TIMMINS COMMUNITY EXPERIENCE

Discovering literacy in Timmins

Meeting the local literacy agencies

My first catalytic meeting with literacy groups in Timmins was in Dec 2002, when the Timmins Learning Centre convened a meeting of interested parties to plan activities for the upcoming Literacy and Lifelong Learning Week. (The Literacy Network Northeast was represented, the Timmins Museum, the Cochrane District Social Services, Timmins Early Years Centre) I volunteered to spend a day at a local mall with a display and was given a tour of the Learning Centre’s rooms before I left. 

Classroom type facilities had book collections of their own, not large, but geared specifically to the programs being offered adult learners. I was interested.

At my mall visit I was impressed by the number of passers-by who stopped to say how important they believed literacy to be and what they saw in our area (in terms of job opportunities) that proved it.

Back at the library I was invited, if I was interested in the subject, to take a look for an organization in Toronto called Alpha Plus, whose main business in life was literacy, and, setting aside for a moment the analogy that libraries are for confirmed readers in the same way that car sales lots are for people who can already drive, I looked up their website.

Meeting Alpha Plus

The best feature of the Alpha Plus site, without question, was their staggering offer of the free loan of collections of reading and classroom material to literacy providers. (They had a map showing how to find them in Toronto, too, but I thought I’d never need it). I went immediately back to our Learning Centre with what I thought was irrefutably good news.

The Catch-22

 It wasn’t news; (the Centre had a well-established and ongoing relationship with Alpha Plus already) and it wasn’t that good either. (The Learning Centre had no intention of asking for a deposit because of the collection management headache that came with it.)

Where do you house it? How are its records stored and retrieved? How do you manage loans and returns? Overdues? Fines? Cost of replacing damaged and lost? Our Learning Centre has minimal staffing and a skeletal budget (grant funded). This was definitely too much time and potentially too much expense. Not possible.

But I could do that. Libraries routinely manage records, keep collections in order, authorize loans and returns, chase overdues and accept costs of replacement items as a part of life. The Learning Centre would house the classroom and the library would house the collection. I phoned Alpha Plus with an offer I thought they couldn’t refuse. But the library itself was not a literacy program provider, so under the prevailing rules of engagement  - not possible. So, the organization qualified to receive was unable to manage and the organization able to manage was not qualified to receive. Catch – 22. 

I went back to the website and printed the map. The joint CLA/ALA conference was coming up in Toronto that June and, at an open-house evening at Alpha Plus, I was in full flight of advocacy, when I heard  “Yes, we’re looking at piloting that; do speak to Mary Reynolds, she’s right over there.”

LINKING LITERACY AND LIBRARIES IN TIMMINS

Community literacy collections

How to apply/Project co-ordination/ Finding community partners

You contact Mary Reynolds, Linking Literacy and Libraries project co-ordinator at Alpha Plus, on the web or by phone and express your interest. From 4 collection projects undertaken in the first year, she is currently accommodating 10 requests a year and I am sure wants to expand. You will be sent a contract with “Guidelines for sites” to examine and invited to visit, in person or virtually on the web. Literacy, as I am coming to understand, is a very wide topic but you need not be fully conversant with all its aspects before you make this move to investigate a CLC. Do it with only your good intentions and Alpha Plus will bring you a long, long way.

A CLC contract is signed by multiple parties, one of which will be the public library, the other(s) will be literacy program providers in your community. Some of my community partners I met at the original literacy group meeting that planned “Lifelong learning week”. Another, the Timmins Native Friendship Centre I met when they declared their interest in housing their own CLC in the public library. All of them were known to Alpha Plus, and to the regional Literacy Network, so even if you’ve never encountered any literacy group in your community ever, you’ll be given their names. I put on my coat and went out on a visit.

Developing a profile/Signing the contract/Processing the collection/Meeting the press

To determine the content of any CLC, the partnering institutions meet and draw up a common interest profile on a deposit collection request form. Not difficult – you circle categories on a checklist (“Health literacy”, “Numeracy” “Program planning”) indicating the degree of interest each has for your community. This takes approximately one hour. To my mind, the library defers to the expertise of its community partners in this regard. They know what they need. I did raise my hand high on the question of learner-focussed reading material, the high-interest low-vocabulary resources that I knew to be excruciatingly expensive and that have proven to be, statistically, the most popular items in the collection.

The contract is signed by representatives of all partnering agencies and obliges you, essentially, to enter collection records in your catalogue, house the collection, promote it as well as you can and report on its use. 

Processing your collection, keeping in mind that Technical Service areas in libraries are small and growing only smaller, is straightforward. Your contract asks for the name of your automated system software and Alpha Plus offers full records adapted to it for all items in your collection. Materials arrive shelf-ready for libraries that can make Alpha Plus barcodes work and needing only your own barcode on a 3x5 card and a paper clip if you can’t.

Once you find houseroom for your collection, put up your signage (ours is “Easy English” – it describes the resources and lets the user population define or select itself). We have kept all formats together in the one shelving area; the video material enhances the display. (Warning : shelf read this collection diligently, many items are spiral bound and most are slim. If you have space for a face-forward display, it would serve this material very well.)

Fortuitously, our collection was set up just before Family Literacy Day in 2004 and announcements were sent to the local press. (Press releases and posters now come to you in a media package accompanying your collection) Our Daily Press was very interested, the editor instructing the reporter to keep taking pictures until I finally looked all right. MCTV featured us on its news, emphasizing our partnership with local organizations and northern initiative.

HOW AM I DOING?

Formal evaluation

A preliminary evaluation of progress is due after 6 months of collection use, and for it you prepare answers to 6 questions. (I know a longer and more detailed one is coming up at the end of our loan period, but we are not there yet.) 

Data on circulation is retrievable from many cataloguing systems (Since the library had assigned the material a unique collection code when records were added to the catalogue, I was able to get it myself from the Table Editor on Horizon.) Presently, usage is averaging 1.11 circulations per item, up from .84 at the 6-month count. The most popular items are, as I mentioned, learner-focussed reading material, (up to 8 circulations per title) with Dewey 150 making a good showing as well. 

Remember to keep a press file of your newspaper coverage and diary-type notes of promotions featured on local radio, etc. Feedback from your public service frontline is an invaluable (if anecdotal) source of who’s using it and what for. I am really pleased to hear that “We have to re-shelve there constantly”. 

Partner/community response

Enthusiastic support for our collection comes from the Timmins Learning Centre, happiest about being able to “check out resources for immediate use and for consideration of purchasing without any administrative hassles” and the Literacy Network Northeast, that seized the” opportunity to promote this initiative with libraries and literacy agencies in South Temiskaming who have since decided to participate.” They say “ The project should be carried out throughout the entire province to allow all literacy agencies, who suffer funding restraints, to access specialized materials in their home libraries.” Timmins Native Friendship Centre on the telephone described their learner-groups’ informal visits with instructor and ended with a request that endorses our entire project  – “Look, while we’re on the phone here, the group wants a formal tour of your whole library sometime, an explanation of the Dewey Decimal System, how to look up things in the catalogue.” (I had, of course, offered tours to all our partnering organizations at the outset of the project, but had been in every case politely turned aside.) Here, one group’s acquaintance with one part of the library has led on to the expressed wish to be introduced to what all else it contains. Visitors do turn into users, as the library intended from the beginning. 

ONE YEAR LATER

Easy English  -  Français simple

From the outset of our library’s engagement in the Linking Literacy and Libraries project, we were interested to participate in both English and French. Alpha Plus, beginning the CLC experiment with material geared to English and Native communities, was also preparing its French resources to answer a call it hoped would come in. In Timmins, it certainly did and local French literacy agencies were immediately interested to hear about the project. We waited only as long as it took to have the contractual documents and publicity officially translated to organize a partnership with the Centre de formation pour adultes francophones and La clef, the literacy interest section of the Conseil scolaire catholique de district des grandes rivières. Our French collection is right now featured as a Family Literacy Day item in Les Nouvelles.

What’s working well? /What are the challenges?

Staff familiarity with the collection has worked to everyone’s benefit. Young adult users who, (for whatever reason) are not reading at the level expected or are reluctant to read at all, have been successfully introduced to some of the high-interest, low-vocabulary material in this collection by staff who just made the connection and suggested its use. Visiting schoolteachers have noticed the same resources for the same reasons. As in any collection in a public library, browsers are welcome and long-time patrons have discovered the usefulness of its clearly written approach to (e.g.) how to apply for a Health Card, or draw up a personal budget. 

Challenges are always with us and one of the greatest in this collection is in the lack of proper display area for its resources. I am confident our new library will allow more room for this. I have yet to be taken up on my offers to promote the collection by visiting literacy classes and book talks have never yet been undertaken by our library. That is an area I would dearly like to have us explore. Space for hosting literacy events will become available in our new location and I will certainly invite our partners to make use of it.

WHAT’S NEXT?

Continuing the CLC collection

OLS North

Soon our Easy English collection has to leave us to return to Alpha Plus who already are forced to ask interested libraries to wait for CLCs to become available. No one wants to see it leave, especially the program providers for whom it is a miraculous source of material they know to be valuable and scarce. If Alpha Plus ever envisions a permanent relationship with public libraries as a provider of literacy materials, our library would (figuratively speaking) stand up and cheer.

Ontario Library Service North is now floating a proposal to make literacy materials available to subscribing libraries in a circulating pool of resources. Pools are an excellent way to experiment with formats new to your library (graphic novels) or hard to source (French-language video) or expensive to acquire in worthwhile quantity (DVDs, when they first emerged). Timmins Pubic Library has already indicated its interest in hearing further details of this offer.

Maintaining community partnerships

Having our CLC onsite has been the largest contributing factor in building the relationship with our community literacy partners that the library now enjoys. It has made us more familiar with each other personally and institutionally and the library must now look to ways and means of maintaining these ties.

Maintaining a literacy collection of some size would be one good way, and I hope we can follow it. Offering space for the partners’ events will become possible for us and I know we will do it. Expanding the base of collection promotion to include the schools looks to be a fruitful way of keeping the library in the minds of literacy-concerned teachers, some of whom have accidentally discovered our CLC. Speaking personally, I will probably never miss an Open House in the literacy community – they are an open door to greater acquaintance and mutual help.

