Frontline Consultative Group meetings January 2007

A group of Frontline co-ordinators were invited to discuss their experiences with managing the course in their authorities, and to recommend areas of development for the course to Opening the Book.

The group members in 2007 are:

Angela Robinson - Blackburn with Darwen;  Joanne Harvey - Brighton and Hove;  Cynthia Martin – Bristol;  Una McLoughlin – Cheshire;  Merryn Kent- Cornwall;   Linda Dobson – Durham;  Alison Wassell – Dudley;  Judith Ivory – Essex;  Dorothy Cameron – Gateshead;  Sue Gledhill - Hertfordshire;  Heather King - Kent;  Ron Travis – Liverpool;  Kim Herring – Northumberland;  Pauline Martin - South Tyneside;  
Sharon Miller - Surrey; Peter Waterman - Wiltshire; Julie Barkway – Wirral;  

The following points and recommendations were made:

Managing the rollout
These key points were made by the co-ordinators reporting on their own experiences of managing the rollout of the course in their authorities:
Strategy
· The key contributions that Frontline is making to the strategic plans of authorities is in offering appropriate skills to staff who will work in libraries where self-issue is being introduced as well as in refurbished libraries.
· The main issues for everyone were time management and staff motivation, and restructuring and cuts have held back the progress of the rollout in many authorities.  Whilst benefits have been seen, it’s been difficult to get the training valued in those situations.
· Authorities who have made Frontline a training priority, provided cover where necessary and timetabled staff to do the course have progressed the fastest.

One authority reported dedicating an entire year’s training budget to providing cover and time resources for all frontline staff to do Frontline.

· A non-hierarchical approach to roll out is preferred, and experienced as very successful where it is happening, but is not always feasible in all authorities.
Quality 

· It was perceived that Frontline staff, when given the opportunity, make very good supervisors of their peers and were often more enthusiastic, supportive and faster than those in a managerial position.

· Co-ordinators take differing roles in their different circumstances, but most aimed eventually to stop supervising trainees directly in time, in order to concentrate on supporting supervisors, checking quality and collecting evidence of impact. 
· Co-ordinators who were being pushed to hurry trainees through felt that the quality of learning would suffer as a result.

· Using the email tool to contact other co-ordinators directly, especially those in comparator authorities had helped those present with their rollout decisions.
Time management
· Imposing a deadline for trainees to finish a module, or the whole course is recommended as the key move to speed up the rollout.  2 months to complete the course has been the deadline in the authority with the most complete rollout to date. However, bad experiences of ECDL were cited by those co-ordinators who felt that tightly imposed deadlines were unhelpful. Others recommended asking trainees to set their own deadlines in consultation with their supervisor.
· Co-ordinators report that their time working on Frontline is not seconded and has to be fitted in alongside their many other tasks.  In the one authority where a secondment of 18 hours a week for the co-ordinator was initially offered, it was not delivered in practice.

Staff motivation
· All co-ordinators reported that Trainees had enjoyed doing the course, and many have become good advocates for it.  Some reported individual cases of staff who have been inspired to do other training by doing Frontline

· Many staff who at first are reluctant have often been the ones who have benefited most by taking the course
· Short course may be a good option for less enthusiastic or time-poor trainees.
· Introducing ‘friendly’ competition between staff seems to be a good motivator when staff worked in the same library.
Supporting Supervisors

Experience and advice on how best to create and support high quality supervision was shared:
Strategy

· Not all co-ordinators are free to choose their first supervisors, but once the rollout progresses beyond the first line of supervisors, can take more control of this decision.

· Working through existing management structures is not as important as looking for people who are interested, willing and able.
· That frontline staff often make the best supervisors and when the course reaches the frontline staff then speed, enthusiasm and quality improves.

· Asking supervisors to support trainees from a library different from their own works well.
· Notifying trainees in advance that they will be supervisor’s limits choices for a co-ordinator, but can be useful for them to prepare the person for supervision as they go through the course.

· One way of ensuring quality supervision might be to buddy supervisors offline or online.

· The average number of trainees per supervisor is recommended at 4 or 5.
Quality
· Co-ordinators should consider doing a half-day session with their supervisors to discuss and practice the skills of supervision and mentoring.  Some suggestions for this session are available on www.branching-out.net
· Co-ordinators think that supervisors sometimes find it difficult to be fearless and challenge a trainee who is on the wrong track if there isn’t a culture of challenge, and if they are not well supported by a management team.
· Encouraging supervisors to intervene before the end of a module if the trainee is not on track is vital.

· An initial meeting between co-ordinator and supervisor is very helpful.   People in the group had used email and phone but found that a face-to-face meeting made a lot of difference
· Some trainees, supervisors and co-ordinators are using the work they do on Frontline in their portfolios towards ACLIP qualifications and for some NVQs.
Practical issues
· On the whole, co-ordinators recommend that supervisors set each trainee a deadline, and ideally that the trainee sets the deadline themselves, per module.

· Setting a deadline for Module 1 is the most important.

· Trainees are sometimes expecting to be timetabled and don’t ask for time themselves.  They need encouragement to say ‘I need 2 hours to this display this week’ instead of waiting to be told.

· Supervisors should encourage trainees to book time on public computers to do the course rather than attempt it at the issue or enquiry desk.  Headphones help to give them space and privacy!  It’s important that they are not interrupted.
Evaluation

The group discussed what evaluation tools were already being used, and what they hoped to measure in future.

· Word of mouth is proving a good advocacy tool. Trainees who have completed the course are invariably good advocates for it.
· Where Generic Learning Outcomes (GLOs) are used, the anecdotal evidence from Frontline is admissible and very useful.

· Most authorities use a pre and post-course assessment form to evaluate the impact on the trainee.  An example can be found on www.branching-out.net.  Self assessment by trainees is considered important as a way of measuring this too.  Whatever measures that are adopted to discover the value of the course to trainees, it is vital to measure trainees’ attitudes and skills before they take the course, as well as after it.

· In some authorities, trainees are assessed as part of regular staff evaluation processes.

· The feeling was that senior management would want to measure the success of Frontline through user satisfaction, although an accurate tool or measure for this was hard to suggest.  

· The group wondered if it was possible to say that a library will be different, once a certain percentage of staff has gone through the course.  Is there a percentage tipping point?  Could impact also be measured as part of regular library inspections?
Practical suggestions for evaluation
Exploit what is there already

· Some co-ordinators collect all the Trainee interviews done in Module 1 and collate the quotes under age group headings.  This gives them direct user feedback from separate age groups, which they use in their regular reports to management.

· A suggestion was made that the Trainee uses the method of observation suggested in Module 7 to record how readers used their final promotion and that co-ordinators collected these results to use for an impact measure, and also for user satisfaction.  It would be possible to use the target groups that trainees nominated, and record how that group benefited, and how other readers engaged with the work as well.

· The Library walkthrough in Module 6 was thought to be a major marker for change in libraries, and some co-ordinators could tell which libraries had trainees from this marker alone.  What measures could be included in regular library check ups that measured this perception?
Maintaining the quality of learning
The group agreed in principle to recommend spot checks by OtB in future.  There were some questions about how the check would be done, whether explicit permission from the co-ordinator and trainee would be needed and how the check would be done.  
The group also approved in principle the idea of peer reviews, but wondered if this would be effective if done online or remotely.  Would co-ordinators be tempted to be kind, rather than challenging?  One co-ordinator suggested doing this through the regional network but most then agreed it would be better to connect outside the region, especially to comparator authorities.  Most co-ordinators thought that they would not have the time to do this kind of task.
In a suggestion following the course, an alternative method was proposed.  This was that regional meetings be held by OTB where co-ordinators brought specific work from trainees and supervisors, and checked standards and differing approaches.  This would also help to promote peer assessment.

On balance, Opening the Book favoured this last method, whilst retaining the right to do spot checks if circumstances make that necessary, and will email round all co-ordinators to ask for their opinions.
Practical suggestions for maintaining the quality of learning
· That best practice learning logs could be posted online as a handy reference for co-ordinators and supervisors alike.

· That results and findings in different authorities can be shared between them to strengthen the validity of the training and the message to management
· That co-ordinators investigate individual libraries where more than a third of staff have gone through make a comparison to see if issues have improved, or if any other impact can be detected to which Frontline has contributed. 
Proposals for action to Opening the Book 

· To construct a follow-up email that is automatically delivered to Trainees some time after they have completed the course.  This short questionnaire would ask them what impact the course had on their work and what progress they made with the one thing they said that they would do as a result of taking it.  It might also seek the Trainee’s view of the most important memory or impact of the course on them in retrospect.  Such a question might be:  If there’s one thing I learned… or ‘One thing a borrower noticed/said to me… or one thing that’s changed….  This might allow co-ordinators to collect evidence of change in a library as a direct result of the course.
· That OTB collects from co-ordinators their own anecdotal evidence of trainee satisfaction and the general impact of the course and post this on the Branching Out site so everyone can refer to it.

· That OTB consider whether devising another borrower interview task for Module 7 would allow the trainee to collect some evidence of change or effect or alternatively to strengthen the way that the evidence from an observation in module 7 is recorded by the Trainee.  
· That OTB organise a series of regional meetings for co-ordinators to share specific work in order to maintain the quality of learning and supervision.

Suggestions for editorial site changes
· That material contained in the Learning Log, and pages in the Supervisor Log and course itself are made easier to print out.

· That OtB looks again at the wording of the final Learning Review in Module 7, to make it clearer that the trainee and the supervisor suggest something the trainee wants to do as a result of the learning they have done.  This would be the marker to which a later email would return to measure the impact of the course on the trainee’s day to day work.

· A ‘slacker alert’ – a flag when a trainee hasn’t been online for over a month. Could this be added into the Who’s Doing What facility?

· An easier cut and paste facility to encourage storage of co-ordinator-supervisor emails in the Experience Bank.   Allow editing in the Experience Bank
Opening the Book 2007

