Reading Groups in Shropshire

Shropshire’s first library-supported reading group was established at Shrewsbury Library in 1997 using a small collection of specially bought titles. Since that time the number of groups that use the service has grown considerably: there are now 14 groups run in community libraries and a further 70 around the county. The Reading Group Collection currently holds 215 titles in multiples of 15 copies. 
Reading group titles are loaned free of charge for a period of six weeks and can be ordered through community libraries or through Bibliographical Services. As the demand for titles is high, groups are advised to plan ahead and book the titles they require up to 12 months in advance. In order to facilitate booking, the library website has a reading group diary, along with a complete annotated list of titles. Titles in alternative formats are also made available whenever possible. 
Managing the collection does take careful co-ordination, but what matters most is the selection of titles which needs to be broad enough to cater for all tastes, yet not completely driven by bestsellers. I make many of the selections myself, based on my experience as a librarian and reading group member. Some of the more mainstream titles have already been in countywide circulation as part of our multiple copy promotion; others are suggested by colleagues or by reading group members from around the county.
Shropshire’s groups are invited to review the books they have read and to recommend titles they think would make useful additions to the collection. This helps to weed out any misfires, and gives the groups ownership of the collection, which plays an important role in its success. 
No books go to waste, either: when a title is no longer being requested by groups we simply filter the copies in good condition back into library stock, as they still make useful additions to the paperback collection. 

So far, when a group has made a suggestion for a title to be added to the list, provided it has a likely readership of more than one group, I have bought it from the resources fund. However, Shropshire has recently agreed to share information about reading group resources with a number of other West Midlands library authorities, and to lend books co-operatively via the Inter Library Loan system. A joint list of holdings has been compiled by Dudley Libraries, so participants should be able to borrow rather than buy on occasion, thus saving unnecessary duplication of resources. 
It really does seem as if the reading group phenomenon is here to stay, and the benefits to the library service in Shropshire are clear to see in terms of increased book issues and lively reviews on the library web pages. However, the biggest asset must surely be the several hundred avid readers who turn out every month to spread the word about books and the joy of reading.
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