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This report explores the role libraries currently play in facilitating or delivering 
adult and community learning and proposes possible future roles and further 
investigation required. Public libraries in England have always been 
associated with education and self-help: indeed, it was a key driver in the 
campaign for a free public library service that led to the Public Libraries Act of 
1850. As one of the three areas of the public library’s modern mission, the 
place of reading and informal learning is at the heart of current debates about 
their future development. 
 
As a safe, neutral space used by communities as a place to get information 
and knowledge, it is natural that public libraries could be community learning 
hubs – including, potentially, the extension of their role from gateways and 
signposters to providers of learning and training. Public libraries have a wide 
range of resources and a knowledgeable, adaptable staff who are trusted by 
the public. They provide opportunities for people to try out new experiences 
with minimal risk. The accessibility of libraries, together with the opportunities 
they provide for ‘opportunistic’ learning, provides a natural fit with some of the 
requirements and aspirations of adult learning funders.  
 
However, there is potential for conflict – for resources, and with existing 
providers in the local area, as well as the library’s pre-existing clientele. 
Before embarking on the development of such a role, public library leaders 
and managers should consider the implications identified in this report.  
 
The library services we studied have adopted comprehensive, but quite 
different, strategies in linking libraries and adult and community learning. Each 
sees libraries as providing a gateway for service users – with a focus on those 
that are ‘harder to reach’ – and as service providers in their own right. Both 
services have initiated or participated in a multiplicity of partnerships with 
national and regional agencies, local providers and others. 
 
We recommend that public library leaders and managers: 
·  if they are not already doing so, consider the positioning of adult and 

community learning within their service and how it might be developed in 
the most appropriate way for communities they serve, and ensure it is 
embedded within business planning processes so that it will be monitored, 
evaluated and reviewed regularly 

·  consider whether they can extend the provision of information, advice and 
guidance within their service as appropriate 

·  analyse the requirements for partnership working in their authorities and 
and work to ensure that sufficient resources are provided to support it 
effectively 

 
We also recommend that further work is undertaken to examine the 
contribution of public libraries to lifelong learning, and that its role is promoted 
to potential partners and funders, among learning professionals, and with 
local, regional and national government. 
�
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Public libraries have played an important role in adult and community learning 
since their inauguration. The Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) (2003), in Framework for the future: libraries, learning and 
information in the next decade, underlined the contemporary relevance of this 
role by identifying ‘the promotion of reading and informal learning’ as one of 
three areas of activity at the heart of libraries’ ‘modern mission’.   
 
In 2005, the London Libraries Development Agency (LLDA) and Museums, 
Libraries and Archives London (MLA London) were awarded funding by the 
Skills for Economic Inclusion Network (SKEIN) to undertake a pilot project 
which aimed to: 

·  investigate the role of public libraries as community learning hubs; that 
is, as providers of ‘a network of information, support, learning and ICT 
services both to the community and adult and community learning 
providers’ (LLDA and MLA London, 2005) 

·  explore whether a stronger partnership model can integrate more adult 
and community learning provision  

·  explore whether a stronger partnership model can build public libraries’ 
role as information and resource providers for the adult and community 
learning sector 

·  explore how the use of libraries as community-learning centres will 
develop in the future  

 
The project comprised three strands of work: 

·  an initial, focussed literature survey which is published as a separate 
document 

·  fieldwork in two local authorities, Islington and Tower Hamlets, within 
SKEIN hub areas.  Interviewees included library managers and staff, 
adult education providers and representatives of training organisations 

·  preparing findings and recommendations for the partners to report back 
to SKEIN and for dissemination 

 
 
��������������������������
LLDA and MLA London gratefully acknowledge funding received from SKEIN 
to undertake this pilot project.  
 
LLDA would also like to thank the research steering group: Kate Pitman and 
Jean Lockett of the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, and Rosemary Doyle 
and John Smith of the London Borough of Islington. Ann Bridgwood, freelance 
researcher, conducted interviews in the field, produced a detailed literature 
review and helped shape the conclusions of the report. Her input was 
instrumental in delivering the final report. Grateful thanks to Graham Fisher of 
MLA London for supporting the initial proposal for research, and to his team at  
MLA London, for helpful comments in drafting. Thanks are also due to Andy 
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We acknowledge the input of many people from libraries and adult and 
community learning who gave of their time and knowledge. However, opinions 
expressed and conclusions reached in this report are solely those of the 
author, LLDA, and should not be attributed to any other party. 
 
MLA London is the strategic development agency for museums, libraries and 
archives in the region.  It is part of the wider MLA Partnership with the national 
Museums, Libraries and Archives Council and the eight other regional 
agencies.  Together the MLA Partnership works to improve people's lives by 
building knowledge, supporting learning, inspiring creativity and celebrating 
identity. The Partnership acts collectively for the benefit of the sector and the 
public, leading the transformation of museums, libraries and archives for the 
future. 
 
MLA London's strategic and operational plan has been developed around the 
following four long-term outcomes areas:  
 
·          communities and diversity  
·          creativity and collections  
·          economy and regeneration  
·          learning and skills  
 
MLA London’s recently published strategy for London’s public libraries 2006-
2008, At the heart of the community, focuses on the potential of this domain 
within the community. It identifies five priority objectives for MLA London in 
relation to libraries: advocacy, evidence, local government modernisation and 
improvement, adult learning and Skills For Life, and workforce skills.  Working 
with partners such as LLDA , MLA London will identify, support and publicise 
the potential of London’s libraries as community learning hubs 
 
More information is available from MLA London’s website, 
www.mlalondon.org.uk 
 
LLDA is the development agency for libraries in London. Working with public, 
higher education and health libraries, it develops innovative projects to 
improve access to services and help everyone make the most of the rich 
range of resources on offer in London’s libraries. LLDA also provides a first 
point of contact for anyone wanting to work with London’s libraries. Visit 
www.llda.org.uk for more information.  
 
 
�� �	���
�������
	���
We undertook a literature review as part of the research for this project. The 
review covers selected research, policy and professional publications which 
have appeared since 2000, as well as some key publications preceding that 
date where they still have relevance. The literature review is published as an 
appendix to this document.  
 
 
 



London’s public libraries as community learning hubs 
6 

�� ������	��� ��!	���"����	������
���#�����$
������
To inform thinking on the relationships between public libraries and adult 
learning, we undertook fieldwork in two London boroughs, Islington and Tower 
Hamlets. They were chosen because SKEIN partner organisations are active 
and the library services within each borough have prioritised adult learning but 
adopted different approaches to delivery and partnership.  

5.1 Local authority structure 
The London Borough of Islington Council is organised into seven 
departments: 

·  adult social services 
·  children’s services (including schools) 
·  corporate resources 
·  customer focus (including libraries) 
·  environment and regeneration 
·  finance 
·  housing, performance and property 

 
There are 10 public libraries and two prison libraries, the Home Library service 
(a domiciliary service) and two learning centres. In total the service employs 
130 full time equivalent staff. 
 
Islington has 47 primary, nine secondary and three special schools, as well as 
five pupil referral units. There are 20 learning centres in Islington, two of which 
are managed by the library service, which deliver adult and community 
learning. The local further education provider is City and Islington College, 
while higher education is provided by London Metropolitan and City 
universities. Islington is currently in the area of the Central London Learning 
and Skills Council (LSC) –  although LSC structure in London is in a process 
of change – and is a member of the Linking London Lifelong Learning 
network. 
 
The London Borough of Tower Hamlets Council (LBTH) is organised into five 
directorates: 
 

·  adult 
·  chief executive’s 
·  children’s 
·  development and renewal 
·  environment and culture 

 
In 1998, LBTH launched an extensive consultation exercise on its libraries: 
the results showed that residents wanted to be able to combine a visit to the 
library with shopping, and to have educational provision – not just information 
about education – available in libraries. In autumn 1998, the Council agreed to 
develop a strategy to house libraries and further education together. A 
decision was made to open a number of Idea Stores, which were to be 
deliberately sited in shopping centres and which, in addition to the usual 
library offer, would also house adult and further education classrooms and 
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open learning centres (LBTH, 2002). The first Idea Store opened in Bow in 
May 2002, followed by Chrisp Street in July 2004, Whitechapel in September 
2005 and Canary Wharf in March 2006. The Borough has five other libraries 
and a mobile library. 
 
In 2005, the existing library service and lifelong learning were merged into one 
service. At the time the interviews for this research were carried out, the 
process of appointing staff to posts in the new service was still in progress. 
Interviewees indicated that the merger was working well at senior level, and 
beginning to work down to other levels. Completely new appointees, who had 
previously not worked in either of the separate services, have only 
experienced the new way of working. 
 
Between 450 and 500 people are employed by Idea Stores, libraries and 
lifelong learning, including approximately 200 full time staff and a large 
number of part time teachers. All frontline staff in Idea Stores and libraries are 
able to provide information about learning opportunities in the Borough, and to 
enrol enquirers on courses in adult and further education. All new staff 
undergo a common induction programme, which is focussed on customer 
service. More specialised training, for example in enrolling people on courses, 
is provided in-house. 
 
There are seven nursery, 65 primary, 18 secondary and seven special 
schools in the Borough. The local further education provider is Tower Hamlets 
College, while higher education is provided by London Metropolitan and 
Queen Mary universities. LBTH currently belongs to the East London Learning 
and Skills Council (LSC) – subject to the same structural change as other 
London LSCs – and is a member of the Thames Gateway Lifelong Learning 
Network. 
 

5.2 Relative demographics 
Tables 1 and 2 (appendix 1 at the end of this report) present data for Islington 
and Tower Hamlets on a number of indicators relating to population, ethnicity, 
health, education and economic status. Where available, figures for London 
and England are also presented, for comparative purposes.  
 
Key comparitors: 

·  Population 
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·  Ethnicity 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

·  Education 
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·  Deprivation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

·  Employment 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

·  Gross weekly pay 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Some points to note: 
 

·  both boroughs have a higher proportion of children under five than in 
England as a whole 

·  both boroughs have a smaller proportion of people aged 65 and over 
than in London and in England as a whole – eg 9.7% in Islington 
compared with 16% in England 

·  in Tower Hamlets, 48.6% of the population is of non-white ethnic origin 
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·  more people in Islington and Tower Hamlets report that their health is 
‘not good’ or have a long term limiting illness or disability than the 
London or England averages 

·  infant mortality is higher in Islington, and teenage pregnancy rates are 
higher in both boroughs than either the London or England averages 

·  about a quarter of Islington adults have poor literacy (24.2%) and 
numeracy (25.1%) skills, while this is the case for about a third of 
adults in Tower Hamlets. 31.3% have poor literacy, and 31.7% poor 
numeracy skills. This compares with 23.58% and 23.34% respectively 
in England as a whole. However, some caution must be exercised, as 
these figures date from 1997, and the pattern may have changed since 
then 

·  people in the two boroughs are between two and a half and three times 
more likely than people in England as a whole to be income deprived. 
The figures are particularly striking for children.  Whereas 18.27% of 
children in England are income deprived, 48.3% of children in Islington 
and 58.7% in Tower Hamlets belong to this group 

·  both Islington and Tower Hamlets have higher rates of unemployment 
among the working age population than England as a whole: 8.1% in 
Islington and 12.5% in Tower Hamlets, compared with 4.6% in 
England. People in the two Boroughs are approximately three times as 
likely as those in England as a whole to be claiming jobseekers 
allowance, and approximately a quarter of these claimants have been 
out of work for more than a year 

·  people living in both Islington and Tower Hamlets are likely to earn less 
than the national average wage if in work; however those coming in to 
the boroughs to work are likely to earn above the national average 

 
%� #&��������!��	��
�	���
��������	�����
��	���&����
Library services in both Islington and Tower Hamlets play a role as community 
learning hubs. Interviews identified a strong commitment among library 
managers and staff to promoting libraries as community learning hubs, and to 
working with a range of partners to make provision which meets the needs of 
local learners. This aspiration was supported by adult education and training 
providers. There was a clear focus among interviewees on learners and their 
needs, and indications that libraries are exploring ways in which they can 
enhance their existing provision. 

6.1 Information, advice and guidance 
Public libraries have traditionally played a key role in providing information 
and some advice about learning and learning opportunities, but they have 
extended this by using the opportunities arising from the introduction of public 
access computer technology. The People’s Network, a National Lottery 
funded programme managed by the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council, has placed networked public computer facilities with internet access 
into every public library in the UK.  
 
Interviewees from libraries and Idea Stores in both boroughs expressed 
concern about going beyond information and advice to offering guidance on 
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issues outside their expertise; there was a general recognition that providing 
guidance is a skilled role. However, the library services are taking steps to 
skill at least some staff up so they can make a broader offering to users. In 
both boroughs: 
 

·  staff contribute to national initiatives including Ask A Librarian  
·  libraries provide information about formal learning opportunities, 

including stocking college prospectuses, and careers information 
·  in Islington, library staff direct enquirers to an online directory which 

includes information about learning opportunities, on the council’s 
website. LBTH hosts The Learning Ladder, an online directory of 
learning opportunities, which provides information about learning 
opportunities in the borough, and in neighbouring boroughs 

·  in Islington, library staff direct users to relevant learning opportunities. 
This includes directing learners to their own learning centres (or others 
in the network) for ICT skills (see Section 5.2), or to organisations 
which offer help in writing a CV or doing a job search. Frontline library 
and Idea Store staff in LBTH can enrol people on adult learning 
courses 

·  libraries have access to a huge variety of online reference and 
information resources as well as printed materials, local information 
and newspapers, which can be used to help answer queries. Staff offer 
advice on how to use these and how to access relevant websites, with 
the aim of equipping users with the skills to do this for themselves in 
future 

·  libraries work with local schools to show pupils the range of resources 
which they can use, either in the library or by accessing the library 
service website at school, to help with study and homework 

·  staff can show people how to set up web-based email accounts, and 
advise on online security, and on saving and backing up work 

·  other organisations, such as Ways to Work in Islington, and Job Clubs 
in Tower Hamlets, run sessions in libraries to offer people advice about 
job opportunities 

 
Islington libraries support business needs through resource provision such as 
directories in hard copy and online, including important but expensive to 
purchase products such as Kompass UK and Marketline. Library staff 
participate in the Link-In scheme, a sub-regional library initiative that signposts 
and supports adult learners towards passing the National Literacy and 
Numeracy tests. Library staff undertake a level 2 City and Guilds course in 
Supporting Adult Learning. They use their new skills to identify unemployed 
people under 25 with good literacy and numeracy skills, but no qualifications, 
and direct them to the test. They also track a number of these clients to 
demonstrate progression.  Islington Training Network funds some 
organisations solely to give information and advice to learners.  Nearly all of 
the authority’s learning centres, two of which are managed by the library 
service (see Section 5.2), have achieved Matrix accreditation, a national 
standard for IAG supported by the Department for Education and Skills. Matrix 
accreditation assesses 12 elements relating to external advice provision and 
internal staff support. 
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Meanwhile, LBTH has an advice and learning officer located in each Idea 
Store to offer one-to-one advice and guidance. From September 2006, 
anyone enrolling on an accredited course will be offered a session with one of 
these officers. Libraries and Idea Stores also support Skills for Life 
assessments carried out onsite by staff from Tower Hamlets College, and 
partners such as Connexions and Next Steps run one-to-one advice sessions 
in libraries and Idea Stores.  

6.2 Skills for Life 
Interviews indicated that public libraries have enthusiastically embraced the 
Skills for Life agenda. In addition to making provision for the development of 
ICT skills, libraries are participating in national and local initiatives to deliver 
improvements in literacy and numeracy. Interviewees mentioned the need to 
look across the whole picture, to ensure coherent provision and avoid 
duplication. It was noted, however, that people with literacy difficulties 
sometimes do not find it easy to go into libraries, and often find it difficult to 
admit that they have problems with reading.  Both Islington and Tower 
Hamlets had high level involvement in the development of the Londoners 
Need To Read (Skills for Life) Compact, which came out of Londoners need to 
read (Brockhurst and Dodds, 2004). This is a pan-London project, overseen 
by MLA London, and is an agreed standard of what libraries should be 
offering to reach basic, medium and advanced level benchmarks in adult 
basic skills provision, and how that should be evidenced.   
 
They also work with local community groups to help deliver Skills for Life, for 
example, by providing space for groups to meet, participate in the BBC RaW 
campaign targeting people who need help with reading and writing, and 
provide and display Quick Reads books for emergent readers. 

 
In Islington 
Two of the local authority’s 20 adult learning centres – First Steps, located at 
Islington Central Library, and Islington Computer Skills Centre (ICSC) located 
at Finsbury Library – are managed through the library service’s reference and 
information services team. In common with most other UK public libraries, 
they form part of the UK Online Network. 
 
The major funding for the centres currently comes from the Learning and 
Skills Council, channelled through the borough’s Adult and Community 
learning service.  A bid for funding has to be developed each year. The 
centres have also received funding from other sources, eg the ICSC was 
originally funded through the authority’s regeneration budget, and has 
received funding from New Deal for Communities, the Neighbourhood 
Renewal Fund and the European Social Fund, while First Steps has received 
funding from the Department for Work and Pensions for a job club, and from a 
Health Action Zone, to help deliver health messages to refugees and asylum 
seekers. 
 
The offer made by the centres to some extent depends on the priorities of the 
funders. Both centres offer drop-in sessions, with tuition in the basics of ICT 
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such as mouse and keyboard skills, how to use the internet, opening an email 
account, opening attachments and setting up databases. 
 
As well as the introductory courses, First Steps offers accredited courses, 
such as Beginners and Intermediate Certificate in Adult Information 
Technology (CLAIT) and the European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL).  
The centre also offers training in how to use a digital camera, in web design, 
Illustrator and Photoshop. The aim is to have a clear progression route; 
learners are assessed when they first make contact with the centre, then 
advised about appropriate courses. Progression may be to a further course at 
First Steps, or to provision in another adult learning centre, the local FE 
college or London Metropolitan University. However, progression routes can 
be jeopardised when other learning centres lose their funding. 
 
The centre offers a weekly session in ICT skills to refugees and asylum 
seekers who are studying English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) at 
a local church and takes part in one-off events such as the BBC People’s War 
programme. Home PC sessions enable people who use non-networked PCs 
in the library to learn how to use their own PC at home. 
 

The ICSC offers a CLAIT unit on word processing. It is also offering ITQ – an 
NVQ for IT – a new qualification aimed at people in employment who want to 
develop their ICT skills. The centre manager is currently doing the A1 
assessors’ award, so she can assess NVQs. The Vocational Assessors 
Award: 

·  supports compliance with current regulatory demands for assessor 
qualifications 

·  enhances progression to the Learning and Development Certificate and 
NVQ Awards  

·  demonstrates a level of competence and professionalism in NVQ 
assessment  

·  proves ongoing and relevant continuous professional development (CPD) 
as a practising assessor 

 
Both centres target specific groups of people. While the library service has its 
own priority groups, it also has to fit in with the priorities of the local authority 
and of funders. For example, the adult and community learning service’s 
target groups are Black and minority ethnic (BME) people, males and disabled 
people. Many of the centres’ learners live in deprived areas, some are ex-
substance users and some refugees and asylum seekers. When the ICSC 
was originally established, its funding agreement specified that learners could 
only come from the EC1 postcode area. The current target group is people 
aged 50-65 who live or work in Islington, Camden, Kensington and Chelsea 
and Westminster. 
 
Large numbers of people have received tuition at the centres. The First Steps 
learning centre recorded more than 4000 visits in 2005 (learners could have 
made more than one visit), while the ICSC recorded 1309 learners in the last 
five years. Of these, 748 were female and 561 male, while 60 learners said 
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they were disabled.  Both centres receive positive feedback from learners, 
who recommend the service to others. 
 
The manager of one of the learning centres recounted the story of a learner 
who visited after she had finished her training, to report that she had a better 
job and had gained the confidence to apply for the job from her experiences at 
the centre. 
 
Bridges To Learning is a partnership between Islington Library Service, 
Islington Adult and Community Learning and City and Islington College. It is 
located in a shared area in N4 library where the college offers informal 
courses and taster sessions in ESOL and in subjects such as managing 
budgets. The project aims to encourage learners to progress to more formal 
courses, and to encourage college students to make more use of library 
facilities. 
 
In Tower Hamlets  
As outlined in Section 2, the library and lifelong learning services are currently 
being merged in Tower Hamlets. Each Idea Store has a number of learning 
labs (see Section 5.3), and Whitechapel Idea Store also has three specialist 
learning facilities: a complementary therapy room, a dance studio and a multi-
media room.  Idea Stores host classes in, among other subjects, languages, 
anatomy and physiology, first aid, art, music and ICT. Other classes are 
hosted in learning centres, and the new service is building closer links 
between these centres and the legacy libraries. About 50% of lifelong learning 
takes place in the community.  
 
The bulk of funding for the Ideas Stores and libraries comes from the local 
authority budget and from the LSC. Funding for short-term projects has come 
from DfES, the European Social Fund and the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund.  
The priority groups for LBTH are Bangladeshi men and people with 
disabilities. Lifelong learning providers also have to take account of 
government and LSC targets for priority groups. 
 
The local further education college, Tower Hamlets College, provides classes 
in ESOL and in basic skills in the Idea Stores. Other initiatives related to Skills 
for Life include: 
 

·  voluntary learning ambassadors work in the community to promote the 
idea of learning. They also help out at family learning days held in Idea 
Stores and at least one ‘graduate’ of Silver Surfers helps out at Silver 
Surfer sessions 

·  initiatives such as the Premiership Club which promotes literacy and 
numeracy among children and parents 

6.3 Family learning 
In addition to their reference resources, libraries offer a range of support for 
family learning, including family learning days, homework clubs and study 
space.  Family learning is defined as where at least two people from two 
different generations share a common learning experience. According to the 
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national LSC definition, it aims ‘to encourage family members to learn 
together. They are learning as or within a family.’ (Quoted in Horne and 
Haggart, 2004 and other sources.) This is most usually parent and child but 
may be expanded to include non-related individuals in a family-type 
relationship, such as foster carers and foster children. Both library services 
offer: 
 

·  outreach activities for schools 
·  Bookstart and Chatterbooks – activities that promote reading with 

children 
·  homework clubs 
·  participation in the national public libraries children’s Summer Reading 

Challenge, organised by The Reading Agency in partnership with local 
authorities, which has a different theme each year. In 2006 this was 
Reading mission, themed on espionage 

·  learning and study space: most Islington libraries have study space, 
which ranges from three to four desks at smaller libraries up to 26 
desks and 16 computers. All Islington libraries have one of three levels 
of provision for library users with physical, visual or learning 
impairments 

·  in addition to study desks located in public areas, each Idea Store in 
Tower Hamlets has a number of learning labs for general use. The labs 
are used for adult learning classes, but can be used by students and 
others for quiet study when no classes are taking place 

 
In Islington: 

·  homework clubs are provided at three libraries for children up to the 
age of 13, but mostly attended by 7-9 year olds. Year 6 pupils are told 
about the homework clubs when they visit the library with their school 

·  Story Sacks aims to get parents involved in reading with their children 
·  the very successful Reading Stars scheme is run in conjunction with 

Arsenal Football Club and the National Literacy Trust. 
·  a joint initiative with the Family Learning Centre provides sessions for 

parents to help children with homework  
·  The Mildmay library has recently added new PCs and furniture to 

develop Family Learning Sessions in conjunction with the adult and 
community learning family learning team. 

 
In Tower Hamlets:  

·  each Idea Store offers a family learning day once a month, which have 
proved very popular. They are usually themed, with recent ones being 
organised around the story of the Little Blue Kangaroo and the launch 
of a financial literacy programme. Parents are shown how to play 
reading games with their children, and how to guide their children 
through a story. An IAG-trained member of staff attends to give 
informal advice and route attenders on to further learning 

·  the Premiership Club uses football to engage children and parents in 
literacy and numeracy. Observation by the organisers indicates that it 
has been successful in engaging fathers with children’s learning 
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·  music technology classes offer young people the opportunity to make a 
DVD of their own music 

·  activities for school aged children are on offer every day throughout 
school holidays 

·  library staff go into schools to promote the Summer Reading 
Challenge, and do joint work with schools to take writers into schools 

·  the manager of an Idea Store in Tower Hamlets told of a schoolchild 
who won a competition and chose as his prize a visit by his whole class 
to the Idea Store, as he wanted all his classmates to see how good it 
was. 

6.4 Learning linked to e-government 
Through the People’s Network, libraries are helping to deliver the e-
government agenda and are part of UK Online, a Cabinet Office initiative to 
make web services and facilities widespread and easily accessible. Both 
borough library services are able to give help and advice on how to use the 
PCs (see Section 5.1) and both offer Silver Surfer sessions to introduce ICT to 
people aged 50 and over. 
 
In Islington: 

·  the Library Service runs a scheme called Laptops At Home, which 
provides laptops for people receiving their Home Library service. This 
gives people access to ICT, and some informal learning about ICT 
takes place. Some participants use the laptops to maintain contact with 
their grandchildren via e-mail, others for shopping, keeping abreast of 
the news etc. 

 
In Tower Hamlets:  

·  co-location enables lifelong learning classes to use library resources in 
Idea Stores. For example, a language class might be shown the foreign 
language books, or use the library’s laptops to research information 
about relevant countries 

·  there is interest in exploring how the People’s Network can be used to 
promote e-learning, for example, by setting up online discussion groups 
for adult learning classes 

6.5 Learning linked to citizenship, older people, c rime and health 
Both services work with community groups to identify needs and plan 
appropriate provision. 
 
In Islington: 

·  the New Horizons scheme operates half-day libraries on five housing 
estates. The librarians work with community groups, such as the 
Somali Women’s Group, to encourage residents to enrol and use the 
library services 

·  the Library Service provides people who are not British citizens with 
information about the Citizenship Test, and stocks hard copy resources 
to help people prepare for the test. The First Steps centre is offering ‘e-
citizen’ this term, which is accredited by the British Computing Society  
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·  the First Steps centre worked with a local church-based Refugee group, 
using funding provided by the local Health Action Zone, to run a Gateway 
To Health scheme.  This enabled participants to find out how to contact 
doctors and dentists, arrange immunisation for their children and so on 
while learning to use ICT. The course produced a booklet for use in the 
refugee and asylum seeker communities 

·  the Library Service has worked with Islington Primary Care trust on setting 
up a book prescription scheme. It has also put in place cancer information 
collections in partnership with Macmillan Cancer Care and the North 
London Cancer Network. 

 
In Tower Hamlets:  

·  staff believe that Idea Stores contribute to community cohesion, by 
providing a safe space which is open to the whole community. One 
manager commented that informal observation suggested that the mix 
of people in his Idea Store mirrored that in the market outside  

·  libraries and Idea Stores work with the local Connexions service to 
identify young people at risk and to provide activities to engage them 

·  libraries and Idea Stores work with a local sensory impairment group 
·  Whitechapel Idea Store runs a monthly session for people with learning 

difficulties. The group was working on health and safety issues during 
the fieldwork period 

·  Chrisp Street Idea Store made a successful bid to Positive Activities for 
Young People (PAYP) to provide activities for young people at risk of 
offending behaviour and exclusion 

·  Golden Time sessions offer coffee for ‘older’ older people. Participants 
are provided with transport to the sessions, which often attract those 
who would otherwise use domiciliary library services. Free tea and 
coffee are provided, and a range of activities is on offer.  Some 
participants expressed an interest in learning to use the internet – the 
suggestion came from users, not staff 

·  Tower Hamlets Idea Stores are participating in a LinkAge Plus pilot 
scheme to offer a one-stop shop for housing, social care and financial 
benefits, transport, health, volunteering opportunities and other 
services and opportunities for people aged 50 and over. The LinkAge 
Partnership includes a huge range of national, regional, sub-regional 
and community partners including service providers, advice givers and 
government. 
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This literature review showed that public libraries both participate in and make 
valuable contributions to education and learning, social inclusion and e-
government.   
 
What, then, is the added value of libraries? What can they uniquely offer 
which it is difficult for anyone else to provide? Framework for the future 
(DCMS, 2003) refers to the library ‘offer’ in terms of the ‘four Ss’: 
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·  spaces: libraries offer safe, welcoming space and support for active 
citizenship 

·  stocks: as well as books, libraries house a wide range of audio-visual 
materials and People’s Network terminals 

·  services: libraries operate as community centres of learning 
·  staff: libraries have a committed workforce 

 
Interviewees from all sectors said that libraries have much to offer to non-
traditional learners. They are open and welcoming and easier to approach 
than formal learning institutions. They are seen as safe, respectable places 
which people of all ages, social backgrounds and ethnic groups can visit. 
Their long opening hours make them accessible to people in employment, as 
well as to retired and economically inactive people. 
 
We have presented the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
(SWOT) analysis of public libraries as community learning hubs as a table at 
appendix 2.  The emphasis is not on public libraries for their own sake, but on 
their strengths and weaknesses as partners in community learning, and the 
opportunities and threats which this offers to libraries and their users.  
 
Key strengths identified by interviewees included:  
 
·  accessibility and openness 
·  no need for appointment – libraries can be used as and when people wish  
·  opportunities to learn whilst people are onsite for other purposes – 

‘opportunistic’ learning  
 
However, the old-fashioned appearance of some unmodernised libraries was 
felt to be a disadvantage.  
 
Libraries have a good network, attract all sections of the community and offer 
services such as domiciliary provision which ensure elderly people are not 
excluded. At the same time, interviewees noted that libraries are sometimes 
mainly interested in people who are interested in libraries – and that the 
hardest to reach groups are often the most reluctant to use them. Libraries are 
also perceived at being poor at using data to track outcomes and at advocacy. 
 
Libraries have a number of advantages in terms of image and atmosphere. 
They are informal and ‘less intimidating’ than colleges, and users can try 
things out without committing themselves. They are seen as safe spaces – for 
example, for women and elderly people. Users can work at their own pace, 
which was felt to be especially important for older people. However, some 
noted that established library users complain about noise generated by new 
users and new services such as computers.   
 
The range of resources offered by public libraries is immense and its value 
was acknowledged by interviewees. All public libraries have PCs for people to 
use, and a wide range of books, journals and other materials. Staff are 
knowledgeable and approachable, and most have been trained to support 
people’s use of ICT. Where trained, staff knowledge of learning opportunities 
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is seen as valuable. However, some noted a reluctance on the part of library 
staff to move beyond areas of established expertise.  
 
Libraries could be seen as a ‘hook’: a lot of informal learning already takes 
place – people coming into the library for one purpose, such as to borrow a 
book, may discover other services and facilities on offer. Parents may bring 
their children and get interested in something themselves. It could be easy to 
interest people in learning through informal conversation – eg when a library 
user borrows a language course on CD, library staff could ask whether they 
would be interested in an adult learning course. Libraries should consider 
these ‘soft’ links as part of marketing strategies.  
 
New policy frameworks show libraries new directions in which libraries can 
move – involvement with community learning helps libraries position 
themselves for the future. Islington and Tower Hamlets libraries and Idea 
Stores management have shown different ways of building community 
learning into the core ‘offer’ and mainstreaming it. With Idea Stores, LBTH is 
showing a clear desire to learn from the retail sector about customer focus. 
However there are some risks to guard against: trying to do too much with too 
few resources or over-reaching; failure to think things through; the ongoing 
need to resource staff training so that it is continuous to keep pace with the 
fast-moving world of learning; and a belief that public support for libraries is so 
strong that there is no impetus for change and that it is sufficient to work 
within existing models. Political as well as managerial leadership may be 
prone to these risks.  
 
Library managers also need to be aware of the significant differences between 
library practice and the requirements and goals of funders. For example, the 
new skills agenda might have more focus on formal rather than informal 
learning – which is where specifically developed frameworks such as ILFA 
could help by providing more rigorous frameworks against which to measure 
outcomes. Funders often require more detailed monitoring and feedback than 
library staff – or users – are accustomed to providing, which may create 
barriers. We believe there is scope for more work on the general and generic 
contribution to learning made by libraries. 
 
The open nature of library access – no need for an appointment or 
commitment to join – is important, but some interviewees noted potential 
conflict with funders’ requirements, for example on residency or age. Libraries 
have opportunities for attracting potential learners from new groups but 
because the library offer is universal (or at least wide-ranging) this may 
conflict with targeting by funders and other providers. Nonetheless, our 
examples from the two boroughs we studied show that creative and flexible 
approaches from libraries can work extremely well, especially if such creativity 
and flexibility is reciprocated by partner agencies and organisations.  
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Evidence from the literature survey, and the practical examples quoted by 
Islington and Tower Hamlets, show that public libraries work effectively with a 
wide range of partners in the public, private and third sectors. Partnerships 
and networks bringing together different library services were also seen as 
invaluable by our interviewees for providing information exchange and mutual 
support, and helping to take forward new initiatives such as the Skills for Life 
compact. Trusts and foundations have provided valuable funding for new 
projects and initiatives. 
 
Interviewees stressed the importance of working with partners, rather than 
trying to duplicate or replace them. For example, making suitable provision for 
Skills for Life and family learning involves working closely with voluntary 
organisations and community groups to identify needs and ensure that 
appropriate provision is made. Some interviewees felt that, ideally, partners 
should draw up agreements about what each can offer to, and expect from, 
other partners, while others believed that informal agreements allowed for 
more flexibility. 
 
The following table summarises interviewees’ comments on the factors which 
they believed help or hinder good partnership working. 
 
What makes a partnership work 
well 

Difficulties with partnerships 

Shared values: 
·  have similar underlying values eg 

the partnership is about learners, 
not about the partners 

·  honesty and transparency 
·  trusting other partners to deliver to 

certain standards 
·  understanding each other’s 

cultures 
 

Shared values: 
·  being in partnership for cynical 

reasons: a mutual suspension of 
hostilities to acquire funding 

·  hidden agendas 
·  changing goalposts 
·  different cultures, clash of cultures 
·  not understanding what each 

other can offer 

Aims and objectives: 
·  choosing the right partners 
·  having a clear idea of what you 

want to deliver 
·  knowing why you are in the 

partnership 
·  being able to deliver on each 

other’s agenda 
·  having a commitment to making it 

work 

Aims and objectives: 
·  mismatched aims and objectives 
·  being woolly about what you want 

to achieve 
·  not delivering 
·  delivering only on own agenda 

and neglecting partner’s agenda  
·  different levels of commitment 
·  seeing the project as an ‘add-on’ 

to normal activity, instead of 
something new 

·  ignoring agreements 
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Communication: 
·  regular communication and 

meetings 
·  knowing where to go if there are 

problems 
·  having a lead partner 
 

Communication: 
·  lack of communication 
·  changes of personnel which 

means that relationships have to 
be rebuilt 

·  difficult personalities 

Networks: 
·  can learn from other partners 
·  gives access to good networks 
·  providing mutual support 
 

Networks: 
·  lack of mutual support 
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Some clear positive outcomes have emerged from this study. 
 

1. A wide range of provision is currently offered in libraries. 
2. Libraries provide people with an opportunity to try out new experiences 

– to test the water with minimal risk to themselves. 
3. There is some evidence that libraries are effective at engaging 

traditionally under-supported groups with learning experiences. 
4. Libraries have diverse and strong partnerships that have led to 

innovations in engagement and service delivery.  
 
In considering where we go from here, we will discuss: 
 

1. effective partnerships 
2. libraries as information and resource providers for the adult and 

community learning sector 
3. the future for libraries as community-learning hubs 
4. recommendations for further work 
 

9.1 Effective partnerships 
Interviewees indicated that strong partnerships can help develop innovative 
approaches to adult and community learning, which address resourcing, 
accessibility and appropriateness – if partners have compatible aims, are 
open and transparent in their partnership working and committed to making 
the partnership a success. 
 
Scope for future development of partnership working is dependent on a 
number of factors, not least the willingness of third sector providers to enter 
into partnerships with public library services, and the library service’s ability to 
resource the partnership effectively. Our research showed the clear 
advantages to partnership working but also highlighted the downsides some 
respondents identified. Partnership has become the common currency of 
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modern public life, yet robust analysis of what makes good partnerships work 
is sometimes absent.  
 
Above all, developing partnerships takes time. Library Service staff have, as a 
first priority, the maintenance of ‘front of house’ services, which may mean 
that the availability of personnel to attend external meetings and events where 
they can further explore strategic developments and innovations in joint library 
and community learning provision may be inconsistent or not present at all.  
 
Both our pilot authorities had recognised this and library service/Idea Store 
staff are tasked with partnership development as part of their roles and 
responsibilities. In Islington, one senior manager is designated community 
access and partnerships manager, but, importantly, all library managers are 
expected to develop partnerships appropriate to their own service areas.  
 
We therefore recommend that library managers should ensure resource is 
available to set up partnerships appropriately, and to evaluate their 
effectiveness, in terms of library service and wider goals, before, during and 
after partnership activity. Resource means providing time for staff to 
undertake this evaluative work as distinct from any delivery work within the 
partnership.  

 

9.2 Libraries as information and resource providers  
In LB Islington and LBTH, libraries and Idea Stores work with a range of 
partners both to support others in providing adult and community learning and 
as providers in their own right.  Scope for increasing this provision is limited by 
funding.  There is concern that the paperwork required by funders for 
monitoring might deter some learners, especially given the context and 
tradition of public libraries as openly accessible and free for all to use. There 
is much uncertainty at present about the budgetary and structural changes 
taking place in the adult and community learning sector, and this may hinder 
further development. 
 
We also recommend that all library services consider the good practice in the 
models in our pilot study authorities, in particular the training and accreditation 
of staff in IAG. It would not be appropriate to prescribe a ‘one size fits all’ 
methodology for library services to adopt, as the ecology of adult learning 
varies so widely between different authorities. However, library managers 
should give serious consideration to IAG within their service, and determine 
clearly the level, involvement and expertise that is required in their local area, 
and the support necessary for staff to provide it in a credible way.  
 

9.3 The future for libraries as community learning hubs 
Libraries and Idea Stores in the two pilot study boroughs offer a range of 
provision in their role as community learning hubs, as defined in the project 
terms of reference. They are willing to experiment, pilot and test out new 
approaches, are committed to engaging new learners from under-represented 
groups and have the needs of learners at the heart of their thinking. They 
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represent good models that other authorities may wish to consider adopting, 
whilst recognising that each borough is creating a response to its own unique 
demographic and cultural circumstances 

 
LB Islington and LBTH have adopted different approaches that suit the 
particular needs of their communities in delivering learning opportunities. Both 
authorities show a strong commitment to partnership and innovation. Clearly, 
in both authorities, this attitude has led to closer ties between providers and a 
greater range of opportunities for learners. There is some evidence, through 
the provision of integrated directories/online resources in both authorities, and 
LBTH’s recruitment policy that appoints staff to a merged service, that the 
huge and complex range of learning opportunities can be simplified for the 
end user. As the LBTH customer survey noted, people wanted more than just 
signposting. Matrix accreditation, at whatever level, is a good response to this 
need, and other London boroughs, such as Brent, are developing this 
approach.  
 
LBTH also provides some evidence that the restructuring of services towards 
a concentration on front-of-house delivery has enabled the service to diversify 
its workforce and, thus, make the workforce more representative of the 
communities being served. This may make Idea Stores more welcoming, 
approachable and non-threatening to local learners and potential future 
voluntary and community sector partners. Longitudinal research would 
demonstrate what impact this has on partnerships and service take-up in 
communities. 

 
Library services operating in isolation from the adult learning or third sector 
are unlikely to be able to innovate in the way LB Islington and LBTH have 
done, or, if they do so, it may produce conflict with other providers, particularly 
in the third sector, against a background of decreased funding from central 
government and the LSCs.  
 
We recommend that library managers consider the library and adult learning 
experience in the round, and from the end user’s viewpoint. Service re-design 
may be required to work towards a seamless experience for the customer. We 
also recommend that library services consider their impact on the voluntary 
sector, and ensure that as a de minimis, there are effective means of 
communication and consultation so that services can be designed in a way 
that ensures best ‘fit’.  

9.4 Recommendations for further work 
Libraries can play a part in the total ‘ecology’ of community learning in their 
areas, and can carve out a specific role for themselves that complements that 
of small scale, voluntary/third sector providers, and larger, more formal 
learning institutions.  
 
We have identified some issues that would benefit from further investigation.  
 

1. A longitudinal study of the contribution of libraries to generic learning – 
particularly through ILFA and generic learning outcomes (GLOs) – but 
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also examining the impact of funder requirements and the positioning 
of libraries within the overall learning and skills agenda. 

2. Libraries and the social capital agenda – the potentially successful role 
that joint library and community learning services can play when 
addressing the learning needs of under-supported learners including 
refugees and asylum seekers, BME and disabled people – for example, 
as demonstrated in the Welcome To Your Library project outcomes, 
where employment, educational achievement and integration are all 
fostered from the starting point of library services. See information on 
the first phase of the project at www.llda.org.uk  

3. Libraries and the vocational skills agenda – the potential future 
resourcing role of libraries in supporting the new 14-19 specialised 
diplomas being developed via the sector skills councils, as detailed in 
the Education and Skills White Paper (2005) at 
www.dfes.gov.uk/publications/14-19educationandskills 

4. Libraries’ potential to support the third sector at local level – following 
recent work by Bridge House Trust as part of the Change Up 
programme, the government’s capacity building initiative for the third 
sector, which highlighted how the resources libraries offer add value to 
voluntary organisations. For example, providing information, facilitating 
meetings and making the wider community aware of voluntary sector 
activity. We recommend that further work is commissioned looking at 
how public libraries can ensure that the learning activities they provide 
complement local third sector activity. 
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Table 1: Population, ethnicity, health and education indicators 

 Islington  Tower 
Hamlets  

London  England  

Population, 2004     
Total (000s) 179.9 209.3 7,428.6 50,093.1 
% aged 0-4 5.9 7.7 6.5 5.7 
% aged 5-15 11.2 13.6 12.9 13.8 
% aged 65+ 9.7 8.5 12.0 16.0 
Ethnic group, 2001     
White 75.4 51.4 71.2 90.9 
Mixed 4.1 2.5 3.2 1.3 
Asian or British Asian 5.4 36.6 12.1 4.6 
Black or British Black 11.9 6.5 10.9 2.3 
Chinese and other ethnic group 3.3 3.0 2.7 0.9 
Health, 2001     
% of persons with ‘not good’ health 10.8 10.3 8.3 9.0 
% with limiting longstanding illness 17.9 17.2 15.5 17.9 
Life expectancy at birth, 2002-04 male 73.9 73.9 76.5 76.6 
Life expectancy at birth, 2002-04 female 79.3 79.2 81.1 80.9 
Infant mortality rate: deaths up to 1 year 
per 1,000 live births   

7.9 4.8 .. 4.88 

% of live births where the weight of the 
child is less than 2.5kg 

8.4 9.6 .. 7.14 

Number of conceptions to under-18 year 
olds in a calendar year per 1,000 
females aged 15 to 17 

54.5 43.2 .. 44.3 

Education   ..  
% with no qualifications, 2001 25.1 34.3 .. 28.9 
% of the adult population with poor 
literacy skills, 1997 

24.2 31.3 .. 23.58 

% of the adult population with poor 
numeracy skills, 1997 

25.1 31.7 .. 23.34 

% with GCSE A*-C or equiv, 2005 44.2 50.9 .. 57.1 
% of 16 -24 year olds in full time 
education or employment, 2003-04 

79.2 75.2 .. 84.82 

% with Key Stage 2 English Level 4, 
2005 

74 77 .. 79 

% with Key Stage 2 Maths Level 4, 2005 68 76 .. 75 
% with Key Stage 2 Science Level 4, 
2005 

80 85 .. 86 

Sources: ONS, 2001 Census; ONS, Health Statistics Quarterly; DfES, Performance Tables. 
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Table 2: Deprivation indicators, employment and gross weekly pay 

 
 Islington  Tower 

Hamlets  
England 

Deprivation indicators, 2004    
Indices of multiple deprivation* 6 47 1-354 
% of the population living in the most deprived 
super output areas in the country   75 80 14.26 
% of population of working age claiming key 
benefits 

20.9 20.0 11.7 

% of people in the area who are income deprived 27.6 34.4 11.96 
% of children that live in families that are income 
deprived 48.3 58.7 18.27 
% of the population over 60 who live in 
households that are income deprived   32.6 42.5 13.88 
% of nursery and primary school pupils eligible for 
free school meals 42.8 54.0 18.43 
% of secondary school pupils eligible for free 
school meals 43.0 61.5 16.55 
Employment    
% of total population of working age, 2003-04 67.2 63.9 60.22 
% of economically active who are unemployed, 
2003-04 

8.1 12.5 4.6 

% of people in the area who are employment 
deprived, 2004 10.7 9.9 5.45 
Number of Job Seeker's Allowance claimants as 
a percentage of the working age population, 2005 4.6 5.5 1.93 
% of Job Seeker's allowance claimants who have 
been out of work for more than a year, 2005 23.6 25.4 11.15 
% of people in employment working in (2001)    
Banking & finance 33.7 35.7 16.91 
Public administration, education and health   22.2 20.0 24.14 
Other services   11.4 7.6 5.04 
Gross weekly pay, 2005    
All workers living in the area   £531.40 £479.10 £355.89 
Male workers living in the area   £575.10 £504.50 £451.78 
Female workers living in the area   £467.70 £454.90 £269.90 
All workers working in the area   £589.90 £669.80 £339.37 
Male workers working in the area   £673.60 £813.30 £428.15 
Female workers working in the area   £490.60 £560.00 £256.80 
Rank of the average Indices of MD Super Output Area scores, relative to all district, unitary 
and metropolitan areas (Scale 1 (most deprived) to 354 (least deprived)). 
Sources: Office of the Deputy Prime Minister; ONS, Local Area labour Force Survey; 
Department for Work and Pensions. 
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Strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) analysis of public 
libraries as community learning hubs 
Strengths Weaknesses 
Access: 
·  open to anyone 
·  long opening hours 
·  no physical or financial barriers 
·  don’t have to announce 

yourself/make appointment 
·  free access to PCs and the 

internet 
·  where learning opportunities are 

offered on-site, this removes an 
additional barrier 

 

Access: 
·  sometimes have problems with 

buildings, eg old buildings which 
do not lend themselves to new 
usage or poor signage 

Catchment: 
·  good network of public library 

buildings/service points (most 
people in London have one within 
a mile), so possible for most 
people to visit 

·  attract large numbers of people 
·  open to family groups, mixed age 

groups, priority and under-
represented groups 

·  children are welcome 
·  outreach services mean that 

housebound people are not 
excluded 

Catchment: 
·  libraries can sometimes be 

located away from main 
thoroughfares 

·  most difficult group to attract is 
those who have reading 
difficulties: they find it hard to 
admit to having a problem 

·  libraries are sometimes interested 
in people who are interested in 
libraries 

·  poor at capturing data on who 
comes 

·  expensive to track people to see 
outcomes 

·  don’t make enough use of data on 
users and successes for advocacy 

 
Image & atmosphere: 
·  friendly and informal 
·  non-threatening 
·  seen as more accessible than 

colleges 
·  safe, including for older people 
·  ‘respectable’ (eg for Asian 

women) 
·  unlike other Council facilities, you 

don’t go there because you have a 
problem 

·  where refurbishment has taken 
place, the buildings themselves 
can attract people 

Image & atmosphere: 
·  some ‘traditional’ users complain 

about noise 
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·  users can try things out without 
committing themselves 

·  users can work at their own pace -  
especially important for older 
people 

 
Resources: 
·  staff have a range of expertise 

and knowledge 
·  staff have information about 

learning opportunities 
·  staff know where to refer people 

for further learning 
·  large stock, including study books 

and guides, audio-visual study 
resources 

·  study space 
·  People’s Network PCs 
 

Resources: 
·  staff can be reluctant to go beyond 

perceived areas of expertise 
·  some staff are unwilling to change 

Libraries as a ‘hook’: 
·  lot of informal learning already 

takes place 
·  People’s Network PCs offer 

opportunity of informal learning in 
ICT and information search skills 

·  supermarket analogy: people 
come into the library for one thing, 
might discover another 

·  parents bring their children and 
get interested in something 
themselves 

·  easy to interest people in learning 
through informal conversation; eg 
someone takes out a language 
tape - ‘did you know that you can 
do a course here?’ 

 

 

Opportunities Threats 
Library offer: 
·  new policies and frameworks 

show libraries new directions in 
which they can move 

·  involvement with community 
learning helps libraries position 
themselves for the future 

·  can build community learning into 
the core offer and mainstream it 

·  offers opportunity to provide staff 
with new skills so they can provide 

Library offer: 
·  new skills agenda might have too 

much focus on formal rather than 
informal learning 

·  may be trying to do too many 
things at once 

·  new ideas can be lost because 
there isn’t time to think them 
through 

·  can slow down after initial 
enthusiasm 
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more 
·  can build on enthusiasm of staff 
·  can learn from other sectors; eg. 

from the retail sector about 
customer focus 

·  constant battle to keep staff well-
trained 

·  a belief that public support for 
libraries is so strong that they are 
unlikely ever to be abolished. This 
belief could lead to complacency 
and may prevent library staff from 
constantly rethinking about what 
they should be doing and whether 
they are meeting their users’ 
needs  

 
Users: 
·  open access facilities can widen 

participation in learning and library 
use  

·  can bring new and under-
represented groups into learning, 
and into libraries  

·  can attract new users with ‘special 
offers’; eg., special events, family 
learning days, Silver Surfer clubs 
etc 

Users: 
·  restrictions on funding sometimes 

means having to turn potential 
learners away 

·  funders’ targets may be different 
from libraries’ targets 

·  by definition, difficult to reach 
groups are difficult to reach 

·  paperwork can be a barrier to new 
users; eg. can be tricky to ask 
people to complete enrolment 
forms, learning plans etc if their 
literacy levels are low 

·  existing users may not like the 
‘new’ library 

 
Funding: 
·  involvement in community learning 

helps libraries identify new 
sources of funding 

·  can use project funding to try new 
things out on a pilot basis  

·  can put in bids for funding with 
partners 

·  can show funders the value of 
open access 

 

Funding: 
·  short-term funding is a threat to 

sustainability; may have to close 
things down if funding stops 

·  current uncertainty because of 
cuts in funding for adult and 
community learning.  This may 
mean that centres have to start 
charging, which could exclude 
some priority groups 

Partnerships: 
·  can find new partners and use 

new networks 
·  can work more closely with other 

local authority services 
·  can agree a common offer: eg. 

Skills For Life compact  
·  third sector partners will help 

spread the word about the library 
offer 

Partnerships: 
·  not sure that all partners 

understand the importance of 
open access 

·  partners sometimes change the 
goalposts  
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Administrative: 
·  improved management 

information systems can help 
raise performance 

·  could make more use data for 
advocacy 

·  need to set up systems and 
processes so not dependent on 1-
2 people 

·  can save money on bulk 
purchasing, common 
administrative systems 

Administrative: 
·  IT, MIS, HR systems can be 

‘clunky’ 
·  monitoring requirements can be at 

odds with the ‘open door’ policy of 
libraries 

·  requirements for reporting to 
funders are a higher priority than 
the Inspiring learning for all 
outcomes 

·  local authority procedures and 
procurement policies can be slow 
and cumbersome 

 
 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
              
 

 
 

�� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 		 

 �� �� 

 �� �� �� 

 �� �� �� �� �� �� ��
�� �� �� �� �� �� �� 		 �� �� �� �� ��
�� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� 		 

 �� ��

�
���������	�����%��&�

 
 
 

����'����&����
�

 ������������
�������(�%�������������
��
 
 
 
 
 



London’s public libraries as community learning hubs 
34 

Contents 
 
1 Introduction and background ..................................................................35 
2 Public libraries: the context .....................................................................35 

2.1 Library Standards ............................................................................36 
2.2 Users and uses of public libraries....................................................37 
2.3 The value of public libraries .............................................................37 
2.4 The wider ecology ...........................................................................37 

3 Education and learning ...........................................................................37 
3.1 Adults’ participation in learning ........................................................38 
3.2 Skills for life .....................................................................................38 
3.3 Family learning ................................................................................40 
3.4 Information, advice and guidance....................................................42 

4 Regeneration, neighbourhood renewal and social exclusion..................42 
4.1 Key principles of community development work ..............................43 

5 E-government .........................................................................................43 
5.1 Access to the internet ......................................................................43 
5.2 The People’s Network......................................................................43 
5.3 Learndirect and UK Online Centres.................................................44 
5.4 E-government services ....................................................................44 

6  Wider government agendas....................................................................45 
6.1 Citizenship .......................................................................................45 
6.2 Older people ....................................................................................45 
6.3 Crime and health .............................................................................45 

7 Partnerships............................................................................................45 
8 The added value of libraries....................................................................46 
9 Conclusion ..............................................................................................46 
References.....................................................................................................48 
Websites consulted........................................................................................50 



London’s public libraries as community learning hubs 
35 

�� ���������	���
����
���������
Public libraries have played an important role in adult and community learning 
since their inauguration. The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2003), 
in Framework for the future: libraries, learning and information in the next 
decade, underlined the contemporary relevance of this role by identifying ‘the 
promotion of reading and informal learning’ as one of three areas of activity at 
the heart of libraries’ ‘modern mission’.   
 
In 2005, the London Libraries Development Agency (LLDA) working with 
Museums Libraries Archives London (MLA London) was awarded funding by 
the Skills for Economic Inclusion Network (SKEIN) to undertake a pilot project 
which aimed to: 

·  investigate the role of public libraries as community learning hubs 
·  explore whether a stronger partnership model can integrate more adult 

and community learning provision  
·  explore whether a stronger partnership model can build public libraries’ 

role as information and resource providers for the adult and community 
learning sector 

·  explore how the use of libraries as community-learning centres will 
develop in the future  

 
The project comprised three strands of work: 

·  an initial, focussed literature survey 
·  fieldwork in two local authorities, Islington and Tower Hamlets, within 

SKEIN hub areas 
·  preparing outcomes and recommendations, which can be used by 

LLDA and ALM London to prepare a report for presentation to SKEIN 
and dissemination 

 
This report, based on a review of relevant literature, is the first output of the 
project.  It is based primarily on a selection of literature from 2000 onwards, 
although a small number of key earlier documents were also reviewed.  
 
Although a wide variety of sources were reviewed and many are quoted in this 
report, only LLDA takes responsibility for any opinions contained herein.  
 
 
�� *���	���	��
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Public libraries in England take their remit from the Public Libraries and 
Museums Act 1964, which requires the 149 first tier English local authorities to 
provide ‘comprehensive and efficient’ public library services. Although the 
terms ‘comprehensive and efficient’ are not defined within the 1964 Act, 
broadly speaking, it requires library authorities to provide, free of charge, 
access for people who live, work or study in their area to borrow or refer to 
books, printed material and pictures in line with their needs and requirements 
(www.culture.gov.uk). 
 
At a national level, the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport has a 
duty under the 1964 Act to superintend the delivery of library services, which 
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happens at local authority level, and to promote the improvement of public 
libraries.   
 
In 2001, DCMS published Culture and creativity: the next 10 years (DCMS, 
2001a).  As part of its widening participation and access agenda, DCMS 
committed itself to providing better access to libraries – ‘our street corner 
universities’.  Framework for the future (DCMS, 2003) outlined the 
government’s vision for the public library service.  In addition to promoting 
reading and informal learning, key roles for public libraries were seen as 
providing: 

·  access to digital skills and services, including e-government, and 
·  adopting measures to tackle social exclusion, build community identity 

and develop citizenship 
 
A Framework for the future action plan for public libraries was drawn up and is 
being implemented by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA). 
MLA has also developed a framework of learning outcomes: Inspiring learning 
for all (www.mla.gov.uk). 

2.1 Library Standards 
Comprehensive information about public libraries is collected through annual 
returns to the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Administration 
(CIPFA). 
 

·  The first set of Public Library Service Standards (PLSS) was introduced 
in April 2001. Their aim was to ensure that there would be no wide 
variation in the quality of library services by 2010 (DCMS, 2001a, 
2001b)  Their purpose was to assess each authority's performance 
against 26 core targets. Set at the level of the best 25% of libraries (as 
they were performing in 1999-00) authorities were asked to meet the 
standards by the end of 2003-04. 

·  Based on CIPFA returns and its own inspections, the Audit 
Commission's Building Better Libraries report, published in 2002, noted 
evidence of under-investment in library services by some authorities. 
The report identified positive developments, including the growth of ICT 
terminals for public use, and work on reader development, but noted 
that, in the previous 10 years, visits to libraries had fallen by 17% and 
loans by nearly a quarter (Audit Commission, 2002) 

·  The PLSSs were streamlined into 10 key public library service 
standards and re-launched in October 2004 (DCMS, 2004b, 2006a) 

·  Public Libraries are one constituent of the Audit Commission’s Best 
Value Performance Indicator 119 

·  Achievement or non-achievement of PLSSs has an impact on Local 
Authorities Comprehensive Performance Assessment 

·  On a wider level, public libraries contribute, through partnerships, to the 
achievement of targets by partner organisations’, such as the Learning 
and Skills Council (LSC), or regeneration and neighbourhood renewal 
projects 
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2.2 Users and uses of public libraries 
A survey commissioned by DCMS (2006b) found that 48% of those surveyed 
in 2005 had visited a public library in the previous 12 months.  Surveys of 
users carried out as part of the CIPFA Public Library User Surveys (PLUS) 
found that, in 2003, 62% were female and 28% male, while about half were 
aged between 45 and 74 (Creaser et al, 2005). 
 
The CIPFA PLUS surveys show that, in the UK as a whole, the most common 
reason for visiting a library was to borrow or return a book: almost three 
quarters (73%) of respondents mentioned this.  In 2003, almost one in three 
(28%) went to the library to browse and just over one in five (21%) to look for 
information or to find something out.  Eight per cent were borrowing or 
returning videos, 6% cassettes, 5% CDs, 3% DVDs and 1% CD-ROMs.  One 
in eight (12%) went to the library to read newspapers. 
 
Clearly, any of the activities listed above may be related to learning, but it is 
also worth noting that 8.5% of respondents say they visited the library to 
study, 11.5% to use a computer, and 13.3% to access the internet (obviously 
internet users had also used computers, but some had not selected this 
answer).  The percentage who rated the computers in libraries as ‘good’ or 
very good’ was 85.3%. 

2.3 The value of public libraries 
A variety of sources testify to the value which people attach to public libraries. 

·  96% of adults in England agree or strongly agree that libraries ‘provide 
a valuable service to the community’ (Fenn et al, 2004) 

·  data collected for Best Value Performance Indicator 119 show that, in 
England, libraries achieve the highest satisfaction ratings of all Local 
Authority cultural services. Among those taking part in the surveys, 
69% were satisfied with libraries, 54% with local authority sports 
facilities, 47% with arts activities and facilities and 42% with museums 
(Bridgwood, 2006) 

2.4 The wider ecology 
Beyond the ‘library world’, libraries operate in relation to and need to take 
account of a dizzying range of policies and organisations.  The next sections 
of the report will focus on some key areas.  These are: 

·  education and learning: particularly adult and community learning, and 
family learning 

·  social exclusion, regeneration and neighbourhood renewal 
·  e-government, which has driven the development of the People’s 

Network and UK Online centres 
·  wider government agendas on citizenship, health, and crime 
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Public libraries have a role to play in learning at all levels.  Framework for the 
future (DCMS, 2003) notes that public libraries are one of the few places 
where formal and informal learners, schoolchildren, students and adults can 
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all learn together.  A study by McLaughlin and Morris (2004), based on case 
studies of eight public libraries, found support among staff for libraries’ role in 
promoting the pleasure of reading to adults with poor literacy.  Useful ways of 
developing this role included re-branding adult literacy collections, reading 
groups, talking books, themed activities and events, and student book buying. 
It was acknowledged that public libraries’ role in identifying adults with poor 
literacy was best done as part of multi-agency work.  A major limitation on 
further development was finding sufficient time and funding. 
 
Of particular relevance to this review are: 

·  skills for life 
·  family learning 
·  information, advice and guidance 

 
Before considering these areas, it is useful to look at the extent of current 
adult participation in learning. 

3.1 Adults’ participation in learning 
Data from the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) (2005) show that, in 2004-05: 

·  there were 4.21 million learners in LSC-funded further education, an 
increase of 1.2% on 2003/04 

·  519,000 people participated in work-based learning 
·  915,000 learners were enrolled on adult and community learning 

programmes 
·  the most popular areas of learning followed by learners in FE were 

information and communication technology (17.8%) and health, social 
care and public services (16.1%).  Engineering, technology and 
manufacturing (20%) was the most popular type of work-based 
learning, while visual and performing arts and media, and hospitality, 
sports, leisure and travel respectively accounted for 28% and 22% of 
adult and community learners 

·  the largest increase in adult and community learning between 2003-04 
and 2004-05 was in foundation programmes, which went up by 30.8% 

 
In addition, 2,024,070 students were enrolled in higher education institutions 
in England in 2004-05.  Of these, 128,250 were following further education 
courses, 1,448,380 undergraduate courses (65% full-time, 1,3220,440 from 
the UK) and 447,440 postgraduate course (42% full-time, 307,085 from the 
UK) (www.hesa.ac.uk) 

3.2 Skills for Life 
There is widespread evidence of skill shortages at several levels.  The most 
recent National Employers Skills Survey, carried out in 2005, estimated that 
one in 16 adults lack the skills necessary to do their jobs properly.  This was 
an improvement on the one in nine identified in 2003.  Most lacking were 
technical and practical skills, and communication in speech and writing.  One 
in four adults were estimated as not being able to use a computer adequately.  
Trades people, such as electricians, motor mechanics, plumbers, plasterers 
and chefs, and associate professionals, such as nurses, careers advisors, 
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finance and investment analysts and graphic designers, between them 
accounted for one in six hard-to-fill vacancies (LSC, 2006). 
 
In 1999, Sir Claus Moser chaired a working group to investigate adult basic 
skills, defined by the Basic Skills Agency as ‘the ability to read, write and 
speak English and use mathematics at a level necessary to function at work 
and in society in general’ (NIACE, 2003). The working group estimated that 7 
million people, one in five adults, had poor literacy and numeracy skills (DfEE, 
1999).   
 
A more recent Skills for Life survey in 2003 (DfES, 2003a) estimated that, in 
England: 

·  around one in six (16% or 5.2 million adults) had entry level 3 or lower 
literacy skills.  One in 20 (5%) performed at entry level 2 or below 

·  15 million adults in England had entry 3 or lower level numeracy skills 
and 6.8 million of these were classified at entry level 2 or below 

·  50% achieved Level 2 or above in ICT awareness, although a 
significant proportion (25%) were classified at entry level or below 

·  15% had never used a computer and slightly fewer than half (47%) 
achieved level 1 or above in the practical assessment which formed 
part of the survey 

 
The report noted that poor basic skills are associated with unemployment, 
low-skill work and low pay (DfES, 2003b). 
 
A national adult basic skills strategy, Skills for life, was launched in 2001.  It 
aimed to improve literacy, numeracy and ESOL skills among people aged 
over 16, up to and including NVQ Level 2 (DfEE, 2001).  The strategy 
identified particular target groups: the unemployed, prisoners, public sector 
employees, workers in low-skilled jobs and others at risk of exclusion.  A 
national Skills for Life Strategy Unit has been based in DfES since 2000 
(www.dfes.gov.uk/readwriteplus).  LSCs are responsible for planning, funding 
and delivering provision within their areas.  Teaching materials were 
produced, national tests in literacy and numeracy launched in September 
2001, professional development was provided for teachers and Skills for life 
tuition is inspected by the Adult Learning Inspectorate.  By 2003, 300,000 
learners had achieved qualification (DfES 2003b). 
 
Public libraries' contribution to the Skills for Life strategy is formalised through 
the Vital Link, which aims to provide a national offer for adult learners and to 
embed reading for pleasure in the Skills for life curriculum. Run by The 
Reading Agency in partnership with the National Literacy Trust and the 
National Reading Campaign, the Vital Link focuses particularly on how 
creative reading activity through libraries can motivate students and engage 
new learners.  The Vital Link forms part of the books, reading and learning 
strand of the Framework for the future action plan for public libraries 
(www.literacytrust.org.uk/vitallink). 



London’s public libraries as community learning hubs 
40 

 
Initiatives relating to Skills for Life 
The Skills for Life strategy is supported by a range of national and local 
initiatives, many of which involve public libraries. 
 
BBC RaW is an entertainment-led free national literacy campaign, which 
started in October 2005, to support the Skills for life strategy. People can go to 
their nearest BBC RaW centre or to their library to get help.  The campaign 
includes TV and radio programmes as well as online and other activities 
around themes like football and families.  Many libraries are working with the 
BBC to highlight the campaign's activities by providing featured reading 
materials, reading events and access to the campaign website 
(www.bbc.co.uk). 
 
A free helpline, open seven days a week from 8 am to 10 pm, sends out 
magazines and can direct people to their nearest Basic Skills Centre.  Lifelong 
learning advisors are also available to give in-depth advice over the 
telephone.  They set objectives for future development in the first call, and 
follow this up with three further calls.  Pre-level 2 callers are offered nextstep 
(see Section 3.4), which gives free advice and information on careers. 
 
Move On is a national project aiming to share the success of a pilot project in 
Somerset and developing its approach further. It offers level 1 and 2 learners 
who already have the National Certificates in Adult Literacy and Numeracy 
with a free brush-up course, aiming to reach new learners who don't see 
themselves as needing help with their basic skills (www.move-on.org.uk). 

3.3 Family learning 
Family learning has been defined as learning which aims ‘to encourage family 
members to learn together. They are learning as or within a family. (Family 
learning) should include opportunities for intergenerational learning and, 
wherever possible, lead both adults and children to pursue further learning’ 
(LSC, cited in Horne and Haggett, 2004). Family learning also creates 
opportunities for parents to know more about how their children learn at 
school, so that they can more effectively support their children’s learning at 
home (www.Islington.gov.uk).  The Learning and Skills Council funds two 
strands of family learning, via local education authorities: 

·  family literacy, language and numeracy (FLLN) 
·  wider family learning (WFL) 

 
A study in Lancashire of adults who had taken part in family learning found 
that 80% continued on to further activity.  Two thirds (50% of the whole 
sample) attributed this to their family learning experience.  One third went on 
to further learning, a fifth volunteered in their child’s school or the wider 
community, one in six became paid classroom assistants, and just under one 
in 20 got a (better) job.  They spent more time helping children with homework 
and felt they gave better quality advice (Horne and Haggett, 2004). 
 
The National Institute for Adult and Continuing Learning (NIACE) carried out a 
survey of family learning in public libraries.  Among the 81 library services in 
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England which responded to a questionnaire, all but two organised family 
learning activities.  Half provided 11 or more activities, while another quarter 
provided 6-10.  Almost all worked with partners, the most common of which 
was Sure Start.  The most common activities were Bookstart and Storytime – 
for under-fives (both reported by 77%).  Other common activities were tie-ins 
with Family learning week and Adult learning week, homework clubs and 
family ICT sessions (Spacey, 2005). 
 
Bookstart 
Bookstart is a national programme that works through locally based 
organisations to give a free pack of books to babies with guidance materials 
for parents and carers.  Schemes are usually co-ordinated by the library 
service, but sometimes through local education or health services, who add 
an invitation to join the library along with library information to the Bookstart 
pack.  The first Bookstart pack is usually delivered to families at babies’ seven 
to nine month health check with their health visitor. It is estimated that the 
programme currently reaches 90% of babies in the UK.  Two additional packs 
were recently launched in England – Bookstart Plus for 18-month-olds, and 
My Bookstart treasure chest, aimed at three-year-olds (www.bookstart.co.uk). 
 
Several evaluation studies have recorded positive outcomes for children 
participating in Bookstart.  A national study reported increases in the 
proportion of parents reading with their children, in the number of books read 
and in the frequency of reading.  Parents felt more confident about reading to 
their children, and had an increased awareness of the role of reading in 
speech and language development (University  of Surrey, 2001).  An 
evaluation of the scheme in Derbyshire found that older family members 
visited the library more often and that libraries changed their book-buying 
policies as a result of the scheme.  However, continuing invitations were 
needed to keep parents engaged (Millard, 2002). 
 
A follow-up study of children in Birmingham found that, at 2-3 years old, 
‘Bookstart’ children were more likely to find reading enjoyable, to receive 
books as presents and to go to the library, compared with a control group.  At 
five, on starting school, they had better reading and writing skills, and slightly 
better maths, than a control group (More and Wade, 1998). 
 
Summer Reading Challenge 
The Summer Reading Challenge, based in public libraries, offers incentives 
for children to read six books in six weeks.  The aim is to engage children with 
books and libraries.  Approximately 600,000 children aged 11-14 take part 
each year, and some 35,000 children become new library members.  
Evaluation of the Summer Reading Challenge has shown that taking part 
increases confidence, skill, enjoyment and motivation: 

·  95% of participants want to read more books  
·  92% of Summer Reading Challenge books were new to the reader  
·  77% taking part felt they were ‘better readers’ after the challenge. 40% 

felt they were ‘a lot better’  
·  66% said they read more books than they would have done, if they had 

not taken part in the Summer Reading Challenge 
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(Source: www.literacytrust.org.uk) 
 
Chatterbooks 
Chatterbooks is the first nationally coordinated reading group scheme for 
children. Many public library services nationwide have signed up to the 
scheme.  
 
100% of groups said that children were reading more widely.  For example, 
after a year in the Brixton Chatterbooks group, the number of children reading 
three books per week had increased from 17% to 49%. 91% of the groups 
said that belonging to Chatterbooks had increased children's confidence and 
self-esteem (Source: www.literacytrust.org.uk) 

3.4 Information, advice and guidance 
Information, advice and guidance (IAG) partnerships – later rebranded as 
nextstep – were set up in 2000. Public library services were included from the 
beginning as full members of IAG partnerships.  Matrix accreditation provides 
a national quality standard for services in providing IAG (Spacey, 2005).  
Nextstep provides information about local job vacancies, and advice on how 
to apply for jobs, write a CV and on interview skills to adults aged 20 and over 
(www.nextstep.org.uk). 
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After its election in 1997, the Labour Government established a number of 
Policy Action Teams (PATs) to explore ways of tackling social exclusion.  PAT 
10, which covered the arts and sport, argued in its report of July 1999 that 
participation in the arts and sport can help address neighbourhood renewal by 
improving communities’ ‘performance’ on the four key indicators of health, 
crime, employment and education (DCMS, 1999a).  In October 1999 (DCMS, 
1999b), a draft social inclusion policy for libraries was published, followed by 
Libraries, museums and archives for all: co-operating across the sectors to 
tackle social exclusion (DCMS, 2001d). 
 
Building on PAT 10 (DCMS, 2001e) argued that public libraries should offer 
the widest possible access to collections, and be the major vehicle for 
delivering ICT access.  Libraries should be located where need existed and, 
where possible, co-located with other Council facilities.  Libraries should act 
as community research centres, have flexible opening hours, do outreach 
work and address the specific needs of particular groups in the locality.  
Libraries were also urged to form partnerships. 
 
The Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy which emerged from the PAT process 
resulted in the establishment of a number of area-based initiatives, some of 
which have involved public libraries.  These include the Single Regeneration 
Budget, New Deal for Communities, Health Action Zones, Employment Zones 
and Education Action Zones. 
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4.1 Key principles of community development work 
The PAT 10 (DCMS, 1999a) report noted that community development and 
regeneration take time, and identified some key principles for working 
successful in this area.  They were: 

·  valuing diversity 
·  embedding local control 
·  supporting local commitment 
·  promoting equitable partnerships 
·  defining common objectives in relation to actual needs 
·  working flexibly with change 
·  securing sustainability 
·  pursuing quality across the spectrum, and 
·  connecting with the mainstream 
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Modernising government (Cabinet Office, 1999) set a target of making all 
dealings with government available electronically by 2008.  To achieve this, 
however, it was necessary to address a growing gap between those with 
access to computers and the internet and those without. 

5.1 Access to the internet 
Data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Omnibus Survey shows 
that, in the last five years, the proportion of people accessing the internet has 
increased steadily, from 45% of adults aged 16 and over in 2000 to 69% in 
2005.   However, access is not equally common among all groups.  Men (72% 
in 2005) are more likely than women (66%) to have ever accessed the 
internet.  While 95% of the 16-24  age group had used the internet, only 19% 
of those aged 65 and over had done so.  Among those who had never used 
the internet, 44% said they had no internet connection in 2005, while 35% 
mentioned lack of confidence or knowledge (www.statistics.gov.uk, 2005). 
Libraries were seen as being well placed to reach those who did not have 
access to ICT.  Ways of doing this included the People’s Network, learndirect 
and UK Online centres. 

5.2 The People’s Network 
The People’s Network is delivered by England’s public libraries, managed by 
the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, and supported by lottery 
funding. The People’s Network services started with computers in public 
libraries giving high speed access to the web.  Public libraries offer a range of 
activities to engage people who might not otherwise think of using computers, 
or be reluctant due to lack of knowledge, for example Silver Surfer sessions 
specifically target people aged 50 and over, the group least likely to access 
the internet. 
 
In addition to providing terminals, the People’s Network now provides three 
online services: 

·  Enquire: online queries are answered by librarians in real time 
·  Discover: to locate a range of items in libraries, museums and archives 
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·  Read: to bring readers together online or face-to-face by giving 
information about reading groups 

 
The Network also includes information on current library and reading 
campaigns (www.peoplesnetwork.gov.uk). 

5.3 Learndirect and UK Online Centres 
The University for Industry (Ufi) was established in 1999.  It created the 
learndirect brand, to provide supported e-learning in Skills for life, languages, 
management, English for speakers of other languages (ESOL) and IT at all 
levels.  Learners can choose to work towards nationally recognised 
qualifications including the Certificates in Adult Information Technology 
(CLAIT) and the European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL).  Ufi also runs a 
free advice service. 
 
In 2001, DfES (then DfEE) established the UK Online centres to provide 
computer access to people in the community and help them learn new skills. 
Centres were located in libraries, community centres and schools.  By 2006, 
there were 6000 centres.  In 2003, Ufi took on responsibility for the centres, 
which now form part of a wider network of learndirect centres and further 
education colleges (www.ufi.co.uk).  In 2003, library-based UK online centres 
recorded 11.7 million internet user sessions and more than 100,000 IT training 
sessions (SQW, MORI, 2005). 

5.4 E-government services 
In 2004, DfES launched pathfinder projects in 70 UK Online Centres, to 
explore their potential for supporting the delivery of e-government services.  
Users were engaged in nine different areas of e-government: older people, 
benefits for working age people, job search, family e-learning, sole-traders, 
community engagement, citizenship, rural services, and Directgov. 
 
During the project, more than 3,600 new users were introduced to 
e-government services.  If this figure was extrapolated across the entire UK 
online centre network, potentially more than a million new users could be 
introduced to e-government services in a year.  The projects were particularly 
successful in attracting excluded groups: a third of participants were 
unemployed and a quarter from Black and minority ethnic groups.  Well-
trained centre staff were seen as key to the success; many participants 
needed help to access the service.  The centres were particularly skillful at 
embedding e-government into other ICT training. 
 
Ninety per cent of centres said they would be willing to participate in delivering 
e-government, with libraries emerging as the most enthusiastic.  Libraries 
were seen as particularly well-placed for promoting local authority e-services.  
However, further development of this work had financial implications for 
libraries in terms of demands on staff time, and costs associated with needing 
more terminals and printing (SQW, MORI, 2005). 
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Public libraries are also engaged in delivering other government policies and 
agendas.  A few examples are given below; this is, of course, not a 
comprehensive list. 

6.1 Citizenship 
Approximately 100,000 people a year apply for British citizenship. Applicants 
must prove that they have knowledge of British people, laws and culture. A 
test, based on the existing Home Office booklet ‘Life in the UK – a Journey to 
Citizenship’, can be taken in learndirect centres.  As noted above, many of the 
centres are located in public libraries. 

6.2 Older people 
In 2003, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) launched a joint 
departmental approach to older people (LinkAge), referred to as ‘Sure Start 
for older people’.  The aim was to provide a single gateway to services 
provided in the community – ranging from housing matters, social care and 
financial benefits to transport, health and volunteering opportunities and other 
services and opportunities for people aged 50 and over.  Opportunity Age, the 
cross-government DWP older people's strategy published in 2005, proposed 
developing the model with LinkAge Plus pilots (Social Exclusion Unit, 2006).  
Pilots in eight local authority areas in England were launched in January 2006 
(DCLG, 2006).  Libraries  have a key role to play in providing access to 
information. 

6.3 Crime and health 
Libraries have played a role in preventing youth crime.  During 2002, they 
participated in the Splash Extra programme, based in the ten worst street 
crime areas (Arts Council England, 2002).  Many libraries now contribute to 
the successor programme Positive Activities for Young People (PAYP).  The 
Summer Reading Challenge, although not specifically designed to prevent 
youth crime, does provide diversionary activities for young people, some of 
whom are at risk. 
 
As noted above, libraries can also help people access information about 
health and health services.  For example, the Pathfinder e-government 
projects trained participants in using NHS Direct Online. 
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Many of the policies and strategies discussed above stress the importance of 
partnerships at local, regional and national level to deliver joined-up services.  
The PAT 10 report (DCMS, 1999a) identified three types of partnership: 

·  major strategic partnerships, usually associated with large funding 
streams 

·  local or project-focussed partnerships 
·  individually-focussed partnerships, whose objectives are person-

centres 
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The key features of partnership success were seen as: 

·  leadership: the report noted the difficulties of continuity which can arise 
when key individuals play a pivotal role 

·  ownership: those affected by the work should be involved in the whole 
process 

·  sustainability and adequate resources 
·  peer influence and good role models 

 
Looking specifically at partnerships working in the field of social exclusion, 
Jermyn (2004) found that partnerships worked well when there were clear 
aims and objectives which fitted all partners’ goals, when partners were 
honest about the resources they could commit and had clear agreement about 
their respective roles and responsibilities.  Difficulties arose from lack of 
planning, not discussing ways of working together – particularly where 
partners had very different ways of working – communication difficulties and 
different time-scales for decision-making. 
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This brief review of the literature has shown that public libraries both 
participate in and make valuable contributions to education and learning, 
social inclusion and e-government.  What, then, is the added value of 
libraries?.  What can they uniquely offer which it is difficult for anyone else to 
provide?   
 
Framework for the future (DCMS, 2004) talks about the ‘four Ss’. 

·  spaces: libraries offer safe, welcoming space and support for active 
citizenship 

·  stocks: as well as books, libraries house a wide range of audio-visual 
materials and People’s Network terminals 

·  services: libraries operate as community centres of learning 
·  staff: libraries have a committed workforce 

 
 
+� �������	���
Returning to the aims of this pilot project (see Section 1), some preliminary 
conclusions can be drawn. 

·  first, public libraries clearly make an important contribution as 
community learning hubs, as evidenced by their involvement in 
providing information and advice, in Skills for life provision,  and in 
family learning 

·  second, their engagement in partnership initiatives such as the e-
government Pathfinder projects and LinkAge offers potential for 
integrating more adult and community learning provision in a way which 
meets the agendas of all participating partners 

·  third, public libraries are enthusiastic about taking forward their role as 
community learning hubs 
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·  fourth, the evidence discussed above shows that libraries are well-
placed to attract excluded groups to further develop this role in the 
future.  However, expanding this work has resource implications  

 
The next stage of the pilot project will explore in more depth how libraries 
work as community learning hubs in the two pilot areas.
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