J. Potter

Want to be a good manager / leader – looking past the obvious of children’s librarianship

Joanne Potter
Children’s & Youth Services Librarian

Wyong Shire Library & Information Service

Wyong, NSW

Joanne.Potter@wyong.nsw.gov.au

Abstract

 A new job ad has caught your eye, where an information agency is looking for a dynamic leader, who is up to the challenge of providing tailored collections and programs for a target audience who has a diverse range of needs ands interests. The management skills required are demanding and will position the potential candidate for higher leadership roles. Putting in an application seems likely until it is noted that the position title reads “Children’s Librarian” – would you still apply?
A popularly held misconception of children’s librarianship within a public library service is that we are only interested in fingerplays, craft, glitter and glue sticks. Children’s librarians are often viewed as having taken a soft career option or playing at being a professional librarian. What goes unnoticed is that children’s librarians are actually managing a ‘library within a library’ and as such must develop essential skills to be a good manager and mentor or leader. 
As part of the presentation, key functions of a children’s librarian’s role will be assessed to identify the range of diverse skills and competencies required to be a truly effective Children’s Librarian. The questions of how these skills need to be sold to the wider library community and potential employers as well as whether the stereotype creates a glass ceiling that limits these specialists from assuming leadership roles will also be considered. 

introduction
A new job ad has caught your eye, where an information agency is looking for a dynamic leader, who is up to the challenge of providing tailored collections and programs for a target audience who has a diverse range of needs ands interests. The management skills required are demanding and will position the potential candidate for higher leadership roles. My question to you is would you be interested in a job that gives you the scope to gain important experience in areas such as 

· Reader development 

· Information technology

· Programming and Event management

· Staff supervision and training

· Public speaking skills

· Legal and legislative issues

· Visual merchandising and display work

· Public relations and promotion

· Communication, liaison and Advocacy skills

· Business writing 

If this position is starting to look attractive, then I would ask you consider whether you possess the following personal qualities – 

· Commitment and passion

· Empathy for intended target audience

· Ability to adapt your communication style

· Ability to juggle a number of tasks or priorities

· Willing to take initiative and be proactive

· Good sense of humour

If your answer is yes, then welcome to the wonderful world of Children's Librarianship! A popularly held misconception of Children’s Librarianship within a public library service is that we are only interested in fingerplays, craft, glitter and glue sticks. This specialist role is often viewed as having taken a soft career option or playing at being a professional librarian. Mylee Joseph, in her presentation at the 2007 Learning Futures conference in Adelaide, noted that children’s librarians manage a ‘library within a library’ and as such must develop essential skills to be a good manager and mentor/leader, as some of the skills listed above suggest.
This will paper will look at four key areas of performance for Children’s librarianship - collection development; reader’s advisory; programming and staff supervision and training. Each will be examined to identify the range of diverse skills required to be an innovative and effective professional.
Collection development or ‘Can you stop buying the skinny books please?’
At its core, any library needs to have a collection that responds to 

· the informational, recreational and cultural needs of its immediate community

· reflects an awareness of 

· what areas need to be updated or expanded

· what will appeal to their potential audience and ensure that sufficient resources are purchased to meet demand

· are purchased responsibly within the parameters of a specified budget

Books purchased for children and young adults in public libraries have often been viewed as a nuisance, they are seen as onerous to catalogue, nightmarish to shelve and keep tidy. Their adult counterparts have been regarded as more objective, serious and of higher literary merit.  In my experience, children’s and young adult literature resources have more merit than many titles written for adults, as they are better tailored to the needs of their intended audience for the following reasons – 

· Information is concise, clearly presented and well supported by appropriate graphic aides

· Fictional characters and storylines are more tightly drawn so as to engage the child and hold their interest 

· Picture books and graphic novels are well constructed in order to present ideas are presented to a young person through images and carefully chosen words to reflect current life experiences or expand imaginative or emotional horizons. 

The professional benefits to be gained from this aspect of Children’s librarianship are – 

· Literacy and customer profiling expertise – 

· challenge of matching resources to constantly evolving reading interests and skills

· anticipating client needs to ensure that collections remain relevant and have capacity to respond

· Negotiation – 

· Working with book sellers to get the best value for a given budget allocation

· Establishing priorities for other branches if operating within a multi branch system

· Advocacy – 

· Identifying needs within community with view to establishing collections to support needs, i.e. parenting, literacy, 

· Budgetary – 

· Forward planning – what parts of collection require additional resources; what needs to be withdrawn;

· Writing skills – developing case studies for future budget requests; grant applications to assist with major supplementation

A positive outcome of having the skills listed above is that it helps to prevent public library systems from becoming overly ‘adult-centric’.
Reader’s Advisory or “Where are all the horse books?”
The success of Reader’s advisory work in libraries relies on 

· effective reference interview skills to identify information need or reading interests

· understanding of resources, both print and electronic, held within a library’s collection

· appreciation of authors and writing styles

In the case of adult Reader’s Advisory, a librarian is less likely to make a judgment about the suitability of a topic or title based on the customer’s reading ability. When providing Reader’s Advisory for a young person, a Children’s Librarian needs to look more holistically at factors such as – 

· if dealing with an information request, then an assessment of the young person’s cognitive ability to process information found and the need for supporting graphic aides needs to be made

· if responding to a fiction based enquiry, then an assessment needs to be made of the young person’s -
· reading ability to ensure that reader frustration is minimised and the young person is directed to the part of the collection which represents the ‘best fit’ for that customer’s level
· emotional maturity so that recommendations made will incorporate suitable themes and concepts 
· impact of latest publishing trends, which change quickly and are more overt than adult e.g. fairies, vampires etc

· perceived image of reading as a viable leisure activity i.e. influence of peers vs. parental intentions

From the provision of effective Reader’s Advisory services, there are a range of intrinsic professional rewards which translate well from children’s librarianship to other specialisations – 

· Knowledge of literature 

· Reader development 

· Visual merchandising – displays, information product creation
· Technology expertise, through use of Web 2.0 tools – the use of blogs, wikis and other social network technologies will assist in keeping the library relevant to a group of people who have grown up in high technologically savvy times

· Staff training and development – it benefits library clientele if more staff are aware of authors and materials that are appropriate for children

Outreach Programming or “More than crayons, cutting out and singing”

Effective outreach programs serve a dual role as not only do they establish social capital, they can also position the library to gain a more prominent profile within its local community. The options for outreach are endless, ranging from 

· book clubs

· author and special interest talks

· client education

· tie in opportunities to support worthy causes

A common frustration of Children’s Librarianship is that core programs can be viewed by library staff members as a waste of time and resources, interruptive and requiring little skill to devise and present. I have worked long and hard to dispel this misconception, and would suggest that without a vibrant children’s program, libraries run the risk of becoming irrelevant to young people in an increasingly competitive market. Loss of relevance to tomorrow’s adults may spell disaster for the future of libraries.
One such example is Preschool storytime – its chief components being stories, rhymes and in most instances an accompanying craft. The design and implementation of an effective storytime session that has reasonably universal gender appeal, relies on a children’s librarian being able to select:

· stories that will engage a group and subtly promote print motivation, letter knowledge and print awareness which are important links in early childhood literacy development

· rhymes and finger plays that will encourage vocabulary and phonological awareness in children, while remaining fun and appealing

· a craft design that account for key child development aspects and encourage children to and expand their fine motor skills – thus allowing for as many children to participate as possible

This is just one program example; the same intellectual rigour is needed for other programs such as programs for babies, book clubs, holiday activity workshops, youth activities to name a few.  Another aspect that is lost in the misconception is the ongoing evaluation and assessment of program content and delivery, which is vital if any targeted program’s intention is to remain relevant for the audiences it serves. 
The management skills required to facilitate successful children’s library programming puts you in the drivers seat for leadership roles, when you consider the skills derived from this aspect of the position -  

· event management 

· public relations and promotion

· budgeting and negotiation – how to present a performer when there are no funds; understanding what your target audience can tolerate if some monies are to be recouped

· staff training

· analysis and evaluation

· performance skills – storytelling and story reading skills

· communication skills – large and small group facilitation; crowd control

· establishing community partnerships

· copyright 

· OH & S – food handling, risk assessment and management in areas such as public liability and materials data sheets

Staff supervision and development

Regardless of which area of public librarianship you may work in, staff supervision and development can be the most rewarding and most frustrating area. In order for any library service to remain responsive to its community, standards for customer service need to be established and adhered to as well as monitoring of the collective skills base of staff so that opportunities for further training are identified. 
There are four key areas for any library professional with responsibility for staff supervision, which include monitoring of daily operational requirements; staff appraisal; training and development; change management and other legislative requirements.
Given that many Children’s Librarians manage a ‘library within a library’, they have the opportunity to extend a number of important library skills to their subordinate staff which could take a longer period of time for similar skill acquisition in other areas of a library service. A children’s librarian will have need for staff who can acquisition or catalogue books, provide reference and reader’s advisory services, be able to design and present programs as well as being up-to-date with the latest technologies.
More often, the challenge for a Children’s Librarian is to get the ‘right’ staff person, someone who has a strong commitment to 

· literature for children and young adults to promote a love of reading which in turn supports literacy

· delivering quality programs

· working with children, young adults, carers and other interested adults

That said, a Children’s Librarian should not be put in a position to accept staff if – 

· potential staff member is a parent – this does not always equate to being a ‘natural’ presenter in a group situation

· potential staff person wants to work in section because it ‘looks like fun’ – this devalues the work required to make service successful and helps to perpetuate the stereotype
If considering going for a higher level leadership role, having supervisory experience as a Children’s Librarian will afford you the benefit of marketing your skills in the following areas - 
· ability to analyse processes and procedures as a means of 

· ensuring appropriate staff resources to cover programming and other commitments

· adhering to best practice principles
· ability to delegate, which is crucial if you wish to advance to more senior leadership roles

· staff appraisal helps to ascertain that staff performance is meeting established criteria, identify an individual’s strengths and areas for improvement

· training and mentoring of staff  - supervisors should be identifying opportunities for providing in house mentoring to develop a staff member’s talents as well as investigating external seminars and courses that will expose staff to methods of best practice or a new development in library service provision

· change management – whether it is change to a key area of service provision or programming, staff need to be kept informed of why and how to best guarantee a smooth transition and give staff some ownership in the process.

What skills are being looked for in future library leaders?

A former library manager of mine once advised me to pursue a post-graduate degree in business management, if I wanted to advance my career in the library industry. At that point in time, the need for the skills from that line of study was seen as crucial for librarians who aspired to move into library management, as knowledge of the library profession and its interconnecting systems was not enough. I did not heed the advice at the time as I was trying to complete my undergraduate study, and I had not thought far enough ahead yet to decide on the next course of study.

In the 20 years since that conversation, there has been a significant paradigm shift where leadership skills are gaining a greater prominence over standard management capabilities, as many industries face major changes to their modes of operation. An example of this is the appointment of library managers/leaders that come from industries outside of the library profession, evidenced by the appointment of the State Librarian for NSW, who came from a large international company background. Steve O’Connor (2007) cited this appointment in a paper that examined what skills library leaders would require to manage libraries of the future. In the article, O’Connor stated that ‘the true essence of leadership is to change and shift systems’ and that leadership in that sense ‘is to see the world differently and to be able to influence others to work with the leader to adopt the change into normal operations’. 

He noted that the world in which libraries are moving is not only changing, but changing very significantly, and that these changes would only get stronger. He argued that it was better to control one’s future rather than be controlled by it. Further that the introduction of the Internet had profoundly changed the notion of ‘library as a place’ and the way in which libraries view their collections, from owned to accessed. 

He posited that a ‘library who is in the position to predict or foresee such changes can easily position the library and staff to take advantage and benefit from such changes’. He wrote that the ‘the new library manager must understand not what business the library is in but what business it can and should be in’. O’Connor discussed skills that would help the new wave of leaders included – 

· ‘scenario planning” or “future planning’ to allow for different ‘intelligences’ to be applied to positioning libraries into the future

· global in outlook

· more flexible

· will need to work with and partner with international colleagues

· be open to other views of the future

· be able to acknowledge that they do not know all trends, but be highly effective in gathering evidence and making judgments.
The new trend towards leadership is reflected in training opportunities made available to new library graduates within Australia such as the Aurora Library Leadership Institutes, which have been running since 1995. The emphasis of the training is to assist future leaders in the library and associated cultural and information industry to maximise their leadership skills and potential, and to position leaders to be proactive and effective voices in a dynamic and sophisticated information environment. I attended another training workshop provided by State Library of NSW, led by the same course facilitators, where at the completion of the workshop; participants had a greater understanding of 
· inherent strengths and weaknesses of leadership style 

· benefits of creating a learning organisation to improve work team effectiveness
· ideas for involving stakeholders to build commitment for projects

· ideas for mobilizing knowledge to position team within organisation, and organisation to its customers
· strategies for encouraging creative ideas within team to get best thinking
Why is this important to Children’s Librarians? If we want to have potential leadership skills recognised, as a specialisation we will need to demonstrate our current capabilities in the following areas–
· openness to more than one train of thought, through networks established in local communities, Children’s librarians expose themselves to other patterns of thinking or perspective through regular interaction with practitioners in other disciplines e.g. social workers, teachers etc.
· ability to be global in outlook through subscription of various email groups

· establishing working partnerships outside current organization to improve or implement services to community

· ability to gather information on new trends and make effective judgments that translate to better service provision

An area that we as a specialization will need to consider improving is a means for involving stakeholders – particularly management and other staff, so that there is scope for greater commitment to children’s services. It could be that in the circumstance of identifying the likely impact of a new issue or trend in Children’s work and translate it to show influence for ‘whole of library’ service.
What do children’ librarians need to do to be considered as leaders?

This paper has sought to identify through key areas of responsibility why Children’s Librarians are ideally placed to move onto to more senior leadership roles. So why the stereotype persists that it is an area for those who are not serious about the library profession is hard to understand. From research into this paper, a common thread for a potential solution appears to lie in how Children’s Librarians should be promoting their ownership of such skills.
Dr Barbara Poston-Anderson and Sue Parkinson (1994) discussed their research regarding how Children’s Librarians in NSW rated themselves as managerial leaders. A managerial leader was defined as a one who ‘carries out position responsibilities and exercises authority and at the same time influences the commitment of others to task objectives and strategies. The authors posited that ‘staff who are able to provide leadership in management areas are crucial for public libraries if they are to survive and thrive within an increasingly competitive industry”. Their analysis suggested that the participating Children’s Librarians felt that they had the potential in leader characteristics (interpersonal, emotional, conceptual and technical skills as well as self confidence) and in the emphasis given to managerial behaviours to fulfil managerial leadership roles within their organisations. 

So why do we as Children’s Librarians have so much trouble promoting these leadership skills to the broader library industry? In trying to think of some possible scenarios, two events occurred that highlighted why this situation may be continuing. Firstly, a number of new jobs were advertised for positions within some library systems in NSW. In perusing the positions available, it was interesting to note where higher level skills such as team building, analysis of current service provision and practices, budgetary accountability were listed in the essential criteria for potential candidates to prove their worth. For a Library Manager’s position, these qualities dominated the entire list, for a Customer Services Team Leader position, it dominated the first half of criteria to be addressed and for the Children’s Librarian, it made up the bottom third of criteria, other items to be addressed leaned heavily on the potential incumbent’s ability to effectively plan and deliver programs for young people. For someone interested in proving their worth, which job may not be considered a good option?
Whilst the emphasis on reading and programming is to be applauded as it indicates that Library management recognises the importance of a vibrant children’s library service, it goes some way to explaining why the specialisation is being mistakenly perceived as lightweight. If you were to go further into the scope and position description, many of the higher level skills are listed with quite a degree of expectation for any candidate to fulfil. As a profession, those of us who are moving onto new positions should bear some of the responsibility of ensuring that those facets of the position get an opportunity to be promoted and included in all subsequent recruitment processes.
The other second event that afforded me a moment of true epiphany followed my participation in a local school’s Kindergarten transition program. As I spoke to the assembled parents, I was not selling the virtues of my budgetary management skills, my ability to juggle multiple tasks at once, not even my skills at determining policy or library service direction. My intention was to promote the benefits of attending a number of programs that are designed to support families to take the first steps to building a relationship with reading, language and literacy. It was wonderful to be recognised for enthusiasm and commitment to service provision which ultimately will build social capital, but in relating the events to another colleague who has not seen the work that has gone into producing the service; I can see where this event could misrepresent that the job is nothing but perpetual fun. 
Where to from here – one Children’s Librarian’s perspective
Finally, I think those involved in the ever challenging world of Children’s Librarianship have a decision to make whether they are going 
· to stay within the specialisation and 
· either become a leader in the field by developing methods of best practice, program ideas which can be adopted any library who is interested, develop modes of training so that information can be shared to the benefit of the profession, 

· use their leadership skills to influence change within the library organisation they operate in to the betterment of the whole library service 
· or to take the skills gained from the position and move to another position where there is more scope to be able to exert influence

Speaking for myself, I am constantly torn as to what direction I will take my own career. I would like to think that it is possible to be a good Children’s Librarian and still aspire to be considered a leader both within the organisation where I work and in the profession I have chosen. Maybe it is a question of becoming a better advocate for my chosen profession and educating the library industry at large to why Children’s Librarianship will never be a lightweight profession. I believe the specialisation chose me, and without the experience and skills I have gained from fulfilling the role, I would never have contemplated writing this paper.
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