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ABSTRACT
I’ve got one of the most unusual library jobs in the world.  I play cards, Twister and Trouble, act as a personal trainer and motivator. I’ve had my hair every colour of the rainbow, my jeans painted, planted trees and cleaned up rubbish, been to the movies and been shot up in darkzone. I’ve been cried on, laughed at, hugged and paid to eat pizza, and I share my love of books and reading with young people every day. What am I? I’m a young adult librarian and I work at verbYL. 

VerbYL is a dedicated youth lounge for 13-25 year olds. It is, according to Patrick Jones (and he should know), a world first facility combining library and youth services, librarians and youth workers, in a genuine partnership. And that’s the best thing, it’s a partnership breaking the boundaries of rigid job titles, using all of our strengths to help young people in any and every way that we can. Want some help studying or to find the latest album by Eminem? Want to know more about STIs or to talk about problems at home, school or work? Just want a fun, relaxing game of cards? Ask any of the staff, or just hang out with your friends. It’s about building relationships with young people, about adapting to their wants and needs and changing their perceptions of what a “librarian” is and does. So who could ask for a better job? But sssshhhhh don’t tell everyone or they’ll all want a job like this.

INTRODUCTION

The title of this paper is, in many ways, very pretentious.  After all it assumes I know what a ‘normal’ library job is, but ‘this is not your stereotypical library job’ just didn’t have the same ring.  Pretentious or not however, we can all list many of the ‘normal’ library duties as well as the features of a ‘normal’ library.  My job, and my library, are a little different, and if you had asked me even three years ago what working in a library was like, my answer would have been nothing near the reality of my job today.  I love libraries, and always have. When I was growing up they were one of the places I always felt comfortable, but the question now is not what has made us love libraries, but what will make future generations love them.  Today I can show you one vision of how that can look.
NORMAL? DEFINE NORMAL?!?

When people ask me why I got into libraries my general response is that I like books and people and thought libraries were a good match. Now liking books, or reading, is almost essential for being a librarian – it’s hard to give good reader advisory, or answer a reference query, if you don’t like to read at least a little. However, liking people isn’t normally quite so high on people’s list of pre-requisites for librarianship – after all ‘don’t you pretty much spend all your time shelving?’ 
Ironically if we return to my first reason for entering the industry – books – I remember my first class in Information Management at RMIT where our lecturer asked ‘How many of you decided on this degree because you like books?’ At least half, if not three-quarters, raised our hands to be quashed with the comment ‘they have almost nothing to do with information management’. The focus was on information storage and retrieval, how to do it and how to make sure that others could as well.  It was on management and technology, there was little emphasis on books and even less on people.  Many would think I’d chosen the wrong profession, only working in the real world would tell me whether this was true.

We all know what many of the aspects of a ‘normal’ or ‘stereotypical’ library job are…they include at least a modicum of shelving, cataloguing, reader advisory, reference, running programs and collection development, and most of this is done in a reasonably quiet and organized environment. Actually I do all of those things but my environment isn’t exactly quiet or contained. After all have you ever imagined that a librarian could be paid to play cards, Twister or Trouble?  Act as a personal trainer and motivator?  Have their hair every colour of the rainbow? Their jeans painted? Plant trees and clean up rubbish, go to the movies or get shot up in darkzone? I’ve been cried on, laughed at, hugged and paid to eat pizza, and I share my love of books and reading with young people every day. And beyond loving books and information sharing one of my most valued professional talents is that I like people, all kinds of people, I even like teenagers! Yes, that’s right, I not only like and encourage teens to enter my library I work in a place where only youth are allowed. And let me tell you it is very VERBYL!

SO, WHAT’S SO DIFFERENT?

VerbYL is a dedicated youth lounge for 13-25 year olds. It is, according to Patrick Jones -US expert in library services to youth and co-author of “New Directions for Library Service to Young Adults” (2002) - a world first facility combining library and youth services, librarians and youth workers, in a genuine partnership. (Burn 2007) And that’s the best thing; it’s a partnership breaking the boundaries of rigid job titles, using all of our strengths to help young people in any and every way that we can. Want some help studying or to find the latest album by Eminem? Want to know more about STIs or to talk about problems at home, school or work? Just want a fun, relaxing game of cards? Ask any of the staff, or just hang out with your friends. It’s about building relationships with young people, about adapting to their wants and needs and changing their perceptions of what a “librarian” is and does.

VerbYL challenges many of the traditional library stereotypes – it is exclusive, targeted at a single (though broad) age group. It’s loud, bright and often chaotic and it works in partnership with another service. To the best of our knowledge it’s a world first facility. And sometimes that makes life a little challenging. How does one measure the success of a library? Of the kinds of services we can offer? Is it loan statistics? I won’t lie; verbYL’s aren’t that impressive. Is it the number of people through the door? Thirty – fifty in four hours can be considered low but some of our young people will stay for the entire time; they’ll be there before we open and complain when we close. Mostly we measure our success in anecdotal wins - the young person who for the first time borrows a book, or has a positive experience with technology, or who wants to run a club, and just knows that we’ll help.  Comments like “verbYL changed my life for the better” (Female 16) and “it gets me out of the caravan park”. (Male 14) Comments and successes like these are wonderful but rather hard to quantify for funding bodies; perhaps in the 21st century there are other measures we can use.

This year a project was completed in partnership by the State Library of Queensland, the Queensland Public Libraries Association and the Local Government Association of Queensland.  It was called “Expanding Horizons: positioning Queensland libraries for the future 2008-2012” (2008), and its goal was to develop a shared vision for the future of public libraries in Queensland.  They identified shared principles and good practice measures for future directions in public libraries. The key themes were: Welcoming Spaces, Connecting People, Learning and Leisure and Embracing Technology. They also endorsed the principles of: Fostering the love of reading and supporting literacy and learning in communities; Embracing new technologies, resources and programs to meet the changing needs and expectations of individuals and groups; Promoting community engagement; Cultivating local distinctiveness and cohesion in local communities and Upholding the civic values of access and equity. VerbYL achieves many of these goals, as demonstrated by our success in winning the 2006 National DOTARS (Department of Transport and Regional Services) award for Youth Engagement and the 2008 ALIA Library Star: Best of the Best award for the Meeting Place category, as well as the Delegate’s Choice award, a strong argument for the success of the space.

Fostering the love of reading and supporting literacy is not easy in today’s society of instant gratification but through the Reader’s Lounge book group and the Anime & Manga (Japanese animated movies/series and graphic novels) Club we have provided a forum for those who love reading and other forms of media to share their experiences.  As the youth librarian I also work closely with several school groups to provide assistance in increasing literacy among disengaged young people.  This has taken the form of reading aloud to them, providing an enticing selection of material for their own reading (within their reading levels) and playing literacy based games. By doing this I demonstrate the wealth of resources that a library can offer, not only to the students, but to the teachers, who have often forgotten what a valuable tool libraries and librarians can be. 

At verbYL we love to embrace new technologies. We have computers, gaming consoles and Austar TV for recreation (and occasionally learning). Where possible we have run programs and sessions to train young people in various programs and skills, such as digital photography, animation and website design, and we hope in the near future to do more, including digital art and game design.  Technology is such a part of life today that it is important to provide opportunities not just to learn how to use a program but also to provide access to it for future use and practice.  

Beyond technology programs and resources we need to be responsive to the needs of our users.  Many of our programs are youth generated and we facilitate by providing guidance, meeting space and resources.  Groups include our Anime & Manga Club which meets fortnightly to share their love of anime and manga through chat, drawings and cosplays (dressing up in character), and the Rainbow BriGAYde, a youth generated and run support group for gays, lesbians, bisexual, transsexual and questioning youth.  It is highly likely that without verbYL neither of these groups would exist. Without the space to meet and a responsive and welcoming staff, they may never have got up the courage to try.  And for the library I’ve used both extensively as advisory groups for collection development in their areas of interest, and because of that they are very loyal library users.    
One of verbYL’s key goals is to promote community engagement by young people and to provide positive images of young people within the community, helping to unite the community rather than dividing it. To this end we are involved in many community and charity events, such as: Shave and Colour for a Cure, World’s Biggest Grill; Clean Up Australia & Clean Up the World.  We have done floats in the local Pineapple Festival and there is a successful Youth Representatives (formerly known as the Youth Council) who also meet in the space and are responsible for youth week events and regular underage rages.   
One of the most important roles of libraries everywhere is to provide access and equity for all to resources and services. While this obviously includes young people they are not the easiest of clients to provide services for, and even when the services are there sometimes the hardest thing to do is get them through the door.  As the verbYL youth librarian I have found myself building relationships with young people who would never set foot in a ‘library’ and yet at verbYL they feel comfortable.  It is about creating a space where young people can connect with resources which can help them throughout their lives and which they may not be able to access in any other way.  This access includes resources such as computers, DVDs, games, information referral flyers, and the staff who offer a wide variety of life experiences and professional skills for all occasions. For some of these young people we are the last public facility which will allow them to enter and this can make for some interesting and challenging days, but what is important is that we offer them services on the same rules and level as everyone else.   Often they are the ones who need our services the most. And by services I mean those of youth services as well as library. After all the benefit of working with youth services is that they are trained not just to deal with behavior but to offer the young people opportunities to ameliorate and change it. 
CONCLUSION

VerbYL is a new concept in library, youth and community services. These are only some of the ways in which we can measure the success of verbYL, and as I have mentioned there are many challenges.  Every library cannot be a verbYL. VerbYL will not work in every community but the beauty of it is that it shows us a possible path for the future of libraries; to focus our energies not simply on books, technology and resources – important as they are – but on people, partnerships and community spaces.  

Working at verbYL has been one of the best things to happen in my life. It has challenged my understanding of what libraries are and raised my hopes for what they can be.  It has given me an enormous respect for youth and community services and shown me that working in partnership with other services can be extremely beneficial, for us as librarians, for the other community services and most especially for our users.  But most of all it has been a lot of fun, and I think that it can be agreed that it is ‘not a normal library job’ - yet.
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Brief Biography of Presenter

I now live and work in the sunny Central Queensland town of Yeppoon but was born and raised in Melbourne, Victoria.  I have a Bachelor of Arts (History) degree from Melbourne University and completed my Graduate Diploma of Information Management at RMIT in 2006.  When I finished my degree and thought about how hard it can be to get library jobs, especially in big cities, I decided that I had to be willing to move and so I applied for work all over Australia. Yeppoon’s council were the first people to offer me a job working as a Youth Librarian in their new youth facility verbYL. And I’ve been here ever since. I love my job and I’m glad I took the chance on taking it. 
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