Texas State Library and Archives Commission

Library Consulting and Technical Support Programs
Focused Conversation Conference Calls
Summary & Recommendations

Background:

As a result of deep cuts in funding for library programs, the Texas Library System and Technology Assistance Negotiated Grant (TANG) programs of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission (TSLAC) were discontinued in August 2012. Conversations with librarians indicated that technical support and general consulting (someone to call with questions) were two of the most important services that had been performed by these programs.  In order to address the need for these services, TSLAC contracted with Dell Marketing (with partners Premier LogiTech) and Amigos Library Services to be those “persons to call” with technical support and general library questions.  Nine months into these services, TSLAC initiated an evaluative review of the services, including a series of five focused conversations with librarians throughout the state. These conversations were held by conference calls, scheduled April 10 - 18, 2013. Originally TSALC invited specific library directors in the target audience for the services (libraries serving a population under 50,000), hoping to accomplish even distribution among library locations and sizes.  Because of a poor response rate, TSLAC opened up the opportunity to all library directors serving populations under 50,000.  The resultant volunteer pool reflected fewer librarians from the state’s smallest libraries than originally targeted. Central Texas librarians participated at a higher level than did those from other regions, and no librarians from the area previously served by the Houston Area Library System volunteered. Nevertheless, participants came from libraries of diverse sizes and locations; TSLAC staff felt they provided a fair representation of the target audience, and is grateful to all librarians who volunteered for these discussions. For a list of participants, please refer to Appendix B.
Purpose:

TSLAC structured the discussion to gain insights on these issues:
· Of persons who are aware of the consulting services, determine why they have/have not used those services.

· Of persons who are not aware of the consulting services, determine what could be done to effectively increase awareness.

· Of persons who are not using the consulting services, determine if their needs for (A) Technical Support and/or (B) Library Consulting services are being met in some other way.

· If needs are being met in some other way, how are the needs being met?

· Determine the best way to meet needs for technical support and library consulting in the future.

· Determine if there is enough interest in (A) Technical Support and/or (B) Library Consulting services to warrant contract renewal

· If there is interest in continuing current programs, determine any changes needed in these services 

· If there is interest in continuing current programs, determine best methods for communicating with libraries about available services.

· Identify alternate approaches to getting support that are working successfully in libraries

In order to allow participants the greatest latitude possible in their responses while keeping the conversations within a one-hour time frame, TSLAC staff scripted four broad questions to guide discussion. For the facilitation script, see Appendix A.
Recommendations:
1) Continue to provide technical support help and general library consulting services for the next 1 – 2 years. Re-evaluate services at that time.
a. Increase and broaden communication efforts on services available

i. Continue to use multiple methods of outreach – e-mail, physical mail, phone, in-person, newsletters, etc.

ii. Provide more detail on the types of issues the services address. 

iii. Develop media-based webinar and/or you-tube explaining and promoting the services.
iv. Use communications media to help library staff “get to know” the consultants and what the services can do to help them.
b. Change scale and approach to technical support

i. Scale down number of technicians providing generic technical support.

ii. Provide resources to technical support specialists on the special technical issues faced by libraries.
iii. Use a referral system to ensure that questions on technology-related procedures and policies are directed to the general consulting service.
iv. Monitor for quick turnaround time. 

v. Implement an evaluation tool regarding technician courtesy, listening skills, clear explanations. Make changes as needed.
vi. Create a user-friendly mechanism to communicate frequently asked questions and answers on technical matters. Co-ordinate with similar tool for general consulting service.
vii. Help librarians more effectively use the IT services provided by their cities and counties through continuing education.(see recommendations on integrating continuing education).
c. Take a pro-active approach to general consulting service
i. Use distance communications tools to talk to local meetings of librarians. 

1. About the services available

2. About “emerging issues” that have come up in the course of their consultations

ii. Create a user-friendly mechanism to communicate frequently asked questions and answers on library issues. Co-ordinate with similar tool for technology support.

2) Provide an infrastructure for supporting regional, “grass roots” consortia 

a. Develop a mechanism for tracking “grass roots” and/or regional consortia and groups . Learn more about where they are, who belongs, what they are doing
b. Engage in conversations and/or surveys of librarians about how to best assist these groups

c. In partnership with librarians, develop and implement a plan to foster growth  of regional consortium and support networks.

3) Integrate consulting programs more closely with continuing education programs
a. Offer  CE in areas of need as identified through consulting services and promote in conjunction with consulting services
i. eg. CE on communicating with county/city/boards/funders

ii. e.g. communicating with technical support personnel

b. Continue to “cross-fertilize” Small Library Management curriculum and classes with consulting services.

c. Increase level of outreach to new library directors and staff. 

i. Evaluate information currently provided to new library directors and improve as indicated.
ii. Help new directors locate regional groups that are active in their areas

iii. Introduce consulting service personnel to new directors in libraries in the target audience for these services

Summary of Discussions:
Question #1: Prior to being asked to participate in this group, what was your level of awareness of the two services?

Almost all persons in these focus groups were aware of one or both of the consulting services. However, as persons aware of the services were more likely to volunteer for these groups, one can assume that this awareness level is not in place in the larger Texas library community.

Generally persons became aware of the services through e-mail notices that they received.  Participants expressed a clear preference for receiving information through e-mail.  However, participants also commented that their e-mail boxes often become so full that items get “lost it the pile,” and may be deleted if the subject line doesn’t appear pertinent.  Because of this, a follow-up telephone call is useful. Phone calls also allow library staff to ask questions about the services. Participants felt that flyers were good reminders as well, especially a “post card” format that can easily be tacked up by computers and/or telephones. 

As a result of participant suggestions and comments, several courses of action are indicated:
· Continue to use multiple methods of outreach on services.

· Generate a flyer with more detail on the types of issues the services address and examples of questions that the services can answer

· Have someone come to their libraries or regional gatherings to talk to them face-to-face about the services

· Create a webinar on services that are available, archived for persons who cannot attend at the scheduled time.

Question #2: Tell me about your technical support needs and how they are being met?
Many of the persons participating in these conversations receive technical support from their cities’ or counties’ IT departments.  Of those that have access to city or county IT personnel, quite a few are satisfied with that support.  Others find that the county/city IT department is strapped for time, and the wait queue is often long. Frequently, county/city IT personnel are not familiar with library-specific needs and can only address the most generic problems.  Several libraries contract with IT services or have IT specialists on staff (or as volunteers), assigned to the library full or part time. Other library directors, generally from the smallest libraries, do not have any external IT support.  A handful of librarians are making use of their vendor help desks.  A few librarians mentioned assistance from the TSLAC library science collection and consultant staff, colleagues, TEAL training, or their own online research.  Several discussion participants have used the statewide technical support service. Reports from those using the service were mixed. 

In general, discussion participants did not want to see the state eliminate this statewide service, and offered several suggestions for how to assure the program’s usefulness. Those that had previously received IT support from the TANG program found that it was most useful for someone to physically visit the library, but that having someone take control of the computer remotely is almost as good. Other features identified as desirable (in order of the number of times mentioned) included:

· Technicians that speak to them in common language without talking down to them and that don’t require the librarian to have technical expertise.

· Someone to explain what went wrong & how to fix it next time and training on how to upgrade and maintain library computers and applications.

· Technicians that understand the IT needs that are specific to libraries

· A service that is quick, functional, and that works

· A service that goes beyond trouble shooting to providing advice and helping with policies

· Someone that could come out to the library in an emergency situation

Question #3, Tell me your needs for general information about library matters and how they are being met.

Focus group participants have been resourceful in identifying resources of information on library issues.  Many participants get information from an established consortium, such as CTLS, NTLP, Harrington, PLANT, and others. Quite a few use resources available directly from TSLAC (although some find the TSALC web site is not intuitive, presenting a barrier). An impressive number participate in local, “grass roots” groups and/or call upon librarians in neighboring towns for advice. Many rely on electronic discussion groups on which they can post questions to which other discussion group members respond. Some do independent research on the Internet, read professional literature, and/or attend webinars. Only a very few persons mentioned using the statewide general consulting service.

While missing the local services previously provided by regional library systems, participants were willing to work with a central system. When prompted for the features that are desirable in such a service, the following, listed in order of number of times mentioned, were suggested:
· Someone to engage in discussion of their issue, who will listen to their ideas and give feedback

· Help with organizing local groups and keeping local groups “on top” of library issues

· Easy access to the service and quick response time

· Someone who understands local needs, that knows them and/or can come to the library in person if needed

· A service that will provide outreach and help orient new library directors and staff

· Someone who respects them, listens to them, provides good service, and instills confidence that he/she will help with any question.
Question #4, How do you recommend we proceed with addressing libraries’ needs for consulting services?

Recognizing that funds are not adequate to provide on-location technical support and consulting at individual libraries, participants indicated appreciation for the statewide contracts and provided suggestions for improving statewide services. In addition to the recommendations associated specifically with questions 1 – 3 (above), participants gave the following feedback.
Many persons felt that services need a regional format. Quite a few felt they would benefit from more information on what library services are available, and some felt that someone coming to meetings of library groups to explain the services would have impact. Many encouraged TSLAC to continue to provide online training through webinars.  
Participants also encouraged TSLAC to continue to offer services that show the value of being accredited, to continue to offer Small Library Management courses, and to survey libraries to determine what and where the greatest needs exist. TSLAC was reminded that even larger libraries need someone to call for in-depth information on emerging topics and that nonprofit libraries have unique informational needs that also need to be addressed.

Appendix A

Script for Focus Groups

Script:

Introduction (5 min)

Good (morning, afternoon).  Thank you for agreeing to chat with us today regarding the Texas State Library and Archives Commission programs to provide technical support and general library consulting to Texas public libraries. I’d like to introduce the participants in this discussion:

(Introduce by name & library)

Our purpose today is to get your impressions and recommendations regarding technical support and general consulting services to Texas public libraries. As a result of deep cuts in funding for library programs, the Texas Library System and TANG programs were discontinued in August 2012. Our conversations with librarians indicated that technical support and general consulting (someone to call with questions) were the two most important services performed by these programs.  In order to address the need for these services, we have contracted with Dell Marketing (with partners Premier LogiTech) and Amigos Library Services to be those “persons to call” with technical support and general library questions.  The purpose of our conversation today is to learn a little more about how well these services have addressed your needs and about how we can serve you better in these areas.  

The process will go as follows:

I will ask the group a question. We would like each participant to individually provide feedback to the question as well as discussing the responses as a group. TSLAC staff will record the responses. If the discussion becomes repetitive or gets off topic, I will intervene to redirect the discussion. I will encourage all persons to respond openly. We want to be respectful of everyone’s time, so I may occasionally ask someone to summarize his or her comments if a statement going for a bit of time.  I will provide clarification as needed, but will not be a participant (other than listening) in the conversation. If discussion on any one topic becomes too lengthy for the time allotment, I will ask the group to summarize their responses and wrap up the topic in order to move forward.  I will regularly check my understanding of what is being said to make sure that my notes and conclusions will accurately reflect the conversation.  The group will have an opportunity to review these notes and send in corrections prior to finalizing them.

Are there any questions?

Then we will begin:

Awareness (10 min)

1) Prior to being asked to participate in this group what was your level of awareness of these two services (technical support and general library consulting)?   

Additional prompts as needed: 

· What could we have done better?

· What is the best way to reach you?

Technical Support (15 min)

2) Tell me about your technical support needs and how they are being met.

Additional prompts as needed:

· What do you like most about the services you are receiving?

· How could your technical support experiences be improved?

General Consulting (15 min)

3) Tell me about your needs for general information about library matters and how they are being met

Additional prompts as needed:

· What do you like most about the services you are receiving?

· How could you access to and experiences with library services be improved?
Recommendations (15 min)

4) How do you recommend we proceed with regards to addressing libraries’ needs for consulting services?

Close:  Thank you very much for your time.  At the end of these focus group sessions, TSLAC staff will compile the results and share these results with you and the library community.  Are there any final concerns or Questions?

Appendix B

Participants
	Pop Served
	Name
	City

	    1,668 
	Pattie Mayfield
	Honey Grove

	    1,723 
	Michelle Slonaker
	Chico

	    1,760 
	Jean Austin
	Hughes Springs

	    1,834 
	Dara Repass
	Jonestown

	    2,087 
	Amanda Suiters
	Whitney

	    2,852 
	Thadious Polasek
	Schulenburg

	    3,367 
	Linda Rees
	Big Lake

	    3,785 
	Leanna Cowan
	Alvarado

	    4,648 
	Tracy E Luscombe
	Van Alstyne

	    4,997 
	Donna Pierce
	Krum

	    5,675 
	Jackie Icenhower
	Atlanta

	    5,967 
	Phyllis Macmillan
	Marlin

	    6,059 
	Janelle Berry
	Crosbyton

	    7,585 
	Faye Nichols
	Gatesville

	    7,660 
	Sandra Knackstedt
	Whitehouse

	    7,832 
	Angie Lugo
	Los Fresnos

	    8,456 
	Susan S Mann
	Hillsboro

	    9,647 
	Kathy Gilmore
	Olney

	    9,845 
	Melinda Hodges
	Buda

	  12,355 
	Daniel Berdaner
	Forest Hill

	  13,834 
	Norma Fultz
	Rio Grande City

	  14,786 
	Elizabeth Stottlemyre
	Andrews

	  15,099 
	RoseAleta Laurell
	Portland

	  15,504 
	Judith M Bergeron
	Smithville

	  17,526 
	Jane Bering
	Seminole

	  19,720 
	Kelly W Skovbjerg
	Boerne

	  19,806 
	Paula Waak
	Saginaw

	  22,150 
	Carolyn Wilkinson
	Borger

	  22,434 
	Iris Sanchez
	Rockport

	  31,514 
	Ida Gonzalez-Garza
	Robstown

	  33,718 
	Kathy Bell
	Brenham

	  34,479 
	Spencer Smith
	Little Elm

	  35,516 
	Sandra Munger
	Canyon

	  38,659 
	Victoria A Chiavetta
	Coppell

	  39,627 
	Jana Prock
	Keller

	  47,103 
	Laura
	Wylie

	  48,937 
	Julia Mitschke
	Cedar Park
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