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Create opportunity.
Advocate Passionately.

Build Community.

Leadership in the development of ‘communities of lifelong learning’ is 
an important strategic role for public libraries within the context of local 
and state government.
 
Much of this work is achieved through partnerships and collaborative 
models with internal and external stakeholders. As traditional offerings 
plateau and decline, public libraries are seeking creative, collaborative 
approaches to anticipate and meet the shifting needs of their communities 
within an increasingly dynamic knowledge-based economy.

This document engages with the role of public libraries in building 
learning communities, and how we articulate that role to maximise 
opportunities and stakeholder support. 

Introduction
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Victorian local governments are increasingly positioning learning 
as an important strategic driver for change within their communities, 
and are highlighting the importance of lifelong learning, with a range 
of demonstrated benefits at both the individual and community level. 
These include improved social outcomes, community capacity building, 
enhanced economic development and strengthened community 
governance.
 
As leaders in the local government sector, and as ‘profoundly important 
cultural, economic and social institutions’ (SLV, 2005; 2011), and with a 
strong background in knowledge development at the community level, 
Victorian public libraries are poised to contribute to, and deliver on, the 
strategic learning vision of their local and member councils. Through 
purposeful, sustainable and strategic partnerships with learning 
providers and other support services, public libraries are in a strong 
position to address service gaps and learning outcomes within their 
communities.
 
Through this project we assert that this strategic positioning of libraries 
as active participants and dynamic leaders in building learning 
communities will strengthen the role of public libraries into the future 
as traditional offerings decline. Victorian public libraries are already 
embracing creative, collaborative approaches service delivery and 
the facilitation of learning opportunities. The challenge then lies in 
articulating the work that libraries are already doing in this area, and 
demonstrating the continued and transformative value of public libraries 
in the context of lifelong learning and building learning communities, 
into the future.



6

We are all learning on a daily basis, whether it be through helping a 
child with homework, playing sport, volunteering, pursuing an interest 
or hobby, or listening to a favourite podcast (BCC, 2014) - as humans 
we are naturally drawn to extend ourselves and learn from the world 
around us, consciously or otherwise.

When we participate in learning communities, we socialise our own 
personal development and draw inspiration from that of others, 
creating a powerful driver for personal and societal change. Due to 
this social context and their interactive, collaborative structure, learning 
communities are particularly effective in the transfer of tacit knowledge 
which is difficult to obtain through formal education channels. 
 
Lifelong learning encompasses all aspects of learning, from accredited 
courses provided by educational institutions such as universities, TAFE 
colleges and trade schools, to non-accredited education which may 
include anything from learning a language, a craft or a skill, to the wide 
spectrum of intergenerational and cross-cultural learning that thrives 
in high-functioning communities. It is in the context of these latter two 
typologies that public libraries have the biggest role to play.
 
It is well understood that learning empowers people to take control of 
their lives; it raises aspirations, enhances employability and it builds 
active citizenship and quality of life (Faris, 2008; Wheeler & Wong, 
2013). Furthermore, lifelong learners who acquire new knowledge, skills 
and attitudes through a wide range of contexts have demonstrated an 
increased ability to adapt to changes in their environment. This is a 
skill which is especially pertinent in our ever-changing, fast-paced and 
knowledge-based world. Accordingly, lifelong learning plays a vital 
role in empowering citizens and increasing social cohesion (UNESCO, 
2014).
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“We believe that learning improves quality of life, equips 
citizens to anticipate and tackle new challenges, and helps 

build better and more sustainable societies.” 
- UNESCO, 2014.

  
 

Accessibility and needs can differ greatly for each person at different 
stages of lifelong learning, and gender, cultural and indigenous and 
socio-economic backgrounds can have a great impact on the specific 
learning needs of an individual; thus, the need for accessible and 
flexible learning scenarios becomes paramount as we move away from 
a largely predictable and labour-based economic environment.

As the name suggests, lifelong learning happens right along the 
continuum of life - it is Albert Einstein who quipped, “intellectual growth 
should commence at birth and cease only at death”.
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The definition of a learning community can vary depending on the context, 
but all have common elements, from the student learning communities 
at many universities, through to suburbs and municipalities as a larger-
scale learning community. Broadly, a learning community is a group of 
people with a shared common learning goal, who work collaboratively 
towards achieving that goal.
 
‘A learning community is a village, town, city or region 

that is preparing for the rapidly emerging knowledge-
based society by using the concept of lifelong learning 
as an organising principle and social goal, mobilising 
learning resources of (knowledge and skills) in all fi ve 

of its sectors (civic, public, economic, education and 
voluntary) and making practical but imaginative use 

of learning technologies as a tool’ 
(Faris 2001, as quoted in Kenneally, 2003)

 
Wheeler and Wong (2013) argue that whilst learning communities are, 
and indeed should be, different, they can share values, principles and 
goals. It is the tailoring of the approach to suit local contexts that brings 
about necessary difference. The essential commonality then, is that 
learning communities place learning at the core of everything they do. 
They position learning as a driver for change, be it economic, social, civic 
or otherwise, and ultimately, the overall goal of the learning community 
is to develop a culture of lifelong learning (Faris, 2008).

‘Learning community’ building is essentially about strengthening 
communities so that the individuals and organisations in them are 
able to cooperate with each other to develop a healthy community 
environment, respond confidently to change and embrace opportunities 

What are learning communities?
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as they arise. A strengths-based approach to developing learning 
communities is essential, where existing strengths, resources and 
assets within a community are acknowledged, celebrated and built-
upon. In this context, language is particularly important; positive and 
inspirational community goals, rather than corrective or deficit-focused 
objectives, highlight opportunities and encourage community members 
to engage with the process (Wheeler & Wong et al., 2013). 

 It is important to acknowledge that a group, organisation or municipality 
cannot simply label itself as a ‘Learning Community’, and automatically 
become one (Hamilton & Jordan, 2010). Such branding will not 
immediately enact community change or see communities enjoying the 
benefits associated with prevalent lifelong learning, without community 
leaders taking a dedicated and collaborative approach to ‘building’ the 
learning community from the ground up. This involves strategic thinking, 
the utilisation of available and shared resources, and the development 
of diverse partnerships within the community.  
 
Through their Learning Community Framework, Wheeler and Wong 
(2013) have developed a list of factors critical to the success of building 
learning communities. The main requirements are summarised here: 

• A clear and long-term vision for the integration of lifelong 
learning within the community

• Strategic planning with clear responsibilities, priorities, timelines 
and evaluation criteria

• Passionate leaders from within the community and strong, 
strategic partnerships which demonstrate clear and mutual 
purpose

• Cross-sector partnerships which add value to their combined 
work and address service gaps rather than duplicating services

• The positioning of learning, in all its forms, as a driver for 
change within the community
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LIBRARY SERVICES

OPERATE IN

ALL 79
VICTORIAN
MUNICIPALITIES

The public library is an institution that is profoundly important to our 
culture, our economy, and our society (SLV, 2005; 2011). Libraries collect 
and disseminate information, provide comfortable places for people to 
read, work and learn, are a space to meet for community groups and 
students, provide free internet access, and above all they are open to 
everyone without prejudice. 

The contemporary public library is highly valued in the communities 
they serve - they are hubs for innovation and learning. They are dynamic 
environments, connecting people with ideas, learning opportunities, 
creativity and recreation. They are well placed to draw a wide range of 
people and groups together in a spirit of egalitarianism and collaboration. 
In short, public libraries enable people to contribute to the development 
of our society, and to their own personal growth. 

Public libraries are also responsive and adaptive to change. They are 
flexible in their approach, and have been reinventing themselves since 
they were the forerunners of public knowledge and adult education 
known as Mechanics Institutes - the original communities of lifelong 
learning in Victoria. 

LIBRARY SERVICES

OPERATE IN

ALL 79
VICTORIAN
MUNICIPALITIES

Victorian Public Libraries
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Since the 1950s an extensive network of libraries has grown across 
Victoria offering free access to an enormous range of information 
resources and services. There are now 288 branch libraries throughout 
the State, as well as 29 mobile library services which stop at almost 350 
sites, mostly in rural and regional areas.

All 79 municipalities offer a public library service. As noted by the 
Australian Library and Information Association, public libraries represent 
a huge asset handed down by previous generations ‘… conveying the 
knowledge of the past and the promise of the future’ (ALIA, 2007). 

One of our greatest community strengths is our public library system. 
Libraries house a vast range of resources. Public libraries are well 
known, easily accessed and widely used. Just take a look at your public 
library notice board - most likely, it’s filled with notices about all sorts of 
courses, group meetings and events, many taking place at the library 
itself. Contemporary library services in Victoria are busy, vibrant and 
responsive services.

“Libraries make a fundamental contribution to our 
communities in four key areas: they provide free public 

access to computer and information technology resources; 
by helping people locate information they create better 

informed communities; they run programs that promote 
lifelong learning and literacy in the community; and 

they build connections between individuals, groups and 
government.”

Libraries Building Communities report, 2005

VISITORS THROUGH OUR DOORS EVERY YEAR

OF THE POPULATION, OR 

1.1 MILLION 

PEOPLE, ARE 
ACTIVE LIBRARY MEMBERS 

1.8 MILLION
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In an era of ‘information plenty’, new and essential skills such as the 
ability to gain value from information and produce new knowledge are 
required. In response to this shift to a knowledge-based economy, 
libraries are rapidly moving from passive, collection based environments 
to active, service based spaces (SLV, 2013). To remain relevant to 
the communities they serve, public libraries are now, more than ever, 
positioning themselves as leaders in building and the shaping of 
learning communities.  
 
Public libraries, by their very nature, are particularly active in the provision 
of lifelong learning opportunities, and they are perfectly positioned to 
both understand, and work to address, the unique challenges faced by 
their communities.

As such, it may seem surprising to question the role of libraries in 
the building of learning communities; ‘Isn’t is obvious?’ argue public 
libraries’ staff, ‘don’t we do this everyday?’. Whilst this is indeed true, 
with public libraries continually engaging their communities in a range 
of lifelong learning activities, they are not always adept at articulating 
what they do in this space, and why they are doing it.
 
Increasingly, local councils and municipalities, particularly in 
Melbourne’s northwest, have developed a strategic community learning 
plan that underpins their vision and priorities, and establishes a shared 
basis for joint planning between libraries, community neighbourhood 
houses and educational institutions. These strategic plans aim to 
strengthen connections between these partners, increase lifelong 
learning opportunities, boost participation in learning programs, and 
place learning as a central driver for change.

 

Libraries Building Learning 
Communities
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The role of libraries in building learning communities then, is to continue 
to provide lifelong learning opportunities to their communities, but to 
do so in a coordinated and strategic manner, whereby aligning their 
partnerships, programs and services to articulated learning outcomes 
and strategic learning objectives for their local and member councils. It 
is not always necessary for libraries to take the lead in initiating learning 
partnerships, but it is essential that they position themselves in such a 
way to be considered for partnership and collaboration in this area. 
 
Librarian and businesswoman, Elizabeth Swan, has spent much of her 
expansive career advocating for public libraries, and building strategic 
partnerships between libraries and stakeholders. Her experience 
is vast but her message is simple; essentially, she says that beyond 
any material benefit libraries may gain from partnerships, the partners 
themselves will help build the profile of the work that libraries are doing.

Swan (2016) suggests that above all else, libraries must tell their story 
when approaching potential partners for support; tell them what we do 
and why we do it, how this aligns to their organisations strategic goals, 
and most of all, why their organisation would want to support our story.

The following are just a few current examples of the ways in which 
Victorian public libraries are building learning communities, and 
positioning themselves well in their communities as drivers for change.
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The Social Emotional Literacy (SEL) initiative is a Department of Social 
Services (DSS) funded program until June 2017 and will continue 
through to the end of 2017 with the hope of securing further funding 
from 2018 onwards. It is an initiative of the Atherton Gardens Network 
(AGN) and incorporates provision of professional learning programs 
and parenting programs with a focus on building the social emotional 
literacy of the community. It is implemented utilising a collaborative 
approach with other service providers working with children, youth and 
families in and around the Atherton Gardens Estate.
 
The Atherton Gardens Network was formed in 2002, with the mission 
statement “Empowering and Strengthening our Community through 
Collaborative Engagement”. The values of underpinning the AGN are to 
build the capacity of children, youth and families in the Atherton Gardens 
Estate through inclusiveness, mutual respect and the promotion of 
positive relationships (SHS Fitzroy, 2012).
 
The SEL Program across the Fitzroy Community has a strong focus on 
emotional literacy, enabling the children to build on personal development 
skills of self - awareness, social awareness, self-management, 
responsible decision-making and relationship skills. SEL initiatives 
include PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) Program, 
Tuning into Kids, and Tuning into Teens. Of particular success is the 
PATHS Program, which was incorporated into the school curriculums of 
the two local Fitzroy Primary Schools; Sacred Heart Primary School and 
Fitzroy Primary School.
 
The program offers a multi-level, evidence based early intervention 
program which focuses on developing strength and strategies in 
emotional literacy. Supported by practitioners from Austin CAMHS and 
the Austin Health CASEA team who worked with both primary schools, 

A Yarra Story
Social Emotional Literacy Initiatives in Fitzroy
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the professional learning for all staff was an integral part of this program. 
Professional learning around emotional literacy and calming down 
strategies for community members, who have contact with the students, 
enabled a consistent approach across the whole of the community. The 
Atherton Gardens Network, which includes representatives from Fitzroy 
Library, has provided training in SEL approaches for staff and volunteers 
working with young people in the community, allowing for a shared 
language and theoretical-underpinning approach when engaging with 
young people. 
 
The Children’s and Youth Services (CYS) Librarian at the Fitzroy 
branch incorporates this training into the delivery of regular preschool 
programming, outreach engagement, after-school programs, school 
holiday activities, and general engagement in the library.

The CYS Librarian supports literacy development, with a particular 
focus on the early learning development supported by the PATHS 
training, during fortnightly visits to the Early Learning is Fun supported 
Playgroup operated by Berry Street, a non-profit independent child and 
family services organisation. The knowledge and experience of the CYS 
librarian as an advocate for young people is also utilised to support 
growth and development of other library staff to assist with positive 
interactions on the library floor between library staff and the young 
people in the community. 

Professional development training opportunities continue to be made 
available for library staff both at the Fitzroy branch and across the Yarra 
Libraries service. 
 
The knowledge and experience of the CYS librarian as an advocate for 
young people is also utilised to support growth and development of 
other library staff to assist with positive interactions on the library floor 
between library staff and the young people in the community. 

Engaging with the broader community SEL initiative has been supported 
within the Yarra Libraries Strategic Plan Building Community Discovery 
2013-2016 by building community capacity (Objective 1), investing in 
their staff (Objective 5), and extending their reach (Objective 6).
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Kinda Kinder is an early learning program run by pre-service teachers 
studying at Victoria University. The program is a mutually beneficial 
partnership between the University and several library services in 
Melbourne’s West, including Brimbank, Hobsons Bay and Wyndham 
Libraries; here, we focus specifically on the Kinda Kinder partnership 
between Brimbank Libraries and Victoria University. 

The Kinda Kinder program is intended to give families who may 
otherwise miss out on early childhood education programs a chance 
to access rich preschool learning opportunities for their children. The 
program is facilitated by Victoria University Bachelor of Education (Early 
Childhood/ Primary) students as part of their teaching placements, 
with the supervision of a senior staff member. It functions as a hybrid 
between a playgroup and a kinder (hence kinda kinder) with a parent 
or carer required to attend with their child.The facilitators impart formal 
and informal lessons in a welcoming and non-threatening setting to 
vulnerable families.

“Giving learning opportunities to babies and children, early and often, 
will help them to thrive at school, as will support for parents and carers 
in their  role as the child’s first teacher. Students who engage at school 
and go on to further education have better job prospects and economic 
and health outcomes.” (Brimbank Community Learning Strategy, 2014-
2017)

Kinda Kinder also fulfils a very necessary function of educating parents 
and carers and empowering them in their role as their child’s first 
teacher. The facilitators of the program are able to model activities that 
promote literacy and communication skills that parents and carers can 
emulate at home (Community Hubs, 2014). 

A Brimbank Story
Kinda Kinder partnership with Victoria University
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This program is underpinned by the Brimbank Community Learning 
Strategy, which aims to develop a culture of learning and create a 
community of lifelong learners. “Learning as a driver for change” is a 
major focus of the strategy as there is a strong relationship between 
access to learning opportunities and social and economic opportunities. 

Creating learning opportunities is one of the most significant ways to 
disrupt cycles of social and economic disadvantage. Kindergarten 
participation rates in Brimbank are lower than the Victorian average, 
and 17.5% of children are considered developmentally vulnerable on 
two or more domains, far more than the State average of 9.9% (AEDC, 
2015).These statistics are troubling, as children who begin school 
with a low level of literacy are far more likely to struggle long-term, 
and will have great difficulty improving their literacy without targeted 
efforts. For children living in socially and economically disadvantaged 
circumstances, the chances of being able to catch up to their peers is 
very low, hence the need for preventative measures at the outset. The 
early years are critical for a child’s development, the first 3 years of a 
child’s life are the most crucial time for language learning. Rather than 
attempt to address low literacy rates once children reach school age, it 
is far more effective to tackle low literacy in the early years.

Kinda Kinder is advantageous to both the University and the hosting library 
service as the outcomes are mutually beneficial. The library provides a 
safe, welcoming and accessible space, as well as resources and staff 
support. The library community gains increased literacy levels, social 
engagement and cohesion, while the University gains opportunities for 
its students to experience hands-on work in a community environment. 
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Coach Connect Learn is a partnership between Maternal Child Health 
(MCH), Mount Alexander Shire Council (MASC), Goldfields Libraries and 
local early years education agencies. It is a parenting coaching program 
which targets vulnerable families, and is based on the 3a (Abecedarian 
Approach Australia) approach to early childhood education; an evidence 
based teaching and learning program which prioritises language 
acquisition and conversational reading, and utilises strategies that have 
been proven to maximise children’s learning outcomes (University of 
Melbourne, 2017). The Coach Connect Learn Reference Group includes 
representatives from the Library, MASC, MCH, and the Department of 
Education, as well as an overall Project Manager. This group provides 
multi-disciplinary input to the development and implementation of the 
project, and their combined knowledge and skills have assisted in 
making sustainable changes to the project’s practices and processes.
 
Funded with a grant from the Department of Education and Training 
Maternal and Child Health Service Innovation Fund, the program seeks 
to work with identified vulnerable families and children aged between 
0-4 years to build their parenting capacity through the use of volunteer 
parenting coaches. Family participation is by referral only, and there 
is a strict referral criteria. Referrals come through Early Childhood 
Professionals and are sent directly to the MCH Service.  
 
The volunteer’s role in this project is very important. Volunteers receive 
training in the 3a approach, and are then linked with one or two families 
to assist them in incorporating the 3a approach into the normal daily 
routines of the family. This program is unique and effective primarily 
because of its structure which encourages volunteers to establish non-
judgemental friendships with the families, and assist them in their homes 
using a range of simple practical learning strategies that are responsive 
and flexible.

A Goldfi elds Story
Coach Connect Learn, Maternal Child Health and 
Mount Alexander Shire
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The Library’s main role is to gift families selected for the program a 
small collection of books that correlate with the program’s learning 
games, which volunteers use in their coaching sessions. This aligns 
with research that supports the premise that having books in the home 
has a significant impact on the learning continuum. 
 
It also comes from a shared assumption that aligning vulnerable parents 
with the policies of library borrowing might be intimidating if introduced 
right at the beginning of their engagement in the program.  Once 
volunteers and clients have established the value of books to support 
their engagement, they are encouraged to join the library, access the 
library’s fantastic resources, and engage in the regular early literacy 
programs and story time sessions that are available. To assist this, the 
Library has trialled an ‘outreach’ story time session, delivered to a very 
small group at the MCH centre, to familiarise families with the format of 
these sessions and break down barriers which may prevent them from 
attending the regular library sessions.
 
One of the intended project outcomes is that ‘the parent will 
demonstrate an increased number of intentional and meaningful adult-
child interactions’. (Volunteer Guidelines, Coach Connect Learn project, 
p.31) One way of measuring this outcome is parents’ awareness of 
local resources such as library story time sessions. Another intended 
outcome is for an ‘increased community capacity to support vulnerable 
children and families’ (Volunteer Guidelines, Coach Connect Learn 
project, p.31). This can be clearly seen in the Reference Group that 
implements the project being a group of early years professionals 
who have a sincere interest and commitment to improving outcomes 
for vulnerable children and families, and who recognise that there is a 
lower than desirable level of literacy and numeracy within the Shire as 
indicated by Australian Early Development Census data (AEDC, 2016).
 
The Coach Connect Learn program is beneficial to all involved, and 
showcases a way in which libraries can be integral to building learning 
communities. The Library provides physical resources and support 
for the volunteers delivering the program, and derives benefit from 
an increased level of library engagement by typically hard-to-reach 
vulnerable families, while Mount Alexander Shire sees a gain in language 
and cognitive skills of some of its youngest residents.
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Device Advice is a 1-on-1 mentoring program run by Bayside Library 
Service. The program is run in partnership with St. Leonard’s College in 
Brighton and their International Baccalaureate students. The program 
addresses an emerging skills gap in segments of the Bayside community 
as learning resources progressively migrate to digital formats.
 
Bayside City Council’s 2012-2017 Library, Arts and Culture Strategy 
remarks that:

“Libraries have always been repositories of knowledge and provided 
access to information and education. Today, access to information and 
education increasingly requires access to technology. Libraries have an 
important role to play ensuring that people of all ages and all backgrounds 
can access information and education through use of technology. Given 
that much web content is now user pays, libraries also have a role in 
ensuring equity of access.
 
Some older people, low income households and those without a computer 
at home are all at risk of missing the digital revolution. Computer classes 
are offered but at a price that may act as a barrier for some. 

Those who are not regular library users may not know that classes 
are available. A more proactive, targeted approach to the digitally 
disadvantaged seems warranted. Ensuring digital inclusion is an 
important pathway to promoting lifelong learning, community skills 
development and sustaining social cohesion.” 
 
This initiative is underpinned by the broad objectives of facilitating 
lifelong learning, digital inclusion and intergenerational knowledge 
exchange. Initially launched in one branch with four volunteer mentors 
from the community following an expression of interest process, the 

A Bayside Story
Device Advice, International Baccalaureate Students 
and Inter-generational Learning
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long term success has been driven by the strategic partnership with St. 
Leonard’s College.

The partnership offers mentoring opportunities for students in the 
community and contributes to their learning outcomes in the Creativity, 
Activity, Service core element of the International Baccalaureate Diploma 
Programme, while also enabling the library service to deliver a high 
quality, sustainable program with a renewed stream of highly capable 
volunteer mentors each year.
 
The partnership reflects a synergy between the holistic social 
philosophies of both the International Baccalaureate and Public 
Libraries, leveraging those philosophies and the resources of each 
partner to create a common ground and engage with a community 
learning problem. 

Bayside Library Service plays a central role in coordinating the program 
and partnership, providing neutral community space & facilities, and 
reaching out to members of the community who would benefit. The IB 
students and local college provide expertise and time, which reduces 
the overheads arising from staffing programs supplementary to the 
Library’s core offering.



22

The City of Melton takes a holistic approach to lifelong learning, embedding 
learning strategies into council planning with the understanding that 
‘freely engaging in lifelong learning creates opportunities and improves 
lives’ (City of Melton, 2015).

The city has recently joined the UNESCO Global Network of Learning 
Cities, aligning their Community Learning Plan 2015-2018 to the UNESCO 
Framework of Key Features of Learning Cities (2014), as well as to the 
Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government’s Learning as a 
Driver of Change: Learning Community Framework (Wheeler & Wong, 
2013).
 
The effective and continued commitment from council to support, 
promote and incubate lifelong learning initiatives within the community 
is evident in the Community Learning Plan 2015-2018, the sixth of its 
kind since 1998. The city has a Community Learning Board, comprising 
a wide range of cross-sector representatives, which envisions Melton 
as ‘a learning city generating lifelong learning opportunities to grow our 
community’s social, cultural, economic, environmental and personal 
well being’ (City of Melton, 2015). Currently, the Manager Libraries is a 
representative on the Community Learning Board.
 
As an early adopter of the Learning Communities model, the City of 
Melton is part of a growing movement, particularly strong in Melbourne’s 
northern and western suburbs, where learning partnerships are being 
developed in line with economic development, social inclusion, and 
health and wellbeing strategies (Wheeler & Wong et al., 2013).  This 
coordinated approach is based on collaboration and strong partnerships 
with community organisations, business and industry, and as such, the 
City of Melton Community Learning Board specifically commits to:
 

A Melton Story
Partnering with community service providers at the 
Melton Library and Learning Hub
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• Broker strategic relationships and activities with organisations 
across all sectors to implement the Community Learning Plan 
and other agreed upon strategies.

• Partner and collaborate with organisations to initiate, incubate 
or deliver lifelong learning initiatives.

 
Building on the dedication and commitment from the City of Melton 
around lifelong learning, Melton City Libraries play an important role in 
realising many strategic outcomes for council, continually demonstrating 
their value in contributing to the development of learning communities. 
Aside from offering traditional library services, they are positioning 
themselves as a strong partner to community service providers, working 
together to facilitate lifelong learning, to encourage community capacity 
building and to connect people to the resources and services that 
support them in taking control of their lives. It is indeed this last benefit 
that Schuller and Watson (2009) argue is the real essence of the term 
‘lifelong learning’.
 
The Melton Library and Learning Hub (MLLH) is a multi-use facility which 
houses expanded library services, children’s health services, learning 
spaces and support for business, as well as a café. The hub features 
a co-working tenanted space, which was designed as a low-cost office 
solution that would both attract community service organisations into the 
Melton area, and provide the opportunity for such organisations to work 
together towards local community outcomes. The space is comprised 
of workstations which can be hired for a fee, as well as amenities such 
as a kitchenette and printing / copying facilities. 

The MLLH is managed with a ‘place-based’ approach, which involves the 
implementation of a long-term planning strategy focused on providing 
integrated and accessible services, and addressing issues that exist at 
the community level. Such an approach builds on local knowledge, and 
targets the specific requirements of the Melton community.The ‘Place 
Manager’ for the MLLH is the Manager Libraries, and as such, it is the 
role of Libraries, in partnership with other council departments, to attract 
tenants to the space and to lead the coordination of all community 
partnerships and services which operate out of the MLLH.
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Manager Libraries, Troy Watson, has announced that further to this, 
from July 1, 2017, a new library structure will be implemented, which will 
see the development of a ‘Library Activation and Engagement’ stream. 
Through this strategic change, the activation, use and promotion 
of the library and learning hubs, including the tenanted co-working 
space, will be coordinated centrally, and a specific focus on enhanced 
organisational and community partnerships will be generated. Currently, 
Melton City Libraries facilitate regular tenant meetings and continually 
seek ways to support, work with and complement, but not compete 
with, the work of the tenanted service providers. 
 
The development and coordination of the integrated facility at the MLLH 
addresses a number of broad strategic objectives outlined in the Melton 
City Council Plan 2013-2017. Primarily, the multi-use facility helps to 
“Build a sense of place through an engaging range of community 
facilities and shared open spaces” (Objective 1.2) and to “provide an 
accessible range of services for all including children, young people, 
families and older adults” (Objective 3.1). 
 
The collaborative approach of the community service providers currently 
operating out of the MLLH tenant space (outlined in table overleaf) 
tackles some of the identified settlement issues facing Culturally 
and Linguistically Diverse (CaLD) communities in the City of Melton, 
including the increasing numbers of refugees, such as limited access to 
settlement services for new migrants and inadequate English language 
accessibility. These challenges are articulated in the Community 
Learning Plan 2015-2018, and were identified as service gaps in the City 
of Melton’s Parliamentary Inquiry into Migrant Settlement Outcomes 
(2017). 
 
Beyond the integration of services developed through the tenanted co-
working space at MLLH, Melton City Libraries have fostered an additional 
formal partnership with Djerriwarrh Community and Education Services 
to deliver learning outcomes to the Melton community, directly in line 
with the priority themes identified in the Community Learning Plan 2015-
2018. 
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Organisation Service Provided 

Federation 
University

University and TAFE course delivery for local 
community.

http://federation.edu.au/

commUnity Plus 
(Brimbank Melton 
Community Legal 
Centre)

Provide free legal services for people who live, work 
or study in the Brimbank, Melton and Bacchus Marsh 
communities. Run a range of generalist and specialist 
legal clinics, as well as outreach services through key 
community organisations. 

Provide free advice on:
- Family violence and intervention orders
- Mortgage stress
- Fines and infringements
- Car accidents if you do not have insurance and are 
being chased for money
- Some family law (not property)
- Minor criminal matters

https://www.comm-unityplus.org.au/legal-services/
community-legal-centre

VicSEG New 
Futures

Deliver Early Years Bicultural Support programs to 
assist newly arrived, socially isolated migrant, refugee 
and asylum seeker families to learn about and engage 
with mainstream Early Childhood and Care Services, 
including allied health, specialist services and primary 
schools.

http://www.vicsegnewfutures.org.au/vicseg-programs/
family-and-childrens-programs

New Hope 
Foundation

Delivers programs that support migrants and refugees 
across different life stages in their settlement and 
migration journey.

Coordinates weekly Multicultural Homework Club - 
open to refugee children and young people from a 
range of CaLD backgrounds, living and studying in 
Melton.

http://www.newhope.asn.au/
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Watson outlines the primary collaborative projects which are driving this 
shared vision: 

• Job Lab -  a regular resume and job-searching skills session 
coordinated and promoted by Melton City Libraries, run out 
of MLLH in partnership with Djerriwarrh, serving to address 
outcomes within the Economic Development and Social 
Inclusion themes.

• Adult Literacy and Innovation Project - Melton City Libraries, in 
partnership with Djerriwarrh, will develop an adult reader and 
teacher resource designed to raise awareness and familiarity 
of the library services amongst local people with low literacy, 
whilst improving basic reading, writing, listening and speaking 
skills. The resource will be integrated into Djerriwarrh’s 
curriculum, and into the library service, and will be supported 
by specialised staff training programs and proactive outreach 
services. This project is funded by a State Library of Victoria 
grant, and addresses outcomes within the Social Inclusion, 
Adults and Advocacy themes.    

 
The tenanted co-working space at MLLH and the formal partnership 
developed between Melton City Libraries and Djerriwarrh Community 
and Education Services are two dynamic examples, which clearly 
demonstrate the pivotal role that Melton City Libraries play in building 
Melton as a Learning City. 
 
The Libraries are mirroring Council’s approach to building a community 
where learning is a key driver for individual and community development. 
Further to this, they are fulfilling the Community Learning Board’s 
commitment to developing strategic and collaborative partnerships with 
community organisations, and in doing so, are activating their spaces, 
addressing community service gaps and engaging their community 
in lifelong learning. With strong alignment to council strategy, Melton 
City Libraries are positioning themselves as leaders both within their 
organisation, and within their community. 
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People don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do it. 
-Simon Sinek ‘Start with why- how great leaders inspire action’ TEDx 

Puget Sound
 
As Victorian Public Libraries continue to position themselves as key 
stakeholders in building learning communities, it is crucial to their ongoing 
support, both financially and politically, that the sector engages with 
showing stakeholders and the community what it is that public libraries 
already provide in terms of beneficial programming and services, the 
potential of what we can provide, and, most importantly, why we do 
what we do. Wendy Newman, a Senior Fellow and Lecturer Faculty of 
Information at the University of Toronto, a self-confessed ‘dyed-in the 
wool librarian’, wrote that “Libraries don’t need more advocacy, they 
need better advocacy.” 
 
“... as advocates sometimes we’re not guided by the evidence of what 
works, but by an urge to promote, tell, “educate”, and convert. While 
this is understandable, it simply isn’t working. Neither is working harder. 
If we believe that librarianship matters to people and communities, and 
not just to us and our jobs, it’s time to raise our game, and become much 
more strategic, evidence-based, disciplined advocates.”
(Newman, 2015)
 
In the research conducted through this project to showcase examples 
of how Victorian Public Libraries are already engaging with building 
learning communities through our programming, partnerships, services, 
and strategic plans, we discovered something that perhaps should 
not come as a surprise. We specifically searched for strong examples 
that linked to strategic documentation, and discovered that whilst the 
examples themselves were prevalent, it was far more difficult to find the 
strategic alignment and links to broader community-identified needs. 

Telling Your Story
Libraries positioning themselves as relevant leaders 
in building learning communities
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That is, libraries as part of a greater community, and not simply within 
itself. 
 
Not only do Victorian Public Libraries need to “reposition themselves 
in the minds of the broader community” (SLV, 2013), they also need 
to reposition the broader community in their own minds. For the future 
development of Victorian Public Libraries to continue the beneficial 
work that we do, it is integral that we change the thinking of what we do, 
to why we do it. 
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Conclusion

This is very small handful of stories that exemplify the ways in which 
libraries are positioning themselves to embody lifelong learning in their 
communities by forging sustainable, strategic partnerships with key 
stakeholders. 
 
Victorian public libraries are doing fantastic work in this area across 
the state - from early literacy programs to IT help sessions for seniors, 
and everything in between - and we, as library professionals, know this 
absolutely. But does the wider community know what we do? And are 
we foremost in the minds of our member councils, our local government 
representatives and the many potential stakeholders and organisations, 
when they think of funding allocation and leadership in lifelong learning?
 
Positioning ourselves as an integral contributor to building learning 
communities is aligned with the direction of council and local government 
strategies that place learning as a central driver for change. Learning 
matters; and when libraries align themselves with council learning 
strategies, in order to build learning communities, then community 
outcomes are strengthened many times over. 
 
Research proves that while too many Australians are ‘still excluded 
from the opportunities they need to create the life they want’ (Wheeler 
& Wong, 2013), councils and communities that recognise the need to 
build social capital by placing learning at the centre of their strategic 
planning are significantly ahead of the game, and breed positive future 
outcomes for their residents.
 
One of the key objectives of the VPL 2030 Strategic Framework is 
storytelling; to ‘generate internal and external belief and buy-in to 
a shared vision for the future role of Victorian public libraries’. This 
recognises the fundamental importance of libraries being able to 



31

advocate for ourselves, as this is the very foundation from which we 
grow. Everything starts here: external funding, internal willingness to 
change, and future community support and engagement.
 
So we tell a story. We gather together all of the important work we do, 
the outcomes we achieve and the thanks we get from the people we 
help on a daily basis, in all of our 288 branches, and we turn it into a 
compelling story. A story that we tell, and retell, to ourselves, to key 
stakeholders and to the community at large.
 
We have shared some of these stories in order to give examples, not 
necessarily of the best and brightest, but certainly of consistently 
successful ways, big and small, that Victorian public libraries are building 
learning communities, and positioning themselves in their communities 
as drivers for change.
 
Libraries are a trusted brand; we are a neutral space, and we offer 
stability and consistency - we’re here to stay. We find strength in sharing 
our ideas and celebrating our successes with each other, and we have 
worked hard on the collaborative and collegiate approach to our work. 
This is why libraries are ideally placed to lead this work, building learning 
communities in and around us. 
 
Advocating for ourselves is a major challenge for Victorian public 
libraries moving forward into a bright and flourishing future, and it is 
a rare challenge because no other agency in society has the breadth 
of role, the user range and diversity and the potential impact (Bundy 
2003). 
 
But if we succeed (and we will indeed!) we guarantee our place as 
leaders of learning communities, and in doing so, we share our vision of 
the modern public library as a creative, flexible and profoundly important 
social institution. 
 
So, how will you tell your story?
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