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Background

The Western Australian Council of State School Organisations Inc. (WACSSO) is the representative voice of Parents & Citizens Associations in Western Australia.  There are  currently 634 government schools P&C Associations directly affiliated with WACSSO.  WACSSO is therefore well placed to offer comments, feedback and suggestions for future developments relating to libraries especially in the education sector.

The Terms of Reference for the Inquiry have been examined by WACSSO and general comments are provided in this submission, to broadly address the five categories or topics.  The comments could be considered as principles for further consideration rather than final solutions to the many evolving and complex issues.  

WACSSO influences the direction of education for the benefit of all students.  WACSSO is committed to a public education system available to all children and young people irrespective of differences such as socio-economic status, culture, gender, level of ability or where they live.  

Libraries and public information services play an important part in the education and training process, enabling and contributing to lifelong learning and providing essential access to resources for all Australian citizens in this participatory democracy.  The special role and responsibilities of school-based libraries and information services have been demonstrated over decades across Australia.  But the ‘modern’ library environment faces particular challenges and it is in this context that WACSSO seeks to contribute to the debate and developments with a primary focus on services to children and young students. 

Terms of Reference

(a) the current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online

WACSSO is concerned that not all students needing a library, whether for information, inspiration, education and/or recreation, have access that is available, affordable, and appropriate to meet their needs and requests.  Many students experience disadvantages in relation to libraries and information services, including online information.  

Increasingly  school curriculum content is delivered online and students have correspondingly come to rely on Internet sources regardless of factors such as copyright, accuracy, privacy, cost, and physical and health issues. 

Schools increasingly operate in competition with one another, and between the sectors of government and non-government the pressures to increase student enrolment are becoming extreme.  Libraries and information services are often where the schools are feeling most under threat to project themselves positively for prospective enrolments.   Schools are increasingly responding by resorting to high investment in computing hardware and software with attendant pressures to maintain the commitment and expand the use of related technologies into most if not all aspects of schooling life.  Marketing schools often focuses these resources rather than the quality of teaching at the interpersonal level. 

This concentration on the online relationship does not end at the school gate but continues for many students, especially in relatively privileged schools, as a 24 hour, seven day a week program reaching into students’ homes from the earliest years.  

The needs of the technology ‘have nots’ are increasingly having to be met by the public library systems which are often inadequately resourced, by local governments in the main.  

The current national review of inter-government roles and responsibilities with respect to funding public services is of particular relevance to the issue of public library provision.  

WACSSO expresses a degree of ambivalence about the apparent unrestrained (and more worrying, the possibly uncontrollable) adoption of online means of accessing information services and resources.  There is strong social and political pressure for Australians to lead or at least be in the forefront of online developments that ensure national economic success.  But the implicit assumption is that most if not all school students have access, ideally their own personal equipment.  This is not realistic and can result in such outcomes as negative stereotyping into the ‘have nots’, creating disaffected students and outcasts from the education system.  

Perhaps we should stop celebrating the high rate of ‘take up’ and Internet connection statistics and redirect research resources to investigations of the health and safety implications for children looking at computer screens for more hours each day than they are out in a playground exercising. 

Some private schools list laptops as essential equipment for all students to be issued by the school or assumed to be in each student’s bedroom as a complementary tool networked with the teacher and the school.  The contrast between the ‘wealthiest’ and the ‘poorest’ schools is alarming.  WACSSO is concerned about the social and economic implications of an under-class with limited or no access to the technology, or experience with it. 

Many public libraries experience frustration in attracting young patrons through the library door.  But these same young people become enthusiastic library patrons when services are targeted to better reflect their preferred means of access.  For instance, once school-home-library catalogues are connected for more comprehensive and accessible online services, the young patrons’ usage pattern is established and exceeds earliest predictions.  

Children in the earliest primary years are drawn increasingly to the Web, to portals that offer appealing and relevant materials, and lured by the challenge of accessing forbidden sites made more tempting by media and promotions.  Small children continue to enjoy the local library bookshelves especially when the physical setting is child-friendly and hours conducive.  Story-telling sessions using older aged volunteers encourage diversity and can enrich the lives of readers as well as audience.  

In some dynamic public libraries, community development has been nurtured through events such as book launches, ‘Learn how to use the Internet’ sessions, creative writing workshops, meeting room facilities, and remainder book sales.  The library is the focus and gathering place of many small towns and isolated settlements and in some centres the Business Development Centre maximises use of library equipment and online facilities. Joint use school-public libraries have reported better use of resources and interaction between age groups, face-to-face as well as online. 

WACSSO notes a wide variety of models and types of libraries in Western Australia, and draws the conclusion that the current community trend to demand increasing use of online information services will continue to gather pace.  This increasing demand will have particular emphasis and implications for the education sector, libraries and students. 

(b) the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources

Libraries have been responding to the changing information needs of Australians in a variety of ways according to such factors as the libraries’ own financial capacity, staff professional ability, and patron and community understanding.  The more successful and popular libraries are those with progressive, technologically sophisticated and enthusiastic staff, as well as funding sources to support those developments.  

Some local taxpayers have resented increasing library administrators’ requests for budget increases to meet rising costs as much for online services as for bricks and mortar at the local library.

Library opening hours have been affected and there has been a tendency to employ less qualified staff where possible (including industrially) to meet budget restraint.  The traditional role of the librarian has been increasingly credentialised and the newer library technician more often provides the direct client service, especially in public libraries.  There are implications for students being serviced by unqualified staff, or staff inexpert in both child development and curriculum issues related to library work.  Librarians are increasingly spending their time dealing with negotiations for resource acquisitions and reference searching for ‘higher end’ requests.  

Public libraries have responded to the increasing demand for online services by striving to combine forces to better network resources, share catalogues, inter-library loan transactions, and increasing charges and penalties to supplement restricted funds and discourage misuse of resources.  Blocks on illegal and inappropriate sites have been instituted where possible and school libraries have established controls and guidelines for access to online materials.  Not all parents/carers have been satisfied though, with the level of control and supervision. This remains a problem for service providers whether in school libraries or at the local corner Internet chat room.  

Some schools have concentrated computing resources in the library complex to gain maximum advantage with cabling and support services.  This reshaping of the library facility has in turn offered advantages by emphasising the new library as a learning site rather than the earlier model of a library as recreation centre or punishment/withdrawal room.  Given the challenges of encouraging reading among many boys, the library site and services is of particular importance to these often reluctant users.  

WACSSO concludes that the response by libraries to the changing information needs has been varied and of mixed success.  There are libraries that have become the most popular hub of the school but there are also libraries that resemble the oldest most dilapidated models of buildings and services to students.  The range and inconsistency of responses is of concern and WACSSO urges the education system to focus more attention and resources to achieve the development of highest standards for all school libraries. 

(c) possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of library networks, improved online access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources

Wider use and distribution of information resources can be achieved with a number of strategies starting as with most public services, with an appreciation of what is meant by Public. Many potential library patrons are currently discouraged by such features as buildings, facilities and equipment ill-designed for people with disabilities, culturally insensitive services and materials, expense and lack of understanding of patron needs. Children and young people report widespread discourtesy, discriminatory and prejudicial treatment.  

The most disadvantaged members of a school community could be suitable case study material for governments and libraries genuinely interested in strategies for positive change.  Non-attending students for example repeat truants, school suspensions, itinerant families, and unmotivated students at educational risk would all require significant and professional intervention in order to stabilise and improve education participation and positive outcomes.  But these same students might be regular users of online libraries and information services.  They might already be more knowledgeable than the classroom teacher in how to download DVDs, enjoy chat rooms for hours, and play networked games against global virtual enemies.  

WACSSO would therefore suggest that the quality of use, resource materials and access is as relevant to the debate.  Simply being able to surpass international levels of Internet usage should not be the end goal.  

Improving public knowledge and skill in using library resources must begin with the question of Why?  Improving equity in access and outcomes would be worthwhile and would be consistent with the values and mission articulated by the library industry itself.  Cooperative activities, projects and agreements currently underway between and across libraries at national, state, public and private levels, augurs well for successful strategies related to networking provision, access arrangements and professional development. 

Promotion campaigns alone will not succeed even if clever targeting to non-library users has produced positive results in some situations.  Attracting new patrons is one challenge, but retaining and extending existing library patrons is another.  Just what level of usage is considered inadequate as distinct from satisfactory for accountability and professional purposes?  Unfortunately, the resource base and potential increases to funds for many libraries is linked to statistics for increased visits.  Online visits are often difficult to measure accurately and in such as way as to inform library developments.  

International comparisons for library usage including patterns of visits and borrowings, do not always provide helpful information for Australian library planning.  For example, indicators of library usage in Denmark reveal that the Danes read more library books each year per head of population, but that does not necessarily mean that Australian libraries have failed.  Obviously a range of factors need to be taken into account when examining international experiences and the success of overseas and interstate library responses to consumer demand and pressures to change.  Do we even ask school students for their feedback?

WACSSO would argue that Australian library services should be strengthened at the point where most value can be most immediately gained, that is in school libraries and with students engaged in learning programs.  These actual and potential library patrons are Australia’s future. 

(d) the use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment

Library delivery of services and information over the Internet is a worthy goal and already achieved in many locations.  This raises questions about the services and information generated by the libraries themselves as distinct from those being purchased and available for dissemination by the library acting as the medium. 

WACSSO supports libraries increasingly being involved if not leading, this move including at school sites.  However, the possibility of commercialisation is of concern in a climate of increasing privatisation, outsourcing, and withdrawal of government services to the wider public.  The implications of Australian Competition Policy on schools and libraries, should be articulated for the public.  Again, the principles of equity in access and opportunity should inform and direct decision-making for public services through libraries.

Currently, school libraries offer a range of services and information and many wealthier libraries operate in a web- based online environment which is conducive to high level Internet connectivity.  But many schools are not adequately resourced, equipped and trained for whole-school involvement and they have severe restrictions.  Successful models include the School of the Air and the WA School of Isolated and Distance Education (SIDE).  These examples nevertheless still experience difficulties in trying to provide the highest level of library services for their students.  

Incompatible systems, excessively expensive licencing and call costs, infrastructure problems and a lack of complementary face-to-face teaching and instruction opportunities for the most isolated students are continuing frustrations.  

Parents in poorly-resourced country and isolated locations are bearing increasingly heavy financial burdens to board their children and young people in urban centres more likely to provide essential services to support education programs. Government funding, across levels and portfolios, is urgently needed to support these students including in the post-compulsory years of schooling.  These and other barriers to school retention and successful education outcomes must be taken into account.  Library and information services should not be based on the assumption that all Australian students have online access.

(e) the roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment

WACSSO agrees with a starting premise that libraries are the primary information resource, whether in an online environment or a traditional paper based service delivery method. Ideally, these different means of information transfer should not be either-or services, but complementary in all libraries.  

WACSSO believes that children and young people who are in schools and engaged in learning activities deserve libraries and information services that are appropriate to their educational needs, accessible and equitable in service delivery. All government/public schools should have libraries that provide information and learning materials that are consistent but not limited to, the government’s Curriculum Framework as relevant to state and national education goals and objectives.  

Resources and materials together with other related library services should meet best practice standards and be accountable to stakeholders.  Government resources should be sufficient that profits and cost recovery is not considered in school libraries, indeed WACSSO holds that schooling should be free for all students in government schools. Just what constitutes an adequate,  basic level of education service to school students is a continuing topic of debate, and increasing costs associated with libraries attempting to meet demands for new services such as online information, is contributing to the pressure of public concern about meeting and managing education costs. 

It is understandable that many libraries especially research facilities in universities, struggle to provide increasingly expensive services such as research functions and time consuming catalogue searching.  Passing on the additional costs to the consumer is increasingly being resorted to by libraries which face actual if not indirect reductions in funding from governments and parent institutions. 

Federal and state governments need to consider the implications for libraries and information services, of the trend to offer/operate courses and subjects through TAFE rather than or in concert with, high schools and secondary colleges. This increasing push to ‘seamless’ school education links with vocational training, creates another set of issues in the funding debate and competition.  

Passing the debt rather than claiming the credit in learning and education outcomes seems to be foremost consideration in resource allocation discussions between institutions, governments and industry.  Students and parents/carers are usually not consulted about levels and procedures to extract fees and charges, whether compulsory or voluntary contributions to education and training.   Understocking libraries and expecting students to pay for ‘extra’ services are not acceptable methods of meeting budget constraints.

Libraries can and should be enabled to stand outside these rather fickle and political processes.  For libraries to effectively operate at the community and public level, then the roles and obligations of funding bodies and sources (including community and corporate) should be impacting negatively on the services themselves.  Libraries, especially school libraries, are often so restricted financially that they are hesitant to engage in such risky and unpredictable activities and projects as signing agreements for multi-year contracts in cataloguing, networking, and metadata development. 

The national network of libraries and library professionals should be encouraged to inform enlightened public debate in this period.  Governments and the community desperately need advice about requisite infrastructure and supports essential for ‘futuristic’ service development in this rapidly changing and encroaching online environment. 

Ignorance and fear of the online environment can be overturned.  Widespread and informed public debate can help clarify if not resolve many complex and disruptive issues.  For example, there is currently a range of views from enthusiasm to certainty to opposition, about issues such as corporate sponsorship impacts on libraries.  These and bigger big questions can and must be measured against notions and values such as the public good, the importance of social justice considerations in education and the principles of participatory democracy.  

General Discussion and Conclusions

WACSSO is keen to support the further development of high quality library and information services to all children and young people in government schools. Considerable advancement has been made in the past decade alone and those responsible architects should be congratulated for these significant achievements.  Much remains to be done however, for the students who have not benefited to date from the often spectacular array of enhancements and developments in school and public libraries.

Statistics can easily and clearly help us to identify which students need additional support, resources and information if they are to take their full and rightful place in contemporary Australian society.  These students also face a future that could well be unimaginable to them, to their parents/carers and to the decision-makers reading public submissions. 

There are many types of libraries providing services to students in the wider education system ranging from public to school libraries, local council libraries, neighbourhood and community information centres, TAFE and university libraries, to corporate libraries too. All these libraries can and mostly do, play an important role in the education and training process.  WACSSO is pleased to report that in WA there are online libraries at the forefront in service provision.  But there are also libraries that are starved of essential resources to provide the most basic materials for a primary school project.

WACSSO is aware that at the national level, project and policy discussions are proceeding with a number of short and long term goals that will impact on WA students.  Creating an ‘E-Framework for Joined Up Government’ and other projects will require agreements about information architecture, prototype international standards and agreed metadata.  

‘Lining up’ school libraries with these exciting developments should not be left to the last stage.  Differences between states and territories already exist and surely consistency would advantage students more than the current complex separate databases.  Separate library systems with separate catalogues cannot be sustainable in the New World.  

Leadership is needed in this field to achieve understanding and agreement about best practice in library and information services and systems that best support highest quality standards achievable.  

The future relationship developed between school libraries and other libraries should present seamless interconnectedness for students so that each separate service contributes to the whole.  This cannot be achieved without knowledge of what is happening on the ground. In WA government primary schools for instance, school library staffing is currently discretionary.  How can a relief technician or a parent volunteer be expected to contribute to the national debate at school level about the ‘fit’ between school curriculum and online reference material and delivery? 

The particular or special needs of population groups in relation to library access have been touched on previously.  WACSSO believes that much more attention should be directed to these issues. 

Libraries should all operate as ‘learning gateways’ for students.  The role and responsibilities of libraries and librarians in service delivery to students should be developed to better use their expertise in regards quality assurance in selection and maintenance of library materials and resources including online. 

One of the major issues with using the Internet as a source of information is the reliability of the information available on websites accessed by students.  an authoritative source of reference information readily available online could be very helpful.  Obviously students and other users would not be limited to using that archive, but the ‘authoritative’ information could be used as a criterion in evaluating information gained from other Internet sources.  This is also where the need for well trained library staff is also relevant;  personal interactions between the school librarian and the student might start with a simple query about websites but extend into an opportune teaching/learning situation.  

Online sites appropriate to the user should be triggered through an interface that is professionally designed for example, to the needs of the school aged population, patrons with different disabilities, the elderly, languages other than English, etc.  Converting old catalogues into the ‘new world language’ also requires consideration of special needs. Students cannot always understand existing headings, making searches difficult and discouraging those users.  

The needs of school libraries are not always understood even by classroom teachers. The needs of older, post-compulsory students are of increasing concern to governments driven by political motivation to improve school retention rates.  Shared school/TAFE libraries are experiencing challenges that reflect the different needs, demands and aspirations of the new groups of joint users. 

The construction of new library facilities also presents opportunities to introduce or trial new designs, layouts and ergonomics that are consistent with occupational health and safety standards.  Broadband, wireless and hardware needs and issues can be addressed and ideally resolved through consultation and participation with actual users, experts and stakeholders. 

WACSSO concludes with this final point - system review and development should not leave behind the student users of library and information services, their parent/carers, and the wider school community. Genuine partnerships between parents and education providers means that the focus for consultation and ongoing conversation in the broadest sense includes essential facilities such as school libraries.  

School libraries are overdue for discussion, review and development.  Much work is required to achieve consistent and enlightened policy and service standards, across both book and online forms of service provision. WACSSO is keen to participate further!

Appendix 1

Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts References Committee

Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment

The terms of reference are:

The role of libraries as providers of public information in the online environment, having particular regard to:

(a) the current community patterns of demand for public information services through libraries, including the provision of such information online;

(b) the response by libraries (public, university, research) to the changing information needs of Australians, including through the provision of online resources;

(c) possible strategies which would enhance the wider use and distribution of information resources held by libraries, including the establishment of library networks, improved online access in libraries, online libraries, and greater public knowledge and skill in using library resources; 

(d) the use of libraries to deliver information and services over the Internet to more effectively meet community demands for public information in the online environment; and

(e) the roles of various levels of government, the corporate sector and libraries themselves in ensuring the most effective use of libraries as a primary public information resource in the online environment.
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