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Background to these case studies 

1.1 Following our series of case studies published in 2016 about public 

libraries and their use of WiFi to create social impact1, we were 

commissioned by Arts Council England to produce case studies 

looking at two further areas of public library impact.  One of these 

was the contribution public libraries make to place-shaping.  As 

before, we looked at five library services chosen because they were 

using their library service for place-shaping in ways which were 

innovative and which we believed others could learn from. Our five 

case study areas are:  

• Cambridgeshire’s community hub in Ramsey Library 

• Libraries Unlimited’s Fablab Devon and the Exeter 
Business and IP Centre 

• Leicester’s Imaginative Neighbourhoods programme 

• Vivacity Peterborough’s Our Story programme 

• St Helens’ Cultural Hubs and Arts in Libraries 

                                                           
1 See Making the Most of WiFi, Arts Council England (2016)  
2 Excerpt from Place-shaping: a shared ambition for the future of local 
government, the report of the Lyons Inquiry into Local Government, TSO 
(2007) 

Why focus on libraries and place-shaping?  
1.2 The term ‘place-shaping’ has been used for over a decade to describe 

the role which local public services and in particular elected local 

government should aspire to.  In essence, it refers to:  

“the creative use of powers and influence to promote the general 

well-being of a community and its citizens… building and shaping 

local identity… understanding local needs and preferences and 

making sure that the right services are provided to local people… and 

working with other bodies to respond to complex challenges...”2 

1.3 The idea of place-shaping is a reaction against a model of local public 

service provision which is either prescribed by central government 

far removed from the specific needs and circumstances of individual 

communities, or so fragmented and un-joined up that no meaningful 

leadership, strategy, or conscious direction can be seen.  At its best, 

place-shaping means that within broad regulatory and economic 

parameters local governments and their partners in health and 

education act consciously to cultivate the unique strengths and 

assets and meet the specific needs and concerns of their 

communities.  

 

2 

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/publication/making-most-wifi
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/lyons-inquiry-into-local-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/lyons-inquiry-into-local-government


1.4 Place-shaping has usually been used to describe the role of local 

public sector organisations.  But one of our case studies is of Libraries 

Unlimited, a new independent charity formed out of Devon County 

Council’s library service.  What this case study shows is that other 

kinds of organisations besides local government, whose 

organisational aims are also about serving the community, can play a 

leadership role in place-shaping.  

1.5 So what makes public libraries relevant to place-shaping?  Libraries 

are a universal local public service and were one of the very first local 

services to be funded by local government alongside sanitation and 

public health.  Public libraries also operate at scale.  The 

Government’s most recent Taking Part survey indicated that one-

third of the population visit a library regularly.   We know that in 

many individual local authority areas the figure is much higher.  

There have also been other national studies which have indicated 

higher proportions of regular users overall.   

1.6 Libraries are familiar and well-recognised locations, often on high 

streets or adjacent to schools, GPs and local shopping parades.  We 

also know that libraries are perceived by the public to be safe, 

neutral and trusted public spaces3 – free from any political or 

ideological agenda, or commercial incentive and where users are free 

from the judgement of others.  Added to their scale and perceived 

trustworthiness, what also makes public libraries relevant to place-

                                                           
3 Findings from What do people want from libraries?, Museums Libraries 
and Archives (2010) and Understanding what people value about libraries, 
Arts Council England (2012) 
4 Findings from Shining a Light – Data Booklet, Carnegie UK Trust (2017) 

shaping is the fact that they reach all sections and demographics of 

the community.   

1.7 Public libraries are one of the most egalitarian public services and 

public spaces we have. 

1.8 They are used by people of all age groups4 (although the highest use 

is by those under 24), and although they are used slightly less by 

those with the lowest-status occupations, they are used equally 

regardless of levels of deprivation.  
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http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/participating-and-attending/what-do-people-want-libraries-0
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sector-resilience/envisioning-library-future#section-6
https://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/shining-a-light/


 
 

 
Data from Taking Part 2015/16 (DCMS) shows the use of libraries is evenly spread across 
people of all socioeconomic backgrounds 

 

1.9 What we have seen through our case studies are three ways in which 

libraries are helping meet these challenges directly: 

• Libraries are serving as tools for achieving inclusive 
growth. 

• Where culture is being used as a route to opportunity, 
libraries are being used as routes to culture. 

• Libraries are providing access to lifelong learning for all 
without formal enrolment, without even having to sign-
in for each visit.  
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2 Overall learning and themes 

Libraries as a tool for achieving inclusive growth 
2.1 The strongest theme running through all six place-shaping case 

studies is library services helping ensure economic growth benefits 

for everyone.   Many local authorities call this ‘inclusive growth’ – 

meaning economic growth in which the positive outcomes are 

shared fairly among all demographics and all communities.   

2.2 Across the country the economy is growing, unemployment is low, 

and new jobs are being created; not just more jobs overall but new 

types of jobs often requiring new skills.   

2.3 Yet there are serious socioeconomic inequalities which exist right 

down to very local levels.   Even within the same villages, towns and 

suburbs there are families who feel their income and wealth being 

severely squeezed living just streets from families who are becoming 

wealthier.    There are many factors behind these inequalities but an 

important one is that those who possess skills which are in high 

demand often find themselves better off than those who don’t. 

2.4 Creating the conditions for inclusive growth is one of the most 

significant ways in which local authorities can fulfil their place-

shaping role. Rather than through their spending power alone (which 

is diminishing) they can deliver inclusive growth through measures to 

raise skills and knowledge in their communities, alongside their use 

of regulatory and influencing powers.   

2.5 Our case studies show how library services are supporting skills and 

knowledge development at all levels, from supporting basic child 

literacy and school readiness to enabling adult entrepreneurs to 

learn how to protect intellectual property and develop new digital 

enterprises.  In each case the rationale is to support more inclusive 

economic growth.  

2.6 Vivacity Peterborough are doing this through Our Story, a 

sophisticated programme which combines highly targeted literacy 

and storytelling activities in schools with family-focused literacy and 

storytelling events in libraries.  The aim is that the activities in 

libraries will create a supportive backdrop for the targeted work in 

schools with each stream of activity boosting the impact of the other. 

2.7 In Leicester, Imaginative Neighbourhoods has targeted two areas of 

the city where for different reasons literacy, educational attainment, 

and incomes are low.  In both neighbourhoods the library service has 

used arts and cultural education projects to support learning and 

skills development from pre-school children to parents and 

grandparents.  Individual artist-led projects have focused on all ages 

from building communication and literacy skills among under 5s to 

supporting parents to be more confident readers themselves and 

with their children.  

2.8 In Ramsey, Cambridgeshire the local library has carved a niche as an 

incubator and ‘hub’ for community projects which meet the specific 
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needs of their small fenland market town.  Soon after the library was 

rebuilt in 2011 they helped a fledgling community project, Ramsey 

Millions, create a base in the library from which they could hold 

events and build connections in the community.  Ramsey Millions 

(who are part of the Lottery-funded Big Local programme) will 

probably soon outgrow the library and move on, so now the library is 

supporting another fledgling project, the Ramsey Job Club.  The Job 

Club runs basic courses geared towards the local job market and can 

also arrange support from other local organisations who help people 

back to work.  The small and friendly group hold activities in the 

library managed by paid staff with help from a large number of 

volunteers. It is local, run by local people, and meshed into the local 

community (and is a far cry from the official large-scale support 

jobseeker programmes). 

2.9 The Business and IP Centre and the FabLab run by Libraries Unlimited 

in Devon deal with a different kind of problem.  These services are 

designed to help local people grow skills and business ideas to 

compete in the Southwest’s high value sectors like advanced 

manufacturing and agri-technology. Devon has many skilled workers 

spread around its rural towns and villages, often working for 

themselves or running micro enterprises.  But the size and 

remoteness of Devon, and patchy rural broadband coverage, makes 

it hard for people to conduct business from the communities in 

which they live.  One reason Libraries Unlimited are now taking their 

Business and IP Centre and FabLab resources out across their rural 

branch network is to help people conduct more of their business 

locally. If those with high-skills can be economically active locally, 

                                                           
5 See Taking Part 2016/17 Quarter 2, DCMS (January 2017), p.13 

instead of travelling to large towns and cities, more of the prosperity 

they create will benefit the communities in which they live.  

Culture as a route to opportunity, and libraries as 

a route to culture 
2.10 Three of the case studies - Leicester, Peterborough, and St. Helens - 

provide practical examples of libraries as a route to culture, 

especially for people who do not often take part in anything to do 

with arts or culture (e.g. visiting a museum or gallery or heritage 

attraction or going to the cinema, attending a concert or show).   

2.11 Those who take part least in arts and culture also tend to be the least 

well-off, with one notable exception - library use. Library use is the 

only form of arts and cultural participation in England where levels of 

socioeconomic deprivation make little significant difference.  For all 

other types of arts and cultural participation those living in the most 

deprived areas are least likely to participate.5 In fact according to the 

2015 report of the Warwick Commission on the Future of Cultural 

Value: 

“high socio-economic background, university-level educational 

attainment and a professional occupation are still the most reliable 

predictors of high levels of engagement and participation in a wide 

range of cultural activities, with this correlation being especially 

marked for those activities that attract significant public funding.” 

2.12 Added to this we also know that when children from low-income 

families do take part in arts activities, especially at school, they are 
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three times more likely to go on to get a degree.6 In other words for 

the least well-off culture can be a route to opportunity and libraries 

are a route to culture.   

2.13 For St. Helens, the Cultural Hubs programme is about encouraging 

more people from all backgrounds to experience art and culture and 

for libraries to be their route in.  St. Helens is a town still coming to 

terms with the loss of old industries where economic inactivity is 

above average and where 40% of those out of work also have long-

term health problems.  The focus on culture is entirely about place-

shaping and reflects a bold ambition being driven by the council’s 

political leadership.  It expresses a vision they have set for their 

community, not because they want more people to enjoy the theatre 

or live music for the sake of it.  Their rationale is they believe (and 

there is good evidence to support this) taking part in something 

artistic helps reduce isolation, increase well-being, and develops 

skills which help individuals and their families prosper.   

2.14 Leicester’s Imaginative Neighbourhoods programme, and Vivacity 

Peterborough’s Our Story are based on a similar rationale; not 

forcing people to become culture buffs for the sake of it, but 

introducing people to arts and culture (especially children and their 

families) to provide them with new opportunities to thrive as 

individuals and economically.  Just as in St. Helens, for Leicester and 

Peterborough culture is at the heart of the vision they have for their 

communities and has been built up over several years.  Imaginative 

Neighbourhoods can be traced back to Leicester’s bid for City of 

Culture which brought partners and elected leaders together to build 

                                                           
6 See Key research findings: the case for Cultural Learning, Cultural Learning 
Alliance (January 2017) 

a shared vision of culture in the city.  Peterborough’s approach today 

follows a decade of using culture and heritage to define the city, 

much of it through the work of Vivacity Peterborough; the charity 

set-up by the council to champion and deliver arts, culture and 

heritage.  

Lifelong learning for all – without formal 

enrolment, or even having to sign in 
2.15 Finally, what all five case studies show is the importance of libraries 

as enablers of lifelong learning specific to their communities.  For 

Libraries Unlimited the learning focus is around technology, new 

industries, and compensating for poor rural connectivity.  For 

Ramsey it is about enabling local people to support themselves as a 

community through new organisations like Ramsey Millions and 

organisations which help individuals get back into work.  For 

Peterborough and Leicester it is principally about early years 

education and school readiness, and helping families in 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods give their children the best start.  For 

St. Helens it is about providing opportunities, through arts and 

culture or as their lead Cabinet Member for Culture told us, it is 

because they believe “libraries can be your way out.” 

2.16 One of the most important aspects of these learning opportunities is 

that they are open to all. In fact they are more than open to all 

because rather than waiting for people to come to them; in each 

case, library staff and partners have sought out those who might 

benefit most.  In their outreach they have often also worked with 

local organisations and individual community workers with deep 
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local knowledge; of who can be found where, who the community 

gatekeepers are, who speaks what language.   

2.17 Public libraries are also open to all in another way which sets apart 

library-based learning from other forms of lifelong learning. Libraries 

are one the last few public places where you can walk in and begin 

learning as an adult or child without any form of enrolment, without 

signing-in or being questioned about the purpose of your visit. You 

do not even need to be a library member.  Someone trying to 

improve their basic literacy can be sat alongside someone 

investigating how to patent a new product.  At a time where 

constant re-skilling and lifelong learning requires more than the 

occasional evening class, having genuinely open-access public places 

for learning is becoming increasingly important. 

Approaches and working methods 
2.18 Besides these three themes in the kinds of outcomes our case study 

library services are seeking, there are also some clear themes in 

terms of how they are going about it – their approaches, and their 

working methods. 

Being at the centre of strategic conversations 

2.19 In examples like St. Helens it can be difficult to pinpoint the extent 

that the council’s focus on arts and culture resulted from what the 

library service had achieved, or whether the library service has 

succeeded because it is contributing to the leadership vision.  

Whichever way it has come about what is obvious is St. Helens library 

service are driving the debate at a strategic level about the role they 

can play, and backing up their message with clearly presented 

evidence.  This means the service is constantly thought of in strategic 

discussions about health, social care and skills.  It also means the 

library service is able to take rewarded risks, like investing time in 

applying for external funding which now provides a significant 

additional budget on top of their core funding. 

2.20 For Libraries Unlimited in Devon some of their most important 

strategic conversations have been at a national level, becoming host 

to one of the British Library’s 11 Business and IP Centres, and 

working with Fab Labs UK to establish the country’s only public 

library based FabLab.   

Using evidence of need and of outcomes  

2.21 In terms of identifying needs, the place-shaping case studies have 

each focused on different issues specific to their communities (poor 

connectivity stifling Devon’s competitiveness, a determination in 

Leicester and Peterborough that no communities should be left 

behind).  

2.22 But when it comes to impact they have all focused on similar 

measures – essentially to test whether these activities are reaching 

those who stand to benefit most.  In fact, Vivacity Peterborough and 

St. Helens have used identical metrics.  They have both gathered 

postcode data and analysed this using Audience Agency analytical 

tools to test whether they are reaching the least culturally engaged, 

and least well-off.  In both cases what they found is that their 

programmes have reached people who are least well-off and usually 

least engaged in arts and culture.  St. Helens latest data shows that 

44% of a 1,400 sample of Cultural Hubs audiences came from the 

least cultural engaged geographical areas, while 37% of audiences 

were from neighbourhoods in the top 20% most deprived parts of 

the country.   
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2.23 In 2013, the picture in St. Helens had been the exact the opposite; 

low arts participation overall, and those who were taking part were 

wealthier and better educated. Peterborough (although working with 

a smaller sample size) found that nine out of ten families who took 

part in Our Story events came from areas of the city with the lowest 

levels of cultural engagement. 

2.24 For Libraries Unlimited their aim is not just to reach those living in 

deprived areas, they specifically want to use their Business and IP 

Centre and FabLab to reach people who live away from Exeter in 

towns and villages with poor connectivity.   It has therefore been 

important to map users, again using postcode data, to test the 

current service and to inform the expansion of these services to 

branches across the county.   What the mapping has shown is that 

both the Business and IP Centre and the FabLab are already reaching 

users who live in every part of Devon including areas with poor 

connectivity, as well as in Plymouth and even along the M5 corridor 

in Somerset.  This evidence, showing that some people are willing to 

travel 70 miles from North Devon to Exeter to use these services, is a 

good indication of many more who cannot travel that distance, but 

would use the Business and IP Centre and FabLab resources if they 

were available closer to where they live. 

Make a difference and move on 

2.25 Ramsey library’s role as incubator to the Ramsey Millions community 

initiative shows that while the library service objective of supporting 

specific types of community organisations is a long-term mission, 

that does not mean they have to support the same organisations for 

all time.  Ramsey Millions may soon outgrow the library, and so now 

Ramsey library is beginning to incubate the Job Club; another 

fledgling initiative which the town needs. 

Building up rather than starting over 

2.26 Leicester on the other hand is a good example that the opposite can 

also be true.  The Imaginative Neighbourhoods programme has come 

to the end of its first phase in 2017 in the two areas of Belgrave and 

Beaumont Leys.   The plan originally had been to target the next 

phase of Imaginative Neighbourhoods on two different areas of the 

city. However, in reflecting on what has been achieved so far, the 

library service and their partners in the Neighbourhood Services 

team have learned some important lessons which has led them to 

change their approach.  They now realise that if they pull out of 

Belgrave and Beaumont Leys and move the programme elsewhere 

they risk allowing the value they have created to be lost, meaning 

that future cohorts of children and families in those areas will start 

back at square one.   So Leicester libraries are going to use the next 

phase of the programme to expand activity in the same two areas.  

But this time they will bring in more artists and use existing contacts 

to build more networks further into the community.  Their aim is to 

increase impact by building out rather than starting again.  

Partnerships which go beyond co-ordination and information 

sharing 

2.27 All five case studies involve partnerships between libraries and other 

organisations.  This is in no way unusual in public services, but what 

is unusual is the depth and intricacy of some of the collaborations.  

Often what ‘working in partnership’ means in practice is 

organisations sharing information about their actions in advance to 

enable better co-ordination. But the kinds of partnerships we see in 

the case studies go much further.  The Vivacity Peterborough case 

study is the strongest example of this.  Their Our Story programme 

involves a complex dovetailing of activity between the library service 

and local schools – with the schools targeting storytelling and literacy 
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lessons at children in the classroom, while the library service create a 

supportive environment of story-based family learning activities in 

the communities where those children live. 

2.28 The Leicester project, Imaginative Neighbourhoods, involves library 

service staff working with colleagues form Neighbourhood Services 

and here ‘partnership’ also means working as a team, not just 

sharing information.  It is partly due to this closeness of team-

working which has led the library service staff to think again about 

their original plan to take Imaginative Neighbourhoods to another 

part of the city and instead to stay put and use the next phase to 

reinforce and build upon what has been achieved in the 

neighbourhoods they have been working in. 

Co-design with local residents 

2.29 The whole concept of place-shaping is about maintaining a close 

connection between local government, local services, and the 

communities they serve.  For St. Helens this means actively co-

producing their Arts in Libraries programme with local people.  They 

do this through themed groups of council officers and local residents 

who go through choices of events and shows and select the ones 

which best meet their strategic objectives.  In some cases this goes 

beyond selecting which shows or acts to book.  For example the 

group in charge of the ‘young people’ theme commissioned a 

community cinema organisation to run a season of film screening, 

but then also played a part in curating the selection of films.  When it 

comes to engaging more people in arts and cultural events this kind 

of co-production is vital.  One of the reasons why people from less-

well off areas do not take part in arts and culture is not simply 

affordability or transport, but because the actual shows, exhibitions 

or events do not appeal to them.    

Specialist staff 

2.30 One final theme in the ways the case study services operate is in 

their use of staff with specialist skills.  These are not specialists in 

traditional library skills.  They are arts officers (Leicester, St. Helens 

and Vivacity Peterborough), staff with expertise in literacy 

development (Leicester), staff with expertise in enterprise support 

and digital making (Libraries Unlimited in Devon), neighbourhood 

engagement staff (Leicester), and employment advisers (Ramsey’s 

Job Club in Cambridgeshire).  These specialist staff have enabled 

their library services to have more impact by bringing technical 

expertise and detailed subject knowledge – such as how to produce 

successful arts events, and operate FabLab equipment. They have 

also enabled their library services to have impact by giving them 

credibility with partners – such as working with teachers on literacy 

in Peterborough. 
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3 Conclusions and recommendations 

Conclusions and recommendations 
3.1 The five library services that allowed us in to produce these case 

studies have shown five very different ways libraries are contributing 

to place-shaping.  

3.2 We began by arguing that place-shaping means conscious action to 

set places apart by cultivating their unique strengths and meeting 

their particular needs.   

3.3 As a country, our towns cities and villages all have many 

characteristics which will be familiar to all of us (not least the 

presence of public libraries).  But every place is different. St. Helens is 

a former industrial town steeped in Mersey heritage, Peterborough is 

both a cathedral city and 1960s New Town, Devon is a sparsely 

populated (and very beautiful) rural county, Ramsey is a market town 

in the heart of the Fens, and Leicester besides its rich industrial 

heritage is one of the most culturally diverse cities in the country. 

3.4 Beyond the many things these five places have in common are many 

more which are unique to each place and the communities who live 

there.    If we see the role of local government and local public 

services as being franchises for the provision of near-identical 

services across the country then those differences must be seen 

either as peripheral and inconsequential, or as inconvenient jagged 

edges which need to be smoothed out.  

3.5 If however, we see the role of local government and local public 

services as being champions for their communities, then these 

differences provide the vocabulary for distinctive local visions of 

place.  

3.6 In that context libraries have a significant role to play in place-

shaping because they are one of the most familiar, well-recognised, 

and trusted local institutions.  And more than that they reach all 

sections and demographics of the community throughout their lives.  

As we said earlier, public libraries are one of the most egalitarian 

public services and public spaces. 

3.7 We end this summary report with a set of recommendations 

designed to stimulate and inform action. 

3.8 The first is we hope that anyone who has been inspired by these 

examples will pick up the phone, or type out an email to make 

contact with the library services featured to find out more or to pay a 

visit. 

3.9 We also hope that staff and mangers in other library services will 

consider the following recommendations which we believe are the 

underpinning actions and approaches which have enabled those in 

our case studies services to achieve what they have. 

3.10 Talk about the library service’s role in the local economic growth 

story and talk to those who are creating the growth story.  In most 
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local authorities economic growth, and achieving inclusive growth is 

currently the main focal point for discussions about place-shaping.  

These discussions are often where the roles of individual local public 

services are crystallised.  Economic growth is about opportunities, 

but it often raises serious questions about the location of new 

construction and new homes, pressure on local services, and how to 

ensure all residents have a fair chance to benefit.  Library services 

and targeted programmes and activities have a significant role to 

play in achieving inclusive growth but they can only carry out that 

role if they are in those discussions.        

3.11 Engage with other arts and culture partners.  Libraries are now 

firmly part of the arts and culture sector at a national level and are 

increasingly part of it locally.  The recent joining of six local library 

services, as well as the Society of Chief Librarians as a sector support 

organisation, to Arts Council England’s ‘national portfolio’7 of funded 

organisations cements this.  Additionally a number of other National 

Portfolio Organisations also propose to work in partnership with 

libraries.  Libraries have a unique selling point in any collaboration 

with other arts organisations – their universality.  This makes them 

an obvious route into arts and culture.  No other section of the arts 

and culture sector can boast the overall reach of libraries or the 

equality of access from rich to poor.  

                                                           
7 Arts Council England’s national portfolio is made up of 831 organisations 
who between them will receive around £400m per year of funding from 
2018-2022.  For the first time, libraries have been eligible to become 
National Portfolio Organisations.  

3.12 Use data especially postcode data.  Place-shaping relies on services 

being able to respond to the specific needs of different places and 

understand the fine-grain patterns in the communities they serve. 

Library services collect a goldmine of data on their users and their 

reach. Few other public services have such complete records of their 

users on a borough-wide basis; who they are, where they live, their 

frequency of use.  Library services can use their data to identify in a 

matter of minutes the extent to which they reach different 

geographic areas and different demographic groups.      

3.13 Promote the reach and physical presence of libraries in relation to 

place-shaping.  Place-shaping requires physical presence – it cannot 

happen through council websites or call-centres.  Whether it is for a 

series of arts events or a Job Club libraries have reach and physical 

presence which most local services have never had, or no longer 

have.  The ability to provide well-known, high-footfall physical 

settings for periodic engagement with communities or on-going 

services or events is something few other services can provide – even 

schools and children centres can struggle due to issues around 

safeguarding and public access.  

3.14 Use specialists for credibility and quality.   The case studies have all 

used staff with specialist knowledge and specialist skills.  The kinds of 

contributions the case study library services are making to place-

shaping are all through specialist capabilities – job clubs, arts events, 
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literacy events.  Although staff with generic customer-facing skills can 

support these activities they have each required specialist staff for 

design and planning.  This has enabled them to be credible with 

partners and to deliver high quality services. 

3.15 Create partnerships with an action-focus and team-like division of 

roles.  It was when we attended events and spoke to partners in 

researching these case studies that we got to fully understand the 

depth and detail of partnership arrangements. In each case study, 

partnership and joint working went much further than exchanging 

information.  Whole programmes were planned jointly,  grant 

applications were written jointly, community events were staffed by 

people from several organisations or held in a venue owned by one 

agency, and run by staff from another.  There was rarely any sign of 

silos – but often it also required senior managers to be confident in 

allowing their staff to work flexibly.   
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Ramsey library – a community hub in Cambridgeshire 

Supporting the sustainability of a 

rural town 
The small historic town of Ramsey lies in the 

middle of picturesque Fenland countryside.  It 

is a busy town with strong community spirit 

and has grown steadily in size over the past 

thirty years as new families move to the area.  

Like many rural towns, Ramsey’s location 

means the community is relatively self-

contained and self-sufficient compared to 

some other parts of the country.  The nearest 

large town (and mainline station) is 

Peterborough, 30 minutes away by car and 

longer by bus.  Those without cars usually need 

to work locally and attending hospital 

appointments often involves a lift from friends 

or family, or paying for a return trip by taxi. 

In towns like Ramsey there is a need for public 

libraries to be more than places to borrow 

books or use computers, and in Ramsey the  

 

 

library service is going to great lengths to meet 

that wider need.  Opened in 2011, the new 

library sits in a prime position on the high 

street, replacing the original library which was 

dated and located away from the main footfall.  

The new library is owned, funded and operated 

by Cambridgeshire County Council and 

governed by a management board of residents.  

It was built as part of Cambridgeshire County 

Council’s plan that libraries should serve as 

community ‘hubs’.  The plan being for a mix of 

local services including healthcare, 

employment advice and housing support to be 

in one place but in practice the library service 

have taken this much further.   All kinds of 

advisory and healthcare organisations as well 

as Citizens Advice and social housing landlords 

now use Ramsey library to meet residents face-

to-face.  Library staff are also trained to 

Using Ramsey library as a base for community engagement 



 2 

respond to issues from health and wellbeing, 

to assisting people with their “Blue Badge” 

parking permit applications.   

The library also hosts the familiar activities of 

reading groups and early years and toddler 

sessions plus a year-round programme of arts, 

culture, and crafts including; the “Ram Jam” 

children’s book festival, a new crime fiction 

festival, classes in creative writing and lyric 

writing, author talks, heritage days, craft sales, 

and community cinema evenings.    

Bringing services together has achieved a lot 

more than convenience and efficiency, it is 

enabling Ramsey as a community and a local 

economy to remain sustainable and self-

reliant.  It contributes to economic vibrancy 

which is key to Ramsey’s future success, and it 

provides support in practical ways with some 

of the town’s main socioeconomic challenges.  

Office space for those trying to 

get things done in Ramsey 
The library also serves as a ‘hub’ in terms of 

the office space it provides and this has added 

an additional layer to the impact it is making 

within the community.  Besides the main 

library room and a suite of meeting rooms 

additional office and workspace was designed 

into the new building to accommodate other 

organisations besides library staff.  Current 

tenants include the county council’s Children’s 

Centre staff and Huntingdon District Council’s 

Community Service Centre.    

Having several organisations based in the same 

place means the library has built recognition 

among locals as a place to seek advice and get 

help on a range of issues and a place where 

lots of things tend to happen.   

Alongside statutory agencies the library is also 

home to the paid and volunteer staff of the 

Ramsey Millions Partnership and its 

accountable body the Ramsey Neighbourhoods 

Trust.  This resident-led partnership dates back 

to 2011, the same year the new library opened.  

That year Ramsey was chosen by the Big 

Lottery Fund as one of 150 communities in 

England to be part of ‘Big Local’ meaning the 

town would receive £1 million over ten years 

‘to create lasting change’ and alleviate 

socioeconomic need.  The town was chosen 

because although it is a strong vibrant 

community many residents also face hardship 

in terms of unemployment, low income, and 

low skills and educational attainment.  Ramsey 

Millions Partnership, now also based in the 

library, is the resident-led group who decide 

how Big Local money is spent.  

Acting as incubator to Ramsey Millions has 

enabled Ramsey library to play a vital role in 

the creation of an exciting new community-led 

initiative which is also supporting the social 

and economic sustainability of the town.  

Although Ramsey Millions is now an influential 

organisation locally. When it began in 2011 few 

people had heard of it and the small team of 

volunteers and paid workers had to work hard 

to get local people involved in deciding how 

the £1 million should be spent.  At that time it 

made a big difference for Ramsey Millions to 

be able to meet and speak with the library’s 

many users as a route to reaching the wider 

community.  They were also able to hold 

outreach and consultation events in the library, 

exploiting the fact almost everyone in Ramsey 

Ramsey library has incubated Lottery-funded Ramsey Millions  
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knew where the library was.  It was from this 

vital early engagement that Ramsey Millions 

were able to develop their investment themes 

on which their programmes are now based; 

young people, transport, heritage and tourism, 

and families. 

Ramsey Millions, Citizens Advice, the Children’s 

Centre and the other organisations who have 

used the library as a base have all benefited 

from the recognition and trust of local people 

held by the library.  

Not all these organisations will continue 

sharing the library space forever.  Ramsey 

Millions are already outgrowing the library and 

their consultation with the community is 

leading them towards building a new facility of 

their own to provide a larger more flexible 

community space than the library can offer.  

But without the library having acted as an 

incubator they might never have been able to 

build the role they now have. 

What next? Ramsey Job Club 
“It’s changed my life around. I’m on foot. I 

don’t have a car. I can come here”  

- Wendy, Job Club volunteer.  

Just as Ramsey Millions look to begin their next 

stage of development the library is supporting 

the growth of new ventures and one of these is 

the Ramsey Job Club.  The library-based job 

club was launched in January to address a key 

local challenge of low skills and 

unemployment.  The club offers basic courses 

in maths and English as well as certification 

schemes for, for example, construction safety.  

It is also linked to a Wheels to Work scheme 

which sets jobseekers up with low-cost moped 

rental (plus motorcycle lessons and safety 

gear) so they can accept jobs further afield 

outside the town. 

The job club is managed by professionals but 

relies heavily on volunteers for staffing. Some 

volunteers are local people who want to give 

something back, some are or have been 

jobseekers themselves.  Some are local 

councillors who use the library for their 

constituency surgeries but have decided to 

volunteer at the job club helping with CV 

writing and offering career advice.  

Although it only started in January this next 

venture by the library is already beginning to 

make a difference. Twenty individuals have 

already signed up and joined the weekly job 

club sessions of which 32 sessions have been 

held.  For some, simply having the routine of 

coming to the library regularly or gaining 

experience by helping others is providing the 

sense of accomplishment and confidence 

which takes them closer to securing a job.  

A real ‘hub’ built on shared goals 
Creating a shared physical base for groups like 

Ramsey Millions, Citizen’s Advice and now the 

job club is how the team at Ramsey library 

have made a reality of the ‘community hub’ 

concept.   In other places that term can appear 

vague and over-used but here it responds 

directly to the needs of a rural town.  The staff 

and their partners have done this not just by 

co-locating services for convenience or cost-

savings, but by bringing together connected 

organisations who all share the goal of 

enabling Ramsey to remain a vibrant, 

sustainable and self-reliant community. 
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James Nicol  
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james.nicol@cambridgeshire.gov.uk 
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Libraries Unlimited’s FabLab and Business and IP Centre 

Vital technology for rural 

communities 
Many people’s first impression of Devon is a 

rural county of sweeping coastlines, rugged 

moors, and an economy driven by agriculture 

and holidaymakers.  

But while the natural environment and quality 

of life are major selling points Devon’s 

economy is much broader than farming and 

tourism.  The main growth sectors are 

advanced manufacturing, including in 

aerospace, and marine, as well as precision 

engineering and agri-tech. Devon is also a 

county of business start-ups and has seen 

consistent growth in the stock of local 

companies over the past five years.  Alongside 

Devon’s major employers (which include  

 

Exeter University, the Met Office, South West 

Water, and FlyBe airlines) are many SMEs and 

entrepreneurs.  Another feature of the 

economy is that many salaried workers, 

smaller businesses and individual 

entrepreneurs base themselves away from 

Exeter and South Devon to benefit from the 

high quality of life in rural communities. 

As a result Devon has a web of small business 

and entrepreneurs, many in high-value-added 

sectors, spread across its towns and villages.  

These are major contributors to Devon’s 

economy, not just to headline economic 

output, but also to local economies and the 

sustainability of individual villages and rural 

communities.  

Alongside rural businesses the number of 

employees commuting daily (to Exeter in 

Users at FabLab Devon 
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particular) from across the county, and 

distances travelled, are increasing.  Devon’s 

ambitious plans for new housing will drive this 

trend further.  But of course the remoteness 

of rural Devon means availability of high-

speed broadband varies greatly.  Despite a 

major Government-backed programme for 

Devon and Cornwall, high-speed broadband 

for many is still several years away. This puts 

rurally-based small business owners at a 

disadvantage in terms of everyday work, and 

for commuters it greatly restricts their ability 

to work from home.  These issues of 

connectivity and rural enterprise cut to the 

heart of the region’s priorities for supporting 

businesses to be more productive, more 

competitive, and have access to higher skills.  

For Libraries Unlimited, this means the Wi-Fi 

and broadband access they provide through 

their Devon Libraries service is as much a 

necessity in many communities as it is a 

convenience.  

Libraries Unlimited and new 

opportunities for growth 
Libraries Unlimited is a new and independent 

charity concerned solely with the delivery of 

the public library service across Devon – 

known as Devon Libraries.  The organisation 

was set-up in April 2016 as a spin-out from the 

County Council, and now runs the county’s 50 

libraries, four mobile libraries and three prison 

libraries.  Libraries Unlimited also deliver 

library-based events for children and teens, 

mental health and wellbeing support, and 

literacy development.   They operate meeting 

room hire and provide free WiFi and computer 

access, as well as providing books, eBooks, 

audiobooks, magazines, and journals – for 

reference and for lending.   

Becoming independent of local government 

brought new risks and challenges for the 

charity but also more freedom to deliver a 

service focused on impact and on services 

most needed by communities.  As new needs 

come to their attention Libraries Unlimited 

can design and launch new services quickly 

with less bureaucracy.  Libraries Unlimited is 

also less restricted by council policies on 

communication with the public, or the use of 

technology.  

FabLab Devon and the Exeter Business and 

Intellectual Property (IP) Centre are based 

within the refurbished Exeter Library.  Both 

support enterprise, entrepreneurship, and 

skills development.  

The FabLab is part of a national network of 

maker-spaces, and provides access to new 

fabrication technology.  The Business and IP 

Centre is part of a network of centres in large 

city libraries, co-ordinated by the British 

Library in London.  It provides access to high 

quality market intelligence and face-to-face 

advice and training.  

Both were set-up while the library service was 

still part of the county council, but since the 

launch of Libraries Unlimited staff have been 

able to develop the FabLab and the Business 

and IP Centre at a faster pace.  They have also 

been able to make plans for expanding the 

service and have developed the case for 

similar services in North Devon.  The business 

case is backed-up by attendee postcode data 

which shows people travel from across Devon 

(and neighbouring counties) to use both 

services.   
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As part of the ambition to expand these two 

services Libraries Unlimited recently bid for 

and secured £245,330 as part of Arts Council 

England’s Libraries Opportunities for Everyone 

Innovation Fund.  This funding will enable 

Libraries Unlimited to introduce innovative 

new literacy and digital literacy facilities 

across rural communities in North Devon. It 

will enable Barnstaple Library to become 

home to a new ‘Fab Lab PLUS’, with specialist 

digital equipment such as 3D printers and 

laser cutters, as well as providing training, 

workshops, and courses on creative writing 

and digital content creation.  It will also fund a 

new outreach programme and a portable 

format of the FabLab enabling staff to take 

these facilities to new and existing library 

users across the North Devon communities of 

Barnstaple, Bideford and Ilfracombe. 

Development of FabLab Devon 

and the Business and IP Centre  
Charlotte Collyer is the Enterprise and FabLab 

manager and oversees the FabLab and 

Business and IP Centre which are situated next 

to each other in Exeter Library.  The FabLab 

has glass walls and the door is always open 

during opening hours to make it inviting for all 

library users who may be passing.  

FabLab Devon was the first FabLab in a UK 

public library and is aimed at anyone 

interested in crafts, engineering, and product 

design.  Its growing collection of equipment 

includes 3D printers and scanners, laser 

cutters, a hot-press, and a large format 

machine-router.  Alongside these are also 

computers, ‘internet of things’ components 

and laptops with design software.  The 

equipment can be used for hobbyists and by 

businesses to create prototypes of physical 

products and finished artefacts.   

To use the FabLab regularly requires 

membership (costing £72 per year) and new 

members must undertake an induction 

session with a FabLab volunteer; there are 

currently over 140 members with more joining 

every week.   

The ethos of the FabLab is to promote 

interaction and collaboration and Libraries 

Unlimited employs a full-time Digital Making 

Tutor who is on hand to maintain the lab, 

assist members, and encourage interaction.  

The Digital Making Tutor is also responsible 

for engaging under 16s who can use the 

equipment while supervised, for coursework 

or hobby interests.  Skilled volunteers also 

support the daily running of the FabLab 

bringing their own expertise and running 

sessions for novice members.  Their 

contribution is very important and is 

rewarded. For every three-hour shift, 

volunteers are given three hours of free time 

in the lab for themselves.  

The Business and Intellectual Property (IP) 

Centre Exeter is one of a network of eleven 

centres across the country created by the 

British Library and is the only such centre in 

the entire Southwest.  

Map of FabLab members and Business and IP Centre users 

 

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/news/literacy-coding-and-soft-play-opportunities-everyone-our-life-changing-libraries
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/news/literacy-coding-and-soft-play-opportunities-everyone-our-life-changing-libraries
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The Business and IP Centre supports business 

owners, entrepreneurs and inventors.  

Business and IP Centre users get free access to 

high quality business resources like Mintel 

market reports, the COBRA business reference 

database, as well as one-to-one advice and a 

business support events programme.  

Accessing business information resources 

independently can be very expensive but the 

Business and IP Centre subscriptions enable 

users to access them for free.  The Business 

and IP Centre also holds regular free 

screenings of talks held in the British Library. 

These are popular for their content but also as 

ways to network and discuss ideas.  They are 

also enabling Libraries Unlimited to build the 

reputation of Devon Libraries as places for 

local business people to learn, share best 

practice and network with peers. 

The Business and IP Centre programme is 

constantly evolving and the centre is currently 

looking to introduce sessions for 

“Parentpreneurs” - entrepreneurs who 

balance a business start-up with childcare. 

These sessions are held during the day to 

encourage parents with child-caring 

responsibilities to attend with their children. 

One of Charlotte’s main roles is to ensure the 

services contribute to wider regional 

priorities, around productivity, 

competitiveness and skills, and also bring new 

audiences into libraries.  This involves working 

closely with external stakeholders across 

Devon, including the County Council, Exeter 

City Council, the Heart of the Southwest Local 

Economic Partnership (LEP), business groups, 

schools, colleges and Exeter University.  

Reaching rural communities 
Although use of the FabLab and Business and 

IP Centre in Exeter Library is growing for 

Libraries Unlimited the bigger mission is to 

bring these resources to the county’s rural 

communities through its network of 50 

libraries. Having created a service which is 

attuned to the economic needs of Devon and 

the Southwest, the next challenge is to take 

these services beyond Exeter to other parts of 

the county, and to other audiences where 

they can have most impact.   The new funding 

from Arts Council England is central to 

achieving this. 

One part of Libraries Unlimited’s ambition is 

to enable more people to grow their skills and 

business ideas through the FabLab and 

Business and IP Centre’s resources and 

expertise.  The other part is to bring new 

audiences into Devon Libraries so they can 

benefit from the full range of services and 

facilities on offer.  

Even before funding was secured Libraries 

Unlimited had already begun the FabLab as a 

lever for outreach.  Over the past year the 

Libraries Unlimited staff have run a large 

programme of workshops in Exeter and have 

taken portable items of equipment to other 

Devon libraries so that wider audiences can 

experience the FabLab.  Over 700 people, 

children as well as adults, have used the 

FabLab in this way.   

To reach even wider audiences, staff have also 

taken FabLab equipment out to public events 

including BBC Radio 1’s One Big Weekend, 

TEDx Exeter, and Lyme Regis Fossil Festival.  

This has enabled them to engage another 

Business and IP Centre workshop 
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10,000 people through talks and taster 

sessions aimed at inspiring people to get 

involved in digital making.  

As Charlotte explains “Using these new 

technologies isn’t as complex, or beyond 

reach, as some might assume. Once they have 

the opportunity to ask questions and see 3D 

printing, laser cutting and digital design 

software, first hand, people quickly start 

thinking about how they might use it for 

education, work, or recreation.”  

Libraries are perfect locations for FabLabs and 

makerspaces.  They are strongly associated 

with education and learning and yet, unlike a 

school or university campus, anyone can come 

into a library at any time to use the space as 

they choose and seek advice when they need 

it.  Putting FabLabs and makerspaces in 

libraries which are open to the public daily, all 

year-round, also ensures these valuable 

resources get maximum use from the widest 

possible range of people - different ages, 

different backgrounds and different needs.    

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 
Contact details 
 
Charlotte Collyer 
Enterprise and Fab Lab Manager 
Libraries Unlimited 
charlotte.collyer@librariesunlimited.org.uk  
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Leicester’s Imaginative Neighbourhoods  

A place-based approach to 

culture and education 
In March this year Leicester Libraries Service 

and The Spark Arts for Children hosted two 

‘celebration events’ marking the culmination of 

the first year of Imaginative Neighbourhoods.  

The programme, now entering a second year, 

received funding for its first year from Arts 

Council England.  It is aimed at improving 

language development and cultural 

engagement among children and families in 

two of Leicester’s most disadvantaged 

communities.  Leicester Libraries Service 

operates seventeen libraries across the city 

along with two BookBuses for school age and 

pre-school children.  It also recently became 

part of the city’s Neighbourhood Services 

department.  This has produced a number of 

synergies one of which is that Imaginative 

Neighbourhoods was able to operate across a 

wider network of community buildings besides 

libraries.  The Spark Arts for Children (or ‘The  

 

 

Spark’) is a local charity focused on raising arts  

engagement and educational attainment.  The 

Spark are best known for their flagship 

production, a two-week summer arts festival 

for children held each year in libraries and arts 

venues across Leicester.   

Imaginative Neighbourhoods is an ambitious 

artist-led programme based out of local 

libraries and community centres in two areas 

of Leicester (Belgrave and Beaumont Leys) 

where a significant number of children risk 

lagging behind in language development and 

reading for pleasure.   Across the two locations 

Imaginative Neighbourhoods has so far 

engaged just short of 10,000 participants, 

many of whom are children.  The programme is 

based in the libraries in each community, and 

through collaboration with the Neighbourhood 

Services team, arts activities have also been 

taken to local community centres and other 

venues.  Effort has also been invested in 

doorstep outreach and building relationships 

with local community groups in both locations.   

Imaginative Neighbourhoods celebration event at Beaumont Leys library 
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Leicester has one of the fastest growing 

economies of all English cities but many wards 

in the city still fall within the 10 per cent most 

deprived nationally.   A significant minority of 

the city’s adult population are missing out on 

the benefits of growth because they lack the 

skills and attainment to compete in the job 

market.  The challenge for city leaders is 

averting the risk that in the coming years the 

children of those families miss out too.  The 

factors contributing to socioeconomic 

inequality are of course complex, but in 

Leicester two sets of factors stand out. First is 

that many families do not speak fluent English, 

which disadvantages both adults in the job 

market and their children in education.  The 

second is inter-generational unemployment or 

lack of stable employment, coupled with low 

levels of basic skills often including parenting 

skills.  

Within this challenging context Leicester City 

Council and their partners see locally produced 

arts and culture as central to educational 

success and to enabling diverse communities 

to share a common sense of place.  Drawing on 

principles of ‘area-based’ or ‘placed based’ 

curriculumi the council, and their partners in 

arts, culture and education have developed a 

strategic approach to using the city’s cultural 

assets – artists, writers, musicians, venues, 

history, sport, and the natural environment – 

to create rich curricula for ‘cradle to career’ 

learning both inside and outside of formal 

education. 

Two neighbourhoods: Belgrave 

and Beaumont Leys 
Literacy and educational attainment are big 

concerns in both Belgrave and Beaumont Leys 

for different reasons.  

Belgrave Library is just off Leicester’s Belgrave 

Road near the city centre.  The Belgrave area is 

known to many as the ‘Golden Mile’ on 

account of the many traditional Indian 

jewellers, sari shops and south Asian 

restaurants.  One of the main factors affecting 

literacy and attainment is the number of 

households where English is a second 

language. Since the 1960s the Belgrave Road 

and surrounding streets have been home to a 

large Gujarati population many of whom came 

originally from India in the 1960s (while others 

came from Uganda in the 1970s).  Although 

many residents of Belgrave today are the 

children and grandchildren of those 1960s and 

70s emigres there are now many more recent 

and younger arrivals, themselves born in India.   

Beaumont Leys Library is located within the 

‘Beaumont Shopping’ outdoor mall on the 

edge of the city.  The library serves the 

adjacent Beaumont Leys estate most of which 

was built as social housing in the 1990s.  Here 

the main factors affecting attainment among 

local children are transience, low incomes, and 

the low educational attainment of parents. The 

quality of the built environment and 

streetscene is also poor and the area reports 

higher rates of crime than the city average.  

Many residents are British born and English-

speaking although in recent years the number 

of people from other European countries has 

increased.  Most people do not see Beaumont 

Leys as a place to settle and the population is 

transitory with families often moving out as 

and when they can.  

In both areas Imaginative Neighbourhoods is 

applying Leicester’s placed-based curriculum 

Beaumont Leys library 
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approach to some of the most difficult social 

problems faced by the City.  Throughout 2016 

two lead artists, both writers and theatre 

directors, worked (with support from dozens of 

other artists) with the library service and 

Neighbourhoods Services to develop arts-led 

activities.  These were often based on familiar 

programming types (rhyme times, story 

groups, and craft sessions) but with explicit 

educational goals and grounded in professional 

artistic practice.  Much of the activity to date 

has been aimed at school-age children or 

delivered through schools, but in both 

locations many activities have also been aimed 

at the whole family.   Programming has run 

throughout the year but activities requiring 

more time have made use of the school 

holidays, e.g. projects where children work on 

all facets of live performance including set 

design, writing and performing. 

In its first year the programme had 9,986 

participants, mainly under 12s, across the two 

locations. 

At Beaumont Leys the lead artist Jayne 

Williams has overseen 24 separate days of 

performances and exhibitions plus poetry 

workshops with six local primary schools linked 

to the 2016 Summer Reading Challenge 

themes.  Local children created 577 new 

stories, poems and pieces of writing.  The 

programme has also included creative writing 

workshops held in nearby housing estates on 

the library service’s BookBus (aimed at children 

not regularly visiting the library).  A total of 

4,991 people (mainly children) participated in 

the Beaumont Leys programme.   

Over in Belgrave 4,995 participants are 

recorded as taking part in an equally ambitious 

programme.   Belgrave lead artist Manya 

Benenson began with workshops for children 

aged 7-13 to teach story-telling through music 

and other media which also served as a 

method for assessing community needs.  She 

has gone on to produce participatory arts 

activities based on theatre, literature and 

storytelling including one activity with primary 

aged children based on A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream which enabled 60 children to achieve an 

Arts Award. 

Engagement, reach and impact 
The celebration events in March 2017 were a 

chance for everyone who had taken part to see 

what others had been up to and to celebrate 

what has been achieved artistically, and 

educationally.  The events were also a chance 

to showcase other local cultural assets 

including a local brass band, local art groups, 

and craft-makers.    

We were lucky enough to join the celebration 

event in Beaumont Leys Library to see and hear 

first-hand the approach taken not just to 

theatre-making and writing, but also to getting 

people engaged and excited about Imaginative 

Neighbourhoods. Jayne Williams’ success was 

evident from the size of the celebration event 

with 350 people attending the event (turnout 

at the Belgrave event was very similar). 

On the day, bookshelves had been pushed 

aside to create a performance space rigged 

with brought-in lights and sound equipment.  

During each performance the floor was packed 

with children and adults perched on chairs and 

bean bags.   

Exhibition at Beaumont Leys library 
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This level of engagement did not come easily.  

Even though Beaumont Shopping is only 

metres from the edge of the Beaumont Leys 

estate many living there never visit the library 

or the shops.  We heard how for some on the 

Beaumont Leys estate the Beaumont Shopping 

outdoor mall is not somewhere they visit.  

Beaumont residents do not feel these places 

are ‘for them’, and that includes the library. 

In fact when Jayne Williams first ran a session 

in Beaumont Leys Library she had assumed the 

children would be from Beaumont Leys.  What 

she discovered however, was that most 

children were there with families who had 

driven in from surrounding areas a shopping 

trip 

This challenge was exactly why Imaginative 

Neighbourhoods was created; because people 

from the areas of greatest need in Leicester are 

too often not the ones using the institutions 

which can do most to address those needs. 

For Jayne Williams door-knocking and making 

connections with individuals and community 

groups has been one of the most important 

parts of her role as lead artist. To do this she 

worked with library staff, Neighbourhood 

Services, local schools and youth and 

community groups to recruit people to come 

and take part in her activities and productions.  

Some of the most striking results from 

Imaginative Neighbourhoods come from the 

impact of performances and storytelling on 

children’s cognitive and language 

development.  The lead artists have worked 

hard to gather data.  As part of her ‘Peas and 

Pods’ sessions in Belgrave, Manya Benenson 

gathered perception data from parents and 

recorded observation data on children’s oral 

language development using a development 

scale.   She found that following the sessions a 

high percentage (86%) of parents felt more 

confident playing with and reading to their 

children while among the children themselves. 

Among a sample of children observed every 

child’s score on the Stages of Confident 

Speaking scale increased.ii 

Building up (not starting again) 
The first year of Imaginative Neighbourhoods 

has been funded by a time-limited Arts Council 

England grant (from the Grants for the Arts 

fund) but Leicester libraries, The Spark, and 

Neighbourhood Services are very clear this 

should not become a one-off which ends just 

as it begins to make a difference.  They are 

planning ahead and have already secured 

further funding to continue the programme 

without loss of momentum.  

They have also learned some important lessons 

from the programme which has changed their 

approach to the next phase.  The original plan 

had been to take the programme to other 

parts of the city, but The Spark and Leicester 

libraries now recognise that if they start afresh 

somewhere else they risk losing the local value 

and learning which has been created and is 

now taking root.   They do not want future 

cohorts of children and families in Belgrave and 

Beaumont Leys to be back at square one.  The 

current plan is therefore to expand the 

Confident Speaking scores of Peas and Pods children 
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programmes in the same two neighbourhoods 

and build on what has been created.  

This means that most of the current artist and 

writer team will continue their work but they 

will be joined by new artists to bring new skills 

experience.  The programme can now build 

directly on the relationships which have been 

nurtured with local residents and local groups.  

For example, there is a plan to cultivate a new 

network of community advocates, local people 

who trust and have confidence in the 

partnership between the City’s Neighbourhood 

Services and The Spark, and are willing to work 

with them. 

The programme will continue in the same two 

communities but this is not about simply 

repeating the same activities.  There will be 

new activities led by new artists in residence.  

Some events and performances will still be 

held at the two libraries but even more activity 

will be taken out to children centres, schools, 

and youth and community organisations to 

drive engagement up further. The target age 

groups will also be expanded with new 

activities aimed at children before they reach 

school and their family carers.   What stays the 

same is the overall ambition for Imaginative 

Neighbourhoods; which is for the arts and 

libraries to support local people from ‘cradle to 

career’ to have an equal chance of benefiting 

as the local economy grows, now and in the 

coming decades.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i Place-based or area-based curriculum has been championed by several organisations, most notably the RSA 
ii Stages of Confident Speaking is a 10-point scale (based on a model created by Maggie Johnson and Alison Wintgens) 
for children who are unconfident or reluctant speakers (a score of 1 denotes no communication or participation, and 
10 denotes free  

 
Contact details 
 
Paul Gobey  
Area Development Manager  
Neighbourhood Services 
Paul.Gobey@leicester.gov.uk  

https://www.thersa.org/action-and-research/rsa-projects/creative-learning-and-development-folder/area-based-curriculum
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Vivacity Peterborough’s Our Story programme 

Tackling the city’s literacy 

challenge  
For many years arts and culture have played an 

important role in the way public service 

organisations in Peterborough have created a 

sense of place and community.  Major projects 

like Forty Years On,i which used theatre and 

archives to chart the history of the city, have 

created a legacy of close relationships between 

local libraries, archives, arts organisations and 

schools.  

Led by the public library service (which is 

operated by Vivacity, a local non-profit culture  

and leisure trust) Our Story is a 16-month 

programme using arts and cultural activities to 

solve one of the City’s biggest challenges – low  

 

literacy and attainment among a significant 

minority of Peterborough’s children.  It is 

targeted at families and children in areas of 

Peterborough where literacy is low.  The aim is 

to get more families enjoying storytelling and 

reading and engaged with libraries.  It is hoped 

that this in turn will help young people improve 

their own literacy and learn to value those 

skills. 

The Greater Cambridge Greater Peterborough 

Enterprise Partnership describe Peterborough 

as “the UK’s top commuter city” with a vibrant 

workforce and young population, good 

housing, and award-winning business parks.  

But while Peterborough is growing in 

population and in economy not everyone is 

Storytelling day organised by the library service at Orton Children’s Centre  
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benefitting equally.  One of the most telling 

indicators of this is school readiness among 4 

and 5 years olds where a recent survey of 36 

schools by the Peterborough Literacy Hub 

found that a quarter of children were unable to 

share, listen and effectively communicate at 

the time of starting primary school. 

While previous arts programmes in the city 

have often focused on community engagement 

and cultural enrichment the aim of Our Story is 

harder-edged.  It is about enabling children 

from under 5s up to secondary school age to 

acquire confidence and skills around literacy, 

oracy and storytelling, as well as creative 

writing, arts, crafts and design skills. 

In many ways the scale and ambition of Our 

Story marks a step-change for Vivacity and the 

libraries service but it has only been possible 

because of many years of collaboration 

between the library service, schools, the 

council, arts organisations and individual artists 

and creators.  It benefits from the history of 

partnership working around culture in the city, 

and also builds on the achievements of the 

Peterborough Literacy Hub set up by the 

National Literacy Trust in 2014. In just three 

years the Literacy Hub has made real progress 

through a number of projects and 

programmes; increasing school readiness 

among the intake of one infants school, 

aligning library resources with the needs of in-

school literacy coordinators and contributing 

to an impressive 23% citywide increase in the 

number of Key Stage two children who enjoy 

reading for pleasure.    

A theory of change for boosting 

literacy through storytelling  
Our Story began in the Summer of 2016 and 

aims to encourage reading and storytelling 

through theatre, music, artist-led activities, 

travelling story cafés, a ‘literacy camp’ and a 

Storytelling festival planned for summer 2017.   

Although Our Story has led to many different 

activities in different locations these are not 

self-contained one-offs.  They form part of a 

deliberate theory of change based around 

storytelling, arts, and literacy.  In essence the 

idea is to encourage schools in targeted areas 

of Peterborough to run story-based activities 

within schools and for these to dovetail with 

story and literacy activities organised outside 

of schools by Vivacity libraries.  

The plan is also to have both universal and 

targeted sections of the programme. This 

means half the programme is open-access 

where everyone in the targeted areas is 

encouraged to create and read stories.   At the 

same time parallel activities are focused on 

children and families who need the most 

support around literacy and school attainment.   

Then, having created a supportive backdrop 

through in-school and community-led 

activities, the final phase is that Our Story will 

run a story camp in Summer 2017 targeted at 

those needing most support, with schools in 

charge of selecting who attends.  

We were invited to attend one of the Our Story 

events held in February 2017 at Orton 

Children’s Centre in an area of Peterborough 

where a significant minority of children and 

families struggle with literacy and school-

readiness.  This was an open public event 

aimed at families with young children aged 3+ 

and it attracted 108 parents and children (a 

similar event held the previous day in nearby 

Bretton had attracted 75 parents and children).  

For the Children’s Centre it was a refreshingly 

different type of day from their normal routine. 

To start with it was busier than usual but there 

was also a different atmosphere.  In many ways 

it felt more like a library than a children’s 

centre. For example, on most days visitors to 

the Centre need to press the buzzer and sign-in 

at a glass-fronted counter; those who are new 
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are required to fill in a registration form to 

access the centre’s services.  But on the day of 

the Our Story event the door was open, and 

just like any public library, families were free to 

come and go as they pleased. 

The families we spoke to were astonished at 

how much was on that day and the fact it was 

free and open to all.   Many had never been to 

the children’s Centre before and some had 

never been to one of Peterborough’s libraries 

either. 

The activities taking place at the event 

epitomised the Our Story approach. They 

combined the fun and captivation of 

storytelling with structured opportunities to 

learn harder-edged skills for literacy and school 

readiness, along with artistic and creative skills. 

One room was set up for puppet making with 

piles of coloured paper, cardboard tubes, ping-

pong balls, glue, glitter and pairs of scissors.  

Jason from Small Nose theatre company led 

this session in which children and their parents 

were encouraged to make puppets. He has 

worked with the library service and Vivacity 

before and his session involved learning 

practical crafting skills.  His session taught 

families how to create movement and 

expression in puppets by having arms and 

heads which articulate.  It requires accuracy 

and a little planning, but this is also about 

learning skills of interpretation and 

comprehension.  Jason asked questions like 

“What’s your puppet’s name? What are they 

doing? What are they feeling?” prompting the 

children to imagine stories based around their 

cardboard creations.  Parents got involved and 

were encouraged to help their children stretch 

their imaginations and support with the 

practical work of puppet making too. 

In the next room Ellie Sandall, a children’s 

author and illustrator who lives locally (and 

who used to be a primary school teacher), was 

teaching the basics of drawing story characters 

in different poses.  She began by having the 

children read and act out a simple story from 

one of her own books before they started 

planning and illustrating stories they were 

writing themselves.  Like Jason, Ellie has also 

worked with the library service before and her 

session, although fun and light-hearted, is 

planned and prepared with clear learning 

outcomes in mind. 

For younger children professional storyteller 

Janina Vigurs told oral stories to small groups 

encouraging them to imagine scenes and 

events, express their reactions, and develop 

their listening skills.  Story-telling long pre-

dates printed books and in oral storytelling the 

storyteller isn’t constrained by a text.  Janina’s 

goal is to build a love of stories and storytelling 

not just a love of books per se.  She adapts 

each story to her audience making each telling 

unique - this in turn creates a closer bond 

between herself the teller, her young 

audiences, and the stories.    

The biggest room in the Children’s Centre had 

become a puppet theatre for Widdershins 

theatre company and their versions of Three 

Little Pigs, Goldilocks, and the Three Billy Goats 

Gruff.  Each show lasts 30 minutes which for 

young children requires a lot of sitting still, 

concentrating and focusing on the storyteller.   

The Widdershins show is well rehearsed and 

Session led by children’s author Ellie Sandal 
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produced and designed to grip the attention 

and imaginations of young minds.  But as 

children begin to respond on cue (either 

because they have heard these stories before, 

or have seen a puppet show before), others 

look around and are learning how to react.  For 

some this may be the first time they have 

experienced a group learning environment 

with its (spoken and unspoken) rules and 

norms; for some parents too it may be the first 

time they have seen their child in this type of 

setting. 

Reaching the right families 
Reaching the right families is an important part 

of the Our Story programme both in the 

targeted and open-access activities.  From their 

existing audience analysis Vivacity staff already 

know the library service is reaching those with 

higher social needs.  The most recent borough-

wide analysis commissioned by Vivacity shows 

that the city’s lowest socioeconomic groups 

are the most strongly represented groups 

within the Peterborough libraries user-base.ii 

Vivacity staff are therefore keen to see the 

extent that attendees at public Our Story 

events match the audiences they are aiming 

for.  What they have found from analysing 

postcode data is a close match with areas of 

Peterborough having the lowest levels of skills 

and the lowest levels of cultural engagement.  

Audience Agency analysis of postcodes from 

families who took part in the February events 

shows nine out of ten families came from areas 

with the lowest levels of cultural engagement 

(these are the ‘Up Our Street’, ‘Facebook 

Families’ and Kaleidoscope Creativity’ 

segments within Audience Spectrum).  Most 

families also came from the neighbourhoods in 

which the events were held.  In other words 

these events did reach the communities for 

which they were intended. 

In the weeks following the Children’s Centre 

events two more Our Story events were held, 

this time in libraries.  The idea was to 

encourage families who had come to a library-

run Our Story event in a Children’s Centre to 

then come again to activities in libraries.  This 

in turn was intended to embed storytelling, 

literacy and reading (and visiting the library) 

further into family routines.   

The follow-up events in libraries attracted 204 

children and parents.  Staff used participant 

data to track whether attendees from the 

Children’s Centre events had returned for a 

subsequent library event.  They also wanted to 

know whether the events generated new 

library memberships.  The data showed that 

families at the events in libraries were a mix of 

those who had been to the Children’s Centre 

events and those who were entirely new.  Also, 

from just these two events the library service 

gained 15 new members.  

Bringing the strands together in 

literacy camps 
The events in Children’s Centres and in libraries 

all took place in parallel with in-curriculum  

story-telling activities in three primary schools 

in the same neighbourhoods.  This in-school 

strand of Our Story is continuing through to the 

2017 summer term.  It involves 210 pupils and 

within each class the progress of a sample of 

Analysis of participant postcodes from the Our Story events in February 

show 9/10 families came from areas of low cultural engagement 
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Contact details 
 
Elaine Wilkinson 
Reading Development Librarian 
Vivacity 
Elaine.Wilkinson@vivacity-peterborough.com 

children is being tracked by teachers using 

monitoring forms to record observable 

changes in enjoyment of reading, confidence in 

class, and ability to concentrate and listen.  The 

results from those schools will be collected and 

analysed at the end of the 2017 Summer Term. 

The final stage of the Our Story school 

programme begins in June 2017, just before 

the school year ends.  At that point class 

teachers will choose up to five children whom 

they believe will benefit most from attending a 

literacy camp over the 2017 summer holidays.  

Although the literacy camp is positioned as a 

reward it is also aimed specifically at children 

who will benefit most from support. 

According to the theory of change what 

Vivacity libraries service and schools hope to 

see is that the children selected for the literacy 

camp, having been immersed in a year of Our 

Story activities at school and in the community, 

will experience greater benefits from the camp 

than without that conducive background 

environment.  As with all theory-based 

interventions the Vivacity libraries staff are 

watching the data from classroom teachers 

closely to compare what happens in practice 

with what they expected; from that learning 

they hope to improve their approach even 

further. 

Then, the finale of the Our Story project will be 

a public storytelling festival in a park near 

Peterborough city centre.  This will be a 

celebration and extension of the activities that 

have gone before, open to the public but with 

special invitations issued to all the schools and 

communities who have taken part in the 

targeted sessions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i Forty Years On was a city-wide local history and theatre project between 2012 and 2014 led by Vivacity and the 
Eastern Angles Theatre Company funded by Heritage Lottery Fund and Arts Council England. 
ii Analysis commissioned by Vivacity from the Audience Agency in March 2017 shows the largest population segments, 
by number. Among Peterborough library users are families on low incomes and single people renting privately.  The 
analysis also shows that the population segment most over-represented among library users are city centre 
households living in social housing. 

https://www.vivacity-peterborough.com/library-archives/forty-years-on-project/
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Arts in Libraries and St. Helens Cultural Hubs 

 

“There is a requirement to explore the art of the possible, to drive the debate around arts in libraries 

and make the case for all libraries in the UK to develop the arts actively as part of their core service.” 

- Sue Williamson- Head of St. Helens Library Services 

Cultural engagement a strategic 

borough goal 
Public libraries in St. Helens serve as the 

borough’s Cultural Hubs.  The Cultural Hubs 

arts in libraries programme was launched in 

2013 and involves all the borough’s public 

libraries.  Libraries in St. Helens do everything 

other public libraries do, but they also play  

host to local and national theatre arts  

organisations enabling those artists to reach 

new audiences.  Some of the artists that have 

visited include (BAFTA and MOBO award-

winning) hip-hop artist Akala, Tight Modern the 

world’s smallest pop-up gallery, Cardboard 

Citizens who make theatre for and with 

homeless people, and DanceSyndrome who 

empower learning-disabled people through 

inclusive dance.   

St. Helens is certainly not a town of culture-

buffs.  In fact historically, even though there is 

a lot of artistic talent in St. Helens, less of the 

population visits the theatre, hears live music, 

or goes to a gallery or museum than in other 

parts of the country.   

St. Helens host Tight Modern the world’s smallest pop-up gallery 
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But for the past decade St. Helens Council has 

made arts participation and supporting the 

cultural sector a strategic priority.   They have 

done this because they believe going to the 

theatre, attending live music or dance, and 

visiting a museum or gallery brings tangible 

benefits.   

 

They believe (and there is now good evidence 

to support this) that it reduces isolation and 

increases well-being, helps develop skills  

which support employment and career-

progression, and increases community 

cohesioni.  This is especially important in St. 

Helens where the local economy is still in a 

state of flux with much of the old industrial 

base (including glass and coal) diminished or 

gone.  As a result many in the local community 

are trying hard to shape a new sense of local 

identity and economic purpose in an age of 

technological upheaval.  Despite multi-million 

pound investments in regeneration, the 

borough still has many out of work individuals 

and households; 26% are economically inactive 

compared to 22% nationally; and 2 in 5 of 

those who do not work suffer from a long-term 

physical or mental illness or disability. 

Yet, despite the fact that arts participation can 

improve well-being and help people develop 

new skills those with the lowest incomes and 

lowest qualifications are least likely to 

participate in arts and culture of any kind – 

with one exception, the use of public libraries.  

The role of the Arts in Libraries 

Officers 
Central to the Cultural Hubs Arts in Libraries 

programme are two specialist Arts in Libraries 

Officers employed by St. Helens Library 

Services.  They seek out performances from 

theatre companies and other arts practitioners 

which can be delivered in Libraries and which 

also deliver the wider borough priorities.  The 

programme also invests significant effort into 

generating further funding and profile.  Total 

funding secured for creating and growing the 

Cultural Hubs programme now stands at over 

£300,000.  This has been secured from Arts 

Council Grants for the Arts (Libraries Fund), 

Public Health, and a number of other funders 

and charitable foundations.  Cultural Hubs was 

also recently named ‘Best Arts Project’ as part 

of the National Lottery Awards.    

In response to the growing evidence base the 

library service is building Arts Council England, 

through its National Lottery funding and 

others, are now investing further in St. Helens 

libraries to enable them to develop Cultural 

Hubs further.  As a result the library service has 

now secured a new round of funding from May 

2017 to begin work on the next phase of 

Cultural Hubs.  This will focus on developing 

audiences for professional performances in 

particular, and using these to gain insight 

about who is engaging with the programme 

and what activities and channels are 

influencing them. 

The programme to date has led to 64 Cultural 

Hub products.  These have included theatre, 

dance, performance art, visual and digital arts, 

crafting, choral and poetry performances.  The 

programme has included both participatory 

arts experiences alongside traditional arts 

experiences.  There have been 188 individual 

performances, exhibitions and arts activities, 

generating total audiences of around 11,250 

people.  

The Body in the Library at St. Helens Library 
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For many arts organisations who receive public 

subsidy reaching beyond typical culture-buffs is 

a priority as their audiences are often strongly 

skewed towards individuals with higher 

incomes and higher educational attainmentii.  

The profile of St. Helens libraries users is very 

different from other cultural organisations and 

it matches the borough population more 

closely.   The libraries service has 28,972 

regular users; one-third of whom are adults, 

while two-thirds are children.  Detailed 

audience analysis commissioned by the library 

service from the Audience Agency in 2013 and 

in 2017 shows that not only does the profile of 

adult library users match the overall 

population, but library use is also very strong 

among residents who are known to engage 

least with arts and cultural activities.   

The motivations of visiting arts organisations 

taking part in the programme are to reach new 

and more diverse audiences.  For the library 

service the aim is to deliver wider Council 

priorities.  To ensure these goals are met the 

library service focuses the programme on four 

themes when commissioning activities: 

• Families  

• Young People 

• Adult social care and health 

• LGBT 

There is also a fifth ‘broad appeal’ strand of 

commissioning aimed at building new 

audiences more generally. 

For each theme a focus group of officers and 

local residents help shape the programme.  

Each focus group considers the choices on 

offer and selects those which most closely 

meet strategic objectives. For example the 

Young People group commissioned A Small 

Cinema (using funding secured from the BFI) to 

put on a season of screenings in libraries with 

local young people curating the content and 

taking part in running each event.   

Using impact data  
Since the start of Cultural Hubs the Arts In 

Libraries officers have paid close attention to 

collecting and analysing evidence about 

whether the programme is having the impact 

they and funders expect.   The research 

commissioned from the Audience Agency has 

been important for targeting and for 

evaluation.  This has been based on Audience 

Finder, a segmentation tool developed by Arts 

Council England and the Audience Agency.   

This analysis has provided St. Helens with 

detailed insight into the frequency and nature 

of arts and cultural participation among their 

regular library users.  It also enables them to 

compare library-use with other forms of 

cultural engagement.  

The initial analysis in 2013 showed that overall 

cultural participation in St. Helens was lower 

than regional and national averages and 

concentrated among wealthier and better 

educated residents.  But it also showed that 

unlike other cultural activities, St. Helens 

libraries reach all sections of the community.  

The 2017 updated analysis has enabled St. 

Helens to understand what audiences the 

Cultural Hubs programme has reached 

between 2013 and 2017.  The 2017 analysis 

looks at the postcodes of a sample of 1,400 

Performance of new work written by local students  
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audience members who have attended 

Cultural Hub events in libraries.  What this 

shows is that 44% of Cultural Hubs audience 

members are from groups who generally 

engage least with arts and culture.iii The 2017 

research also shows that well over a third 

(37%) of audiences have been from areas 

ranked amongst the most deprived 20% 

nationally.  

The 2017 research also shows that the profile 

of Cultural Hubs audiences is broadly similar to 

the profile of regular St. Helens library users.  

The one exception being the ‘Facebook 

Families’ segment which represents 

households with children and with modest or 

limited incomes.  This group account for 23% of 

audiences at Cultural Hubs events but only 

account for 19% of library users. 

The Audience Finder analysis validates the core 

idea behind Cultural Hubs which is that arts 

organisations can reach broader audiences, 

beyond traditional culture buffs, by partnering 

with libraries.   The high attendance by the 

‘Facebook Families’ group also suggests that 

some audiences for Cultural Hub performances 

have come from areas of St. Helens where it is 

not just arts and culture which have less reach, 

but the library service too.  

‘The art of the possible’ and 

political support 
We were struck by the head of St. Helens 

Library Service’s insistence that libraries must 

explore ‘the art of the possible’.  We took that 

not just as a call for pragmatism and 

inventiveness but also as a reminder of the 

importance of building support among Elected 

Members. That was brought home when we 

spoke with St. Helens’ lead Cabinet Member 

for culture and some of her colleagues in the 

final part of our research.  They explained how 

they saw a clear rationale for using libraries to 

target issues around health, social care and low 

skills. They spoke about the role of arts and 

culture in the revitalisation of St. Helens as a 

community and a place to live.  It was clear 

that for them, the library service had ensured it 

was closely in tune with the leadership vision 

of Elected Members. 

They also explained how for local people who 

are struggling “libraries can be your way out”.  

Taking a step back they reminded us that 

“libraries have always been about learning – 

and now we’ve come full circle”.  What they 

seemed to be saying was that there are clear 

parallels between the challenges their 

residents face today and those faced when the 

very first public libraries were established in 

the 1800s – when public libraries enabled 

those on the lowest incomes, to learn, build 

better lives, and prosper, during a time of 

economic and technological upheaval. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
i See The Value of Arts and Culture to People and Society, Arts Council England (2014) for an overview of the 
evidence on the benefits of arts and cultural participation 
ii See for example Enriching Britain: Culture, Creativity and Growth, by the Warwick Commission on the Future 
of Cultural Value (2015) “high socio-economic background, university-level educational attainment and a 
professional occupation are still the most reliable predictors of high levels of engagement and participation in a 
wide range of cultural activities.” (p.33) 
iii According to the analysis commissioned by St. Helens from the Audience Agency, 44% of Cultural Hubs 
audience members were from the audience segments known as ‘Up Our Street’, ‘Facebook Families’, 
‘Kaleidoscope Creativity’ and ‘Heydays’.     
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Owen Hutchings 
Arts Engagement Officer 
St. Helens Council 
OwenHutchings@sthelens.gov.uk 

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/exploring-value-arts-and-culture/evidence-review
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/research/warwickcommission/futureculture/finalreport/
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