Involvement and Reflections:  Professional Placement at the Centre for Youth Literature 

My placement was negotiated to occur over a four-week period so I could be actively involved in several of The Centre’s key programs. 

On my first day, I received a tour and overview of the State Library, the Learning Services division and the Centre for Youth Literature. It clarified for me how CYL fit into the overall scheme of SLV and what the scope of its operations was. With increased awareness and understanding of its services, CYL is now a more significant part of my Professional Learning network.

The State Library runs on a corporate model. Documenting programs and outcomes, including monitoring Key Performance Indicators is a significant part of CYL’s administrative activities. As part of my orientation, I was given CYL’s Strategic Plan and its three-year Action Plan. This was an excellent opportunity to see and discuss how a facility applies ‘evidence-based practice’ to planning and programs, something more TLs are now required to do. 

During my first week, my supervisor and I collaboratively planned literary activities and book sessions for the Regional Schools ‘Writers Toolkit’ tour. In the second week, I travelled to Seymour to assist with the tour. Part of the task involved observing and evaluating the sessions, to give feedback for any possible improvements. It was an excellent opportunity to see collaboratively planned activities implemented. I gained a better appreciation of the impact that literary/author incursions have in inspiring teachers and their students, and how such programs can be incorporated into schools’ overall learning programs.  

In collaboration with Learning Services, CYL develops new resources to compliment integrated and inquiry-based styles of teaching and learning. These resources are developed around Victorian Essential Learning Standards (VELS) outcomes so educators can easily integrate them into their school programs. One of my assignments was to create recreational reading booklists to compliment the historical topics available on ERGO, SLV’s online historical resource access site for secondary students. I was also asked to review and provide comments and suggestions (from a schools’ perspective) on curatorial labels for an upcoming Picture Book exhibition being curated by CYL’s program manager. These were valuable critical evaluation experiences for me as TLs need to be able to develop relevant resources in collaboration with teaching staff.

In order to effectively promote new YA literature, all members of staff are expected to continuously read from the constant supply of YA advanced reading copies sent from publishers and to write reviews about them. During my placement I was asked to do the same; my two reviews were published on the Read Alert blog (http://www2.slv.vic.gov.au/services/education/youthlit/readalert/index.php/2010/09/07/august-reviews/). I also researched and wrote short promotional biographies for the authors participating in the upcoming Book Talkers session. 

Keeping up with literary trends is important for TLs too if we hope to inspire young people to read; it builds credibility. Good ‘salesmanship’ involves intimately knowing one’s product and being articulate about it. My time spent immersed in CYL’s reading culture further fuelled my passion for YA literature, and honed my abilities to communicate about what I’ve read.

Literary events are important opportunities for school libraries. They bring attention to their services and can inspire young people to read. Literary events also play a large part in CYL’s promotions and I gained some valuable organizational experience by participating in a major event while on placement.
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Photos 1 and 2: Author with Jackie French and James Roy at Melbourne Writers Festival

Author’s own photographs
 As part of the CYL team, I was asked to chair several author’s sessions for the Melbourne Writers Festival (MWF) Schools Program. This involved playing host to the authors; introducing them, interviewing them or asking questions at the ends of sessions, and diplomatically keeping sessions on track and on time. Preparation for the sessions involved researching the author and his/her works, corresponding with them to ascertain their needs and preferences; reading the books to be discussed in the sessions; and preparing introductions and interview questions. 
On the first day of the festival I was asked to chair an extra session on short notice when the scheduled presenter failed to appear. Within 20 minutes I was onstage in front of more than 300 people, introducing Andy Griffith and his newest book.
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Photo 3: Quick briefing with Andy Griffiths and the Killer Koala

Embracing challenges like this builds confidence and reaffirms one’s ability to embrace change. If I can get up on a stage, play host in front of a large audience of complete strangers and even do it with minimum preparation on short notice, it is possible to do other things that may, at first, appear difficult. Flexibility is an important quality to possess in any profession, but one that is especially important in teacher-librarianship, a profession that is going through what Loertscher describes as ‘a revolutionary rather than evolutionary pattern of change’ ( 2009, p.179).
The Value of Placement experience  
Overall, my placement offered me a chance to test my ‘professional wings’ by becoming a member of CYL’s team working collaboratively with a variety of partners to achieve its goals.

TLs have three major roles: 1/ curriculum leaders, 2/ information specialists, and 3/ information services managers (Australian School Library Association & Australian Library and Information Association, 2001, pp. 60-61).). In order to carry out these roles to a high standard, it is of benefit to have experience in both educational and other information services. 

My regular position is in a small independent school, teaching and running the library part-time. My professional placement allowed me to experience a highly structured service that is part of a large government organization. I was able to observe and learn how the service tackles issues, makes decisions, and plans for and implements change. I observed how it manages its personnel and resources, and experienced how it delivers its service to its users face-to-face and online. Placement was also a chance to participate in collaborative projects and to receive feedback for my efforts as part of the team. 
Placement was an opportunity to experience a completely different work culture, one in which partnerships, networks and connections are valuable resources. I observed and learned how staff went about cultivating these relationships and looking after their networks. Highly developed communication and interpersonal skills are vital to a collaborative work environment and are skills that TLs must develop in order to gain positions of leadership amongst teachers and within schools. 
I too made new contacts and broadened my network. I learned about the many services available in the State Library and how they could assist me in my job as an information specialist, and I came into contact with other services with helpful resources and services. 

Conclusion

Practical placement confirmed for me that the professional skills and values that I’ve developed through my course of study at university are highly applicable and valuable in the wider information specialists’ profession. Leadership, collaboration, ICT, critical analysis and evaluation skills all came into service while I was on placement and I was able to successfully draw on them to perform well and to contribute positively to the service offering me my placement.
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