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KnowUK Case Study 2

Midlothian Libraries - August 2005

Summary

Midlothian Libraries have subscribed to KnowUK since early 2003, as part of the Scottish Libraries and Information Council (SLIC) Consortium.  This case study shows how, as a smaller, rural library authority with limited resources, they have promoted the site to staff and users.

Background

Midlothian lies just south of Edinburgh and is a mainly rural, former mining area with lots of small towns. It has 10 libraries, two of which are very small, part-time branches. There are around 70 People’s Network terminals in 9 of the libraries, where KnowUK and NewsUK are available. There is no central reference library, so in the past Midlothian had small reference collections in each library.  Subscribing to KnowUK has meant that they can ensure that each library has the same level of up-to-date reference provision, even the smaller ones.  This is especially useful as library users in Midlothian tend to use only their local library and do not travel to other libraries in the area, even though the next one may be only 3 or 4 miles away. Midlothian have subscribed to KnowUK since 2003 and NewsUK since the beginning of 2005, as part of the SLIC consortium.

Initial challenges

Midlothian’s systems librarian is responsible for the People’s Network, the library web site and also e-resources.  As well as ensuring that e-resources are available in all branches, they are also responsible for staff training in e-resources as well as playing a major role in marketing and promotion. 

Initially, in 2003, Midlothian decided that all frontline staff should attend the ProQuest training sessions, as levels of staffing make it difficult to cascade training.  Remote access was set up, as soon as it became available with links to the resources put on the Library Service homepage. Shortcuts to all the e-services were put on all the People’s Network PC desktops. The MARC records were used to add the reference books in KnowUK to the catalogue. Press releases were also sent to the local papers and a new leaflet was produced giving details of the information sources available. This leaflet is given to all new library users.

Staff development

Despite the training and initial promotion of the services, Midlothian did not always find it easy to get library staff to use the e-resources themselves, making it unlikely they would encourage the public to do so. Staff were more accustomed to using printed copy versions of the reference books, even though these may not have been as up-to-date as on KnowUK. Some were also using Google instead of the e-resources provided. It became obvious that staff weren’t pushing the service, when a Scotland–wide KnowUK quiz for library users was run in autumn 2003.  Midlothian received very few entries within their authority.

In late 2003, they decided to run a staff quiz to tackle these issues. Electronic versions of the quiz sheet were sent to each library.  The quiz covered a wide range of sources within KnowUK to give staff an idea of the breadth of the product and to get them accustomed to using it. Each branch library entered the quiz collectively and had to provide a set of answers – it was a compulsory rather than a voluntary exercise. The quiz was launched in December 2003 and because of the re-launch of KnowUK in early 2004, staff were given extra time to complete it.  When the entries were collected in February, even the branch that came last got around 75% of the questions right. Newtongrange library won and their prize was a large Easter egg.
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The quiz upped usage considerably, especially in the months immediately afterwards.  Staff interest in KnowUK has been kept up since, by circulating the What’s New email bulletin to all library staff. 

Future plans

Midlothian are currently looking at new ways of reaching library users.  Internet taster sessions and tutor led courses in their libraries are run by the council’s Community Education service.  Libraries are working with them to incorporate e-resources into these sessions. 

They will soon to be starting a new scheme using volunteer ‘sidekicks’, to assist people who are not familiar with technology and who are using the computers within the libraries.  They will be technology experts able to provide one-to-one help to library users as needed and this will include familiarising users with the e-resources that are available. 

One barrier to usage of electronic resources within Midlothian is that all People’s Network PC’s can be booked, so when no terminals are available, users are unable to use e-resources immediately – they may have to make a booking and come back later or the next day.  One possible solution to this is to make the e-resources available through the OPACS and Midlothian are currently investigating this.

With thanks to Sandy Winton, Senior Librarian Information and System Support, Midlothian Libraries, for the interview that this case study is based upon. Please contact Sandy if you want to discuss any of the issues raised in this case study: Sandy.Winton@midlothian.gov.uk

