Shadowing gives insight

Activities such as shadowing the head of libraries and strategy 

Debating forums are giving Sheila Woodburn, Fiona McIntyre and colleagues 

Help in their Chartering process and in their personal development –

And a greater understanding of libraries in general 

We have both worked for Lancashire County Library and Information Services for over twenty years and have decided to Charter through CILIP’s new framework for qualifications program.  We are part of a seven strong team of candidates from Lancashire and we have been fortunate enough to have excellent support from colleagues including David Lightfoot, County Library Manager and Alison Thies, Service Development Manager. Alison has arranged various activities, which will contribute towards our personal development as well as giving us a greater understanding of the library service in general.

One of these activities arranged for us was a question and answer session with David Lightfoot, the Head of Lancashire County Library and Information Service.

We were invited to send in a range of topics prior to the meeting, and several questions were suggested ranging from the advantages and disadvantages of the current structure of Lancashire Libraries, RFID and opportunities for younger members of the workforce. David spoke about several aspects of the Service, which were both interesting and enlightening. He talked about the importance of linking the Library and Information Service to the County Council’s corporate agenda and the importance of demonstrating what we have to offer and what we can deliver, in order to influence decision making within a large organisation such as Lancashire County Council. However if we thought we were in for an easy couple of hours note taking, we were very much mistaken. Instead of the session just being questions and answers, David turned the questions back on us, and asked us how we would deal with particular situations and what the consequences of picking a particular route would be as well as the impact on the service in the future. An example of this was how we would approach the introduction of one children’s reading club throughout the County, when each of the five Divisions wanted to run their own.
 This was a great way to help our understanding and the fact that we all contributed meant that different views were put forward. Many of the topics discussed, such as Cumbria’s Library Links project to off set the closure of smaller libraries in the community, have led us to further research using the internet and through PLJ articles. We also felt it was inspiring to discuss new initiatives which can move the library service on, and it was exciting to feel that in the future we could be taking a larger part in the decision making process. One of the main points David stressed was how political awareness is essential. This is something we have been aware of, but possibly hadn’t realised the depth of it previously.

David has also offered further opportunities to experience the work that he undertakes on a day to day basis including the chance to “shadow” him in his daily duties. These duties range from checking through correspondence and emails with him and his support officer, to attending meetings such as the Adult Learning and Cultural Services Senior Management Team meeting, showing us where the Library Service fits in with other services in our Directorate of Adult and Community Services.

To have the opportunity to shadow only gives a small flavour of what the job entails, but it will give us an insight in to a world that we would not otherwise have the chance to experience.  We feel that it is invaluable for people working towards Chartership to have these opportunities and that they would also be of benefit to other members of the workforce who want to progress. It enables you to see the bigger picture, as it is easy to get bogged down in day to day work.

Our next planned activity, which David has suggested, will be Chartership Debate Forums, where we will be discussing topics with him suggested by the group. The topics to be discussed will be strategic rather than operational and the first topic will be the recent Local Government White Paper and its implications on the library service. We will also be giving a twenty-minute presentation on the main points so it will be a chance to develop our communication skills. We are fortunate in that Cabinet Member County Councillor Chris Cheetham has agreed to come along to the forum, giving us an opportunity to hear his views on the importance and implications for the County Council of the white paper.

We hope that people working towards Chartership in other authorities will have similar opportunities, as we both feel that it is a valuable step towards our personal and professional development, but if no one makes the offer, why not suggest it – it certainly is worthwhile.

Sheila Woodburn is Early years Officer, Lancashire Library and Information Service, and Fiona McIntyre is Assistant Librarian at Colne Library 
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