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Background  

• Brighton and Hove Council Library and Information Services are 
undergoing a modernisation project with the aim of delivering 
library services which will engage a wider spectrum of the 
community.  The aim is to develop libraries to expand the services 
they offer and develop their role as a community hub. 

 

• Following the research conducted among adults, it was decided 
that consultation should also take place among young people in 
Brighton. 
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Research Objectives 

• The objectives of this stage of the research were broadly similar to 
the adult research: 
 

• The needs of library users 

• Barriers to library use 

• What would drive non users to use the library 

• To establish whether the above differs across the various 
target groups 
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Methodology 

• We attempted to liaise with schools and youth groups to obtain a 
series of focus groups with  young people. 

• We succeeded in conducting groups with 
• Students of Varndean school  2 x focus groups aged 12 – 14 (25 

participants) 

• Students at Queen’s Park Primary school 3 x focus groups aged 8, 9 
and 10years old (24 participants) 

• Three face to face interviews with members of staff in the schools 

• One group LGBTU young people  

• Four paired depth interviews with BME young people aged 8-9, 10-11, 
12-14, 15-16 

• On group of young people with special needs 

• Interviews with parents/children at MOSAIC group 
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Use of the Library 

• The majority of respondents who use the library generally used Jubilee 
Library with a few using Whitehawk. 

• Those who use Whitehawk are very enthusiastic about the toy library 

• The use of the library  varied according to their age group. 

• Younger groups usually attend with a family member, whether that is their 
parents or grandparents. 

• Those who don’t attend the library are either busy doing other activities 
such as dance, circus skills, Brownies or swimming – among other things  

• Or 

• Their parents were either too busy to take them or had not engaged with 
the idea of going to the library. 
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Use of the Library 

• As might be expected, the secondary school age students are 
more autonomous and can go to the library under their own steam. 

• Quite a high number of students do use the library, although not 
always on a regular basis, but nevertheless it is on their radar as: 

 

• A source of information 

• Homework club 

• Somewhere to watch a film – although not everyone 
is aware they can do this 

• Somewhere (safe and central) to meet friends 

• Somewhere to get books/music for pleasure 
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Use of the Library 

• Those older students who do not use the library had not done so 
since they were primary school age and had gone with their 

parents/family member. 

 

• These students often used the school library and did not see the 
need to go to the public library.  However, for many, it was just a 
case of not having thought about doing so. 
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Use of the Library 

• The primary school children enjoyed the library and many had taken 
part in library events such as: 

 

• The Summer Reading Challenge 

• Drawing competitions 

• Storytime 

 

• They had also been on school trips to the library which they had 
enjoyed. 

• Author events 

• Premier League event 
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Use of the Library 

• The young people in the LGBTU group were all non-users of the 
library or at least had not been in the library for some considerable 
time. 
 

• As with the Varndean students this was not because they disliked 
the library, but they had just not thought about using it. 
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Use of the Library 

• The majority of library users were borrowing books 

• However, some liked to borrow DVDs.   

 

• They complained they were not given enough time to borrow films 

• Not because it was not long enough to watch the film but it was felt 
two week is not enough time to allow to return the film. 

“Two weeks is not enough time.  Obviously I can watch the film in that time but I 
can’t always get back to the library in that time and then they keep sending me 

emails about returning it.” 

• This then exacerbates their reluctance to return to the library as they 
feel they will be in trouble. 
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Use of the Library 

• Those who do not use the library: 

 

• Buy the books/films/CDs they want 

• Use the school library 

• Not interested/reluctant readers 

• Parents not engaged/interested in bringing their children 
to the library 
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Perceptions of the Library 
• Descriptions of the library were generally consistent across 

all groups 

Somewhere 

 to do 

homework 
Relaxed 

Calm 
Comfort-

able 
Cosy Quiet 

Busy 

Fun 

competitions 
Peace- 

ful 

Nice 
smell 

Focussed 

Nice  

Atmosphere 

Safe 

Communal 

Feels nice 

Bland Intimidating Free 
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Perceptions of the Library 

• The descriptor ‘Bland’ is not necessarily a negative 
comment 
 

• Being bland means there are no distractions and enables 
concentration. 
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Perceptions of the Library 
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“Jubilee library feels really nice.  When 

you got in there.  The chairs feel really 

nice.  Then there’s the books and the 

shelves are nice and cold” 

“It’s like a whole new world 

of books you don’t have to 

buy them and you can just 

check them out and take 

them back when you’ve 

finished” 



Perceptions of the Library 
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“A silent area where you can become an introvert 

and have some alone space and focus on 

yourself and get lost inside a books’ reality and live 

inside someone else’s head and experience their 

feelings” 



Perceptions of the Library 

• Many of the older participants said they felt intimidated by the library. 

• This appears to be for a number of reason: 

 
• Large open spaces 
• Lack of knowledge of where to find things/how to use the library 
• Concern about disturbing people – especially older people 
• Perception they have to be quite and worried they will get into trouble if 

they make a noise 
 

 “If you make a noise you get the death stare from older people…” 
 

• Some concern over ‘stranger danger’ – by the less familiar with the library 
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Perceptions of the Library 

PLUS 
• It seems that once young people head towards teenage, 

they become more self conscious and lack confidence 
and become unwilling to ask for help. 
 

“I haven’t used the used the library for a while because I got locked out 
of my account because I forgot my password.  I’m frightened to go the 

library in case they shout at me for forgetting it so I stopped going” 

 

“It’s over-whelming, I feel like I’m being judged by people who know 
how libraries work.” 

 

“I feel really intimidated by the staff and the shop staff.  I’m not 
comfortable asking people…” 
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Awareness of Services Provided by 
the Library 

• There was a very high awareness of the services/events available in 
the library across all groups: 

 
• Book/CD/DVD loans 
• E-books 
• Computers 
• Photocopying 
• Films 
• Storytime 
• Summer Reading Challenge 
• Homework Clubs 
• Competitions 
• Author events 
• Exhibitions 
• Audio Book loans 
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Awareness of Services Provided by 
the Library 

• There were complaints about the homework club 

• The homework club attended was not age specific and was open to all 
ages and all levels across all subjects. 

“People didn’t really go around and help people.  They focussed on one person, so 
you didn’t really get any help and you might as well stay at home and do your 

homework” 

• It was also commented on that even though they have finished their 
homework, they were not allowed to leave but had to wait for the full hour 

• They realised this was so they didn’t disturb people, but felt they could at 
least be given, or be allowed to do other things to occupy their time. 

“You had to go for an hour and even if you finished your homework, you had to just 
sit there.  It would have been better if you could do more things other than 

homework” 
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Awareness of Services Provided by 
the Library 

• Although a large proportion of participants were aware of films 
being shown on a Sunday, this was not the case for everyone. 
 

• Those who were not aware were very interested in this and felt it 
would be something that would encourage them into the library – 
obviously depending on the type of films being shown. 
 

• Expectations were that you would have to pay, but it would be 
cheaper than the cinema and would show a range of films as well 
as those on general release. 
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Things they dislike about the Library 

• The primary school children were particularly vocal about the 
things they disliked or were missing from the library 
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The noise from 
toddlers in the 

library 
“Babies – they are 

so noisy” 

Lack of pillows/bean 
bags to sit on 

Need bigger signs 
and arrows to show 

where books are 

If you forget who 
the authors are, 
help to find the 

books 

Someone taking the 
book you want! 



Suggestions for New Services 

 

 

• There were a range of ideas suggested by all participants. 

 

• Interestingly the many of the ideas for activities/events were book 
related 
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Suggestions for New Services 

• The older participants particularly,  felt they would like a tour of the 
library. 

• This would help them become more familiar with both the library 
and staff would decrease their feeling of intimidation. 

• As part of this they suggested being able to work in the library either 
as work experience or as an opportunity to volunteer. Primary school 
children also suggested being able to help in the library. 

 

“They could have an open evening for young people – no-one else, after hours 
where they take a group round and say ‘hi this is the library, this is what is in it, this is 

what it does, this is how you use it’.”  
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             Suggestions for New Services 

Creative writing 

Prose and Poetry 
Workshops 

Competitions 
Story writing  

Fun writing sessions 

“They should have an event where they have a theme and 

you get to write two or three sentences of the story and then at 

the end of the day they could read the story” (Primary) 
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          Suggestions for New Services 

 

 

 

 

” 

Art/craft workshops 

Book  

Related 

 
“You could make a book out of paper 

and then you could write a story in it and 
every time you came you could finish the 

story and you could do drawings as well” 

 

“You could learn how to 
draw something really hard, 

like how to draw a book 
cover or something like that 

 
 

Creative workshops – this could be 
related to books.  Sort of show you 

things you can do and say these are 
some books you can follow up on.” 

 

 
Genre art workshops  

 

 
“I really like Manga and Anime, I would go 

to a workshop for to learn how to do that” 
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          Suggestions for New Services 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Technical Workshops 
Product design/Resistant 

Materials 

3D Printer 

Complicated to use Need to charge 
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       Suggestions for New Services 

Library Day/Week 

“I was born on the day the library opened and they could 
have a birthday party and have a party and have face 

painting and hair chalk and you could dress  up as a 

character out of a book.” 
 

“Library week, is that a thing?  They could have a book 
amnesty, have a series of workshops, poetry readings, book 

readings, exhibitions of local artists, they could have short 
courses for art and creative writing and then at the end of 

the week you could have an exhibition of the work that 
was produced.” 
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Suggestions for New Services 

Book Day 

Swap books and recommend 
books to each other 

“Write a review of a book you 
have read” 
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Suggestions for New Services 

Literacy class 
Because my 

friends brother 
can hardly read” 

Practical courses 

Conversation 
classes to help 

with languages in 
school 

Taster courses for 
new languages 

e.g. Japanese and 
Russian 

Language courses 

Acting out stories 

New drama 

Drama 
workshops 

Cookery 

Sewing 

Knitting 
Music 

workshops/perfor
mances 



Suggestions for New Services 
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Phone charging 
station 

Homework 
And/or revision 

support 

Should be age 
appropriate 

“I have no idea how to revise and none of my 
tutors will help me with that.  The idea of being 

able to go to the library and have someone help 

me with revising would be great.  Somewhere I 
can go…” 

Interest related 
discussion groups 

Gaming 

Book/genre 
related e.g. 

Manga 



Suggestions for New Services 

 

 

 

31 

Audio Books 

“I know they have audio books in the library but it would be really cool if they had somewhere  you could 
listen to an audio book in the library. You can just open a book and read in the library if you want to but if 
you want to listen to an audio book you have to take it out and have the appropriate technology at 
home…libraries are supposed to be accessible and so you should be able to use it in the library.” 



Suggestions for New Services 
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More LGBTU books 
in the library 

The need for a 
separate section 
was questioned 

I’m not sure they should be segregated.  If it’s a factual book on being gay 
then maybe that should be in an LGBT section, but if it is fiction, then I’m 

not sure.  It’s like Rom/Com, does that go in comedy or does it go in 
romance? 



Suggestions for New Services 

• Overall the concept of having other activities in the library was 
welcomed by all ages. 
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“I think having other activities in the 

library is a good idea.  People may not 

like reading but they want to learn new 
stuff…” 

“…It shows people how to 
enjoy the library without 

having to read” 



Channels of Communication for the 
Library 

• Facebook 

• Emailing members 

• Posters in schools and other public places 

• Leaflets/flyers – given out in school or put through 
letterboxes 

• Talks in school by the libraries 

• School trips to the library 
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“They could have a huge poster that covers 

the side of the library…” 



The AHA Group 

• Six young people took part in the group. 

• All had learning difficulties to varying degrees with some being quite 
high functioning autistic and others with severe communication 
difficulties. 

• They came from three schools – Cedar Centre Blatchington Mill and 
Hillside School all were aged 11-16 
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The AHA Group 

• Only two of the young people attended the library on a regular basis.   

• One young person used Jubilee to read books and use the computer. He 
also attended an art group at Whitehawk library. 

• He also told me he had attended a party political talk while he was there. 

• The remaining students did not go to the library very often.   

• When they did they went with parents and would generally use  the 
computers. 

• They all liked the library and agreed it was a very quite and peaceful place 
to be, however, they were unaware of any of the services available in the 
library other than reading books and using the computer. 
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“I am not sure but I think I have head they do films, but I’m 
not sure” 



The AHA Group 

• Those that had been to the library (Jubilee) were able to describe it in 
great detail and were very familiar with the layout – all floors! 

• They were interested in the possibility of being able to borrow e-
books and audio books. 

• One boy, who had very obviously embraced the digital age felt 
libraries were no longer valid nevertheless was very interested in the 
idea of being able to borrow e-books. 
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The AHA Group 

• When other possible activities were discussed in the group they were 
particularly interested in: 
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Drama 
Learning to cook Art Music 

Themed events 
e.g. Halloween 

All liked to be able 
to perform 

“You could read a 
book and then you 
could do a drawing 

about a book – I think 
that would be a good 

idea” 

“I want to play the 
drums, things that 

make a noise, I would 
like that” 



Mosaic Group 

• One group with mothers and young children aged between 1 -16/17 

• All were interested in using the library however, other than the 
Jubilee library they were unaware of where their local library is 

• Participants had travelled quite some distance to attend the group so 
this was not just a function of one area. 

• The majority did not go to the library very often because of this as 
they either did not have the time or were willing to travel to the 
Jubilee 

• Some were aware of Whitehawk library and in particular were 
enthusiastic about the toy library there.  
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Mosaic Group 

• Because they either didn’t go to the library or hadn’t attended for 
some time they were unaware of the services available. 

• Areas of particular interest were: 
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Magazine 
subscriptions 

Toy libraries 

Access to 
computers and 

especially 
printers 

They felt they 
would like this 

service available 
in all libraries 



Mosaic Group 

• They liked the idea of the libraries becoming more of a community 
centre. 

• However they were concerned about 
• Privacy/space – considering how small some libraries are 

• Depth of knowledge of staff 

 

• They felt that the library as a ‘welfare information centre’ would be 
useful  
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I think it would be good for the library to have a welfare centre were 
you could go for information on where to go or what to do if you have 
an issue with benefits or whatever, but I think the staff would have to 

be very knowledgeable.  It is not enough just to hand out leaflets. 



Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Three interviews were conducted with staff in the two schools 

 

• 1 interview with a teacher who was responsible for SEN support 
within the school. (Nicky) 
 

• 1 interview with a teacher who is a Specialist Leader in Education 
and has the responsibility for building a culture of reading and is 
developing an accelerated reader programme within school. 
(Jenny) 
 

• 1 school librarian.  He had only been in place for six weeks and had 
previously worked for East Sussex libraries. (Dan) 
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Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Currently Varndean school does not have a developed 
relationship with Brighton Library services although this is 
something the school is keen to rectify. 

 

• Both the teacher and librarian are members of a library 
networking group. 

 

• They are keen to develop ways in which the public library 
and school libraries can work together. 
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Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• The teachers/teaching assistants who accompanied the 
young people in the AHA group all agreed they was no 
need for school trips to the library as they have their own 
library on their campus. 

• Kerry, who runs the AHA group, however, would welcome 
interaction between the group and the libraries as she 
often has events with external organisations who come to 
the group to interact with the young people. 

• She felt increased involvement could come through either 
having books delivered to the group or through trips to the 
library for special events. 
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Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Jenny & Dan feel it is hugely important for both the public libraries 
and school libraries to work together to share resources. 

 

• They recognises the wealth of expertise available in the public 
libraries and would welcome the opportunity to tap in to this. 

 

• They feel that any collaboration needs to be formalised so everyone 
knows what requirements are, what is available, how to access it – 
whilst at the same time being able to tailor it to the individual 
schools needs. 
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Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Jenny didn’t feel that the school should act as the middle-man 
between the library and students. 

• She felt that the library should be able to email or text students 
directly. 
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“Why can’t the library have the email address 
of every student in the city and market events 

directly to them.  I know there is software that 
allows schools to text parents, so why can’t the 

libraries do that?” 
 

“In this day and age, if I so much as look at a website I 
am tortured by it .  It pops up everywhere – so whilst I 

would suggest that kind of digital marketing, I do think 

there is some potential for them to market all these 
fantastic events.” 



Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Both Dan and Jenny felt there is potential for schools and libraries to 
liaise on the school curriculum and to provide resources to support 
those students who are less able. 

 

 

 

 

• Again she stressed that this could not be left to individuals but would need to be 
done on a formal basis. 
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“For example, there are changes in GCSE 
English with greater focus on 19th Century 
fiction.  There are students in school with a 

very low reading age or language difficulties 
and for whom text is an issue.  I would like to 

be able to access audio versions of the 
books…”. 

“I know the city library uses 
Overdrive. If students could 

access this it would be great” 



Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Dan suggested there should be a vehicle for students to sign up as 
members of the library through school which would allow them to 
access library services online such as e-books and would encourage 
them to use the library 

• He was also looking into the possibility of collaborating with other 
schools in the area to set up a homework club in Hollingbury Library. 

• Dan commented that whilst he feels libraries do a lot to attract 
parents with younger children there is not a lot to attract teenagers 
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“I think this is a bit paradoxical when young adult fiction 
is so huge at the moment, it’s such a big thing, but I 

don’t feel it is a market the public libraries are tapping 
into” 



Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Queen’s Park School make a lot of use of Jubilee library, but they 
currently don’t have a formal arrangement. 

• Like Dan and Jenny, Nicky felt that there should be some 
formalisation of collaboration between the schools and public 
libraries. 

• She felt a list of events from the library would be good so they could 
build any relevant ones into their teaching programme. 

• She also felt it would be useful if libraries issued a form for schools to 
fill in to details of topics to be covered that term/year so libraries 
can either tailor their events or be able to provide resources to help. 
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Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• Nicki was also concerned about reluctant or low level readers. 

• She commented that the reluctant readers will always go on school 
trips to the library and seem to enjoy it, but it is difficult to get 
parents to see the value of the library. 

• She would like to see libraries catering for low level readers.  She felt 
there are very few low level reading books in the library. 

• She suggested the library use the same reading level criteria as used 
in schools. E.g. Levels are identified by colour 

• She felt this would help parents access the right books for their 
children as they would be able to ask for green/blue/yellow books. 
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Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• She felt the hardest task for both schools and libraries is 
engaging parents. 

• She related that at school they hold a computer club for 
parents and children where they have a mentor. 
 

.” 
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“This really engages parents because their children 
can’t take part without a parent.  It is really good for 

families who perhaps don’t have access to a computer 
at school because they learn how to use one and we 

tell them they can access computers at the library…we 
find it particularly useful for Bengali mothers where the 

parents are not very confident about their children 
being on the computer 



Development between schools and 
Libraries 

• She would like to see: 

 

• A named contact at the library who can liaise with the school 

• More information as to what resources the library has 
available 
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“It would be great when you are planning 
lessons for the term, instead of thinking maybe 

the library might be able to help with this or 
that, it would be really great to know what the 

libraries have got and what they can offer.  I 
think teachers would really appreciate that.” 



Conclusions 
• It is clear that unless children are engaged with the library at an 

early age there is the danger of losing them. 

• As children get older they become more autonomous and make 
their own decisions and are led by what ever at the time is 
perceived to be ‘cool’. 

• They also have other interests which override the need to go to the 
library. 

• The library is very much associated with reading which in turn may 
be associated with school and if they have difficulty reading they 
will not be pre-disposed to going to the library. 

• Older children particularly have access to the school library and 
therefore don’t feel the need to attend the public library. 
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Conclusions 

• However, the concept of having other activities which they find 
attractive would encourage them to attend the library. 

• In addition, the activities suggested would be perceived to be 
‘cool’, and would tap into their interests. 

• There is clearly an appetite for book related activities, what ever 
form this takes. 

• The younger age group particularly are very keen on competitions, 
either drawing or writing and this clearly engages them with the 
library. 

• That is not to say the older group would not be interested in this – 
they are less vocal in their interest as they don’t want to be seen as 
being ‘geeky’. 
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Conclusions 

• School staff want to be able to develop a good relationship and 
collaboration with the public library. 

• They would like to have a more formalised relationship where they 
are able to provide the library with information on the topics they 
are covering, the curriculum subjects etc. 

• The ability to access a list of events in the library would enable them 
to build these events in to the subjects/projects being carried out in 
school. 

• This would have the knock on effect of engaging young people in 
the library and the concept of the library as a useful source of 
information as well as being fun. 
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