  in a red uctio n  in o p ­

e ra tin g  c o sts  o f p u b lic  lib ra ry  s e rv ic e s , 

p a rt ic u la r ly  in the long  te rm . W e  red uced  

the n u m b e r o f q u a lif ie d  lib ra ry  sta ff and 

n o w  use p ro p e rly  re c ru ite d , tra in e d  and 

m otivated  lib ra ry  assistan ts in th e ir p lace .

A ll te c h n ic a l se rv ic e s  staff, c a ta lo g u ­

ers , o ffice  staff and  IT  sp e c ia lis ts  w o rk in g  

in p u b lic  lib ra r ie s  sh o u ld  as a m atte r of 

c o u rs e  be re g u la r ly  ro s te re d  on to the 

cu sto m e r se rv ic e  d esk  so as to d e ve lo p  a 

cu sto m e r se rv ic e  e th ic . For h o w  on earth 

does one gain  and  retain  such  an essentia l 

fo cu s  if o n e  is not se rv in g  the cu sto m e r 

on the floor? N a tu ra lly , I p ropose that all 

p u b lic  lib ra ry  m anagers sh o u ld  a lso  serve 

on cu sto m er se rv ic e  desks, as I d o . O n ly  

thus, w h en  a ll p o ss ib le  staff reso urces are 

d iverted  as a p rio rity  to the cu sto m er se rv­

ice  fu n ctio n , w il l lib ra rie s  p ro v id e  a m a x i­

m um  cu sto m e r se rv ic e  response effort.

S ca rce  staff resources can  be dep loyed  

m ore e ffe c tive ly  if a ll staff a re  w o rk in g  to­

g e th e r w ith  fe w e r  d is t in c t io n s  b e tw e e n  

lib ra r ia n s , lib ra ry  te c h n ic ia n s  an d  o ther 

sta ff. A  better team  a tm o sp h e re  w i l l  be 

e n g en d ered  an d  better cu sto m e r se rv ic e  

w il l  re su lt. S taff in lib ra r ie s  sh o u ld  w e a r 

a un ifo rm  to c re a te  and  foster a cu sto m er 

se rv ic e  sty le  and  fa c ilita te  e as ie r id e n tif i­

cation  by the potentia l custom er. N o  m ore 

h id ing  beh ind  a d isg u ise  of an o n ym ity  but 

an up-front a v a ila b ility , exp ressed  by the 

c o rp o ra te  u n ifo rm , w o rn  by a ll lib ra ry  

sta ff, in c lu d in g  th e  m an ag e r. N a tu ra lly  

lib ra r ia n s  (though  fe w e r) w il l  s till c re a te  

in it ia t ive s and  p ro v id e  le a d e rsh ip , stra te­

g ic  d irectio n  and  m ento ring .

In te rm s o f l ib r a ry  la y o u t , w e  a lso  

need  to in c re a se  the ease  o f recrea tio n a l 

a c c e ss  by ad o p tin g  a re ta il o r bo oksto re  

lo ok , a llo w in g  e a s ie r b ro w s in g . O b se rve  

the m ore  m od ern  lib ra ry  layout and  you 

w il l see m an y books be ing  d isp layed  c o v ­

er out, as in a bo oksto re , and  not neces-
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sa r ily  in a n y  o rder. It is m ore  d if f ic u lt  fo r lib ra r­

ians to fin d  a p a rt ic u la r tit le , yet o u r b ro w s in g  

re c re a t io n a l re ad e rs  lo ve  it. T h e  in fo rm a tio n  

im p erative  (books on sh e lves and  in order) m ust 

be o ve rco m e  and  b ro w sin g  used m ore  often in 

lib ra rie s , p ro v id in g  the re c re a tio n a l read er w ith  

e asy  a c c e ss  to the parts o f the  c o lle c t io n  th ey  

w an t. In c re a se d  cu sto m e r sa tis factio n  and  red ­

u ced  sta ff tim e  sp en t sh e lv in g  w il l  m o re  than  

m ake  up fo r an y  in c o n v e n ie n c e  to lib ra ry  staff.

L ib ra r ie s  need  to be in te restin g  an d  e x c it ­

ing p la c e s . For the  yo u n g , a v is it  sh o u ld  be a 

good e x p e r ie n c e . That's w h y  w e  g ive  sm a ll k id s 

stam ps w h e n  th ey  v is it  an d  w h y  w e  p a rke d  a 

1963  C o rt in a  from  the N a tio n a l M oto r R ac in g  

M u se u m  (B ath u rst) in the  lib ra ry  -  ju st to c re ­

ate an in teresting  b a ckd ro p  to a d isp lay  for 'b ig  

k id s '.

M a n y  p e o p le  w h o  n e v e r  c o m e  in to  th e  

p u b lic  lib ra ry , th in k in g  it's an 'e lite  in stitu tio n ' 

w o u ld  fin d  m a te ria l, se rv ic e s  o r fa c il it ie s  h ere  

that m eet th e ir  n e e d s , e ve n  if it is o n ly  to sit 

and  d rin k  a co ffee  in a co m fo rtab le  sp ace  and  

read today's new spaper. A t Bathurst ou r externa l 

s ign age  is d e lib e ra te ly  d es ig ned  to p ro m o te  a 

n o n -cu ltu ra l im age and  so w e  have la rge , u n ­

lib ra ry - lik e , im p o ss ib le  to ig no re , gaudy, f lu o ­

rescen t signs p ro c la im in g  that w e  o ffer books, 

co o l d r in ks , co ffee  and  free  in ternet, w ith  not a 

m ention  o f 'le a rn in g '.

In 1 9 8 5  Bathurst L ib ra ry  lent 188  7 3 6  item s, 

in 2 0 0 5  w e  lent 2 8 9  1 97  item s . T h is  in c re a s e  

c o m p a re s  fa v o u ra b ly  to th e  U n ite d  K in g d o m

w h e re  u sag e  s ta t is t ic s  fo r 

p u b l ic  l ib r a r ie s  a re  d o w n  

5 0  p e r c e n t  o v e r  th e  last 

2 0  y e a r s . H o w  h a v e  w e  

a c h ie v e d  o u r  in c re a s e  at 

B a th u rs t?  B y  p ro v id in g  a 

c u s to m e r- f ir s t  a t t itu d e , a 

n o n - th re a te n in g , w e lc o m ­

ing  e n v iro n m e n t  an d  p ro ­

m o tin g  re c re a t io n a l m a te ­

r ia l. In o th e r w o rd s , g iv in g  

users w h a t  th e y  w a n t, in a 

fo rm a t th e y  w a n t an d  d is ­

p la y e d  th e  w a y  th e y  c a n  

e a s ily  a c c e ss  it.

I b e lie v e  that lib ra ria n s

n e e d  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t

the p resent c e n tu ry  w il l see

greater recrea tiona l dem and

and w e  need  less fo cu s on

in fo rm a tio n  an d  'le a rn in g '
, ■ r D o es th is  lo o k  lik e  a l ib ra ry ?

as a d r iv e r to r o u r se rv ice s , y

as a c c e s s  to in fo rm a t io n  

th rough  the in te rn et and  by as-yet u n im ag ined  

te c h n o lo g y  an d  o th e r re so u rce s  im p ro ve s  fo r 

the m a jo rity  o f the p o p u la tio n . W e  need to a c ­

cept th is p re m ise  and  respond by restructu ring  

ou r staffing  stru ctu res , re so u rces , a ttitudes and 

cu sto m e r se rv ic e  p rac tice s  a cco rd in g ly .

P u b l i c  l ib r a r ie s  n ee d  to  

a d o p t  a  n ew  id e n t i t y  f o r  

th e  2 1 "  c e n tu ry . I t  ut n o t  

t h a t  o f  a  le a r n in g  c e n tre
lohn Cumberford is the library manager at Bathurst. 
His e-mail is john.cumberfordPbathurst.nsw.gov.au. 
The Bathurst Library website is at
http://www.bathurst.nsw.gov.au/library.html.

b u t  r a t h e r  t h a t  o f  a  

re c re a  t io n  p r o  i ’ider.
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