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From organisational review to STEAM service delivery  
how review and change is supporting the delivery of STEAM activities at 

Willoughby City Library Services. 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Since 2015, Willoughby City Council – including Willoughby City Library Services – has 
been reviewing how it operates, how best to meet the changing needs of its 
community and other stakeholders. These reviews have resulted in significant 
changes throughout the organisation.  
 
The library has focused on strategically reorienting the service from a relatively 
passive, collections-based model to one with a more dynamic learning and 
community focus.  The changes have been a catalyst for developing the programs 
and activities the Library offers and well as staff and team development. 
 
‘STEAM’ encompasses an area of skills and education strongly advocated by 
government, supported by schools and demanded by the community – so a natural 
space for the Library to be in. Staff have been encouraged, and have seized 
opportunities, to engage with STEAM education development opportunities – 
resulting in a flowering of STEAM oriented programming at Willoughby City Library 
Services.  
 
 
Background 
Willoughby City Library Services (WCLS) is located around 9 kilometres north of the 
Sydney CBD. The resident community (approximately 77 000) is culturally diverse 
with low levels of disadvantage according to the 2011 Census. For example, 33% of 
people in Willoughby City came from countries where English was not their first 
language; 38% of households earned an income of $2,500 or more per week in 2011. 
 
Measured by standard library metrics WCLS either meets or exceeds NSW 
benchmarks:- the Library has the highest per capita spend of any NSW public library 
at $84.76 per year, and a very healthy membership at 55.7% of the resident 
population. There are 10.71 visits per capita and 16.07 loans per capita.  
 
The central Library is based in Chatswood – a retail and dining precinct, well serviced 
by public transport. The Library sits within The Concourse. The Concourse was 
completed around five years ago, and is a significant development comprising the 
Library, an art gallery, conference space, a performance facility and restaurants. 
There is a central open area where seniors practice tai chi, school children eat their 
lunch and office workers lounge under the shade of a Chinese elm tree. The 
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Concourse is a focal point within Chatswood CBD, close to shopping malls and a 
short walk to the transport interchange. 
 
The focus for WCLS between 2005 and 2014 was on asset renewal – planning, 
construction, and refurbishment. In that decade, every library facility (WCLS 
comprises one central library and five branches) was built or renovated in one way 
or another.  
 
The Central Library was re-located from its original premises in the old Town Hall, 
which was demolished to make way for the Concourse. The bulk of the collection 
was boxed up and sent to storage, while library services were delivered from 
temporary premises for four years before moving into the Concourse in 2011. That 
done, three new branch libraries were developed - two co-located with residential 
care facilities, one within a heritage listed church, and another two were renovated 
(including another in a heritage-listed church). RFID was implemented, self-checking 
facilities and automated returns handling were introduced. 
 

Change drivers 
Coming up for air in 2014, the Library realised that its services required attention – 
practices that had served it well required a thorough review, as the community had 
changed, and library practices had changed. The model of the library as a store of 
information had shifted to the library as a site of learning. 
 
The community – as with many communities around Sydney – was experiencing 
changes including increased living densities, greater mobility, more flexible or 
fragmented work patterns, an ageing population, and changes to the ethnic makeup 
of the area (for example, the number of visitors from mainland China has increased, 
and the proportion of migrants from Japan has decreased; the fastest growing 
population group are from Korea; there has been a sharp increase in the number of 
Indian residents).  
 
Concurrently, Council was looking at the implications of the proposed New South 
Wales local government amalgamations. Determining whether Willoughby Council 
was ‘Fit for the Future’ served to focus the organisation’s mind on internal processes 
and practices, within this context of rapid community change. 
 
In addition, Council itself underwent significant changes - the Mayor, who had 
served on Council for almost 30 years, and as Mayor for 17, died in office in 2014.  
This marked a significant political change. Later the same year, the General Manager 
resigned. The new Mayor was then involved in the appointment of a new General 
Manager – who had the remit of ensuring Willoughby was prepared for local 
government amalgamations. 
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Council review  
From 2014 Council undertook a series of evaluation and review measures. These are 
ongoing, but a significant measure was an organisational review in 2015. There was 
recognition that Willoughby Council had a top heavy management structure. This 
top heavy structure tended to result in: 

1. Demarcation rather than collaboration 
2. Low levels of staff autonomy  
3. A drag on decision-making  
4. A focus was on tasks rather than outcomes.  

 
So, Council underwent a review that saw changes reverberate through the 
organisation.  
 
WCLS went from a service with five staff with the title Manager, to one Manager 
with a broader remit (Culture & Leisure), two Team Leaders and a Supervisor. Within 
this rather more nimble structure, and within a context of Council ready and 
supportive of change, two external library reviews were commissioned that have 
had direct and far reaching implications for how WCLS delivers to its community, 
including encouraging and enabling understanding of and interest in STEAM 
(including digital literacy). 
 

Library reviews 
The first review, by the Canberra-based consultancy Libraries Alive! focussed on 
providing “a clear direction for future service provision”. The focus was on the 
Central Library at Chatswood, with a brief to: 

 Develop a strategy for transforming Chatswood Library into a place where 
innovation, collaboration and communication are fostered and encouraged  

 Review operating models 

 Engage the community to learn what current and future library services are 
valued 

 
Libraries Alive! worked with the Library for six months, in the first half of 2016. 
Concurrently, the State Library of NSW conducted a review of collection 
management, services and processes at the Library. 
 
The two reviews have given a strategic direction for the Library. Combined, they 
highlighted that: 

 Chatswood Library, with more than 60 000 visitors a month, is a significant 
destination for the local community and visitors to the area – it contributes 
to the cultural and economic activity for the area. 

 Less than 25% of FTE positions are directed towards face-to-face customer 
service activities. 

 Collection management practices could be changed to free-up staff for face-
to-face customer service activities. 
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 The footprint of collections in the public areas of the Library could be 
reduced to allow more space for community activities (through, for example, 
moving items to stack, out of the public areas) 

 The service could be transformed from a traditional passive model to a 
dynamic model with an investment in staff development, systems and layout. 

 

 
Focussing on STEAM 
So, within a context of Council organisational change aimed at: 

 collaboration rather than demarcation  

 increasing staff autonomy 

 faster decision-making and  

 strategic thinking 
 
and supported by well researched, independent library reviews, came an 
opportunity to implement changes.  
 
 
A STEAM working group was formed in February 2016. It was charged with “Explore 
options for the Library to develop STEAM/STEM oriented activities”. 
 
This served to: 
 

1) Give a specific, stated focus to this previously neglected subject area.  
2) Bring together members of previously disparate teams. The team comprised 

members of the children’s, multicultural, local studies and service delivery. 
These staff had all worked in their own little silos – co-operative, but 
demarcated. The working group gave them an opportunity to work across 
their areas. 

3) Give library staff an opportunity to research, develop, plan and roll out 
STEAM activities 

 
This working group took the big picture - STEAM education as a significant, 
recognised, and government-advocated need, within a global economy undergoing 
structural change, and within a globally-connected local community - and applied it 
to the WCLS context.  
 
The working group proceeded to research the subject – STEAM or STEM?? What 
other organisations were doing, how they might fit within the WCLS context; what 
were the staff skills; who were potential partners? Having familiarised themselves 
with the STEAM landscape, the group rapidly developed (and is continuing to 
develop) a wide range of STEAM based activities. 
 
 
 
 



STEAM into Sydney 
Rebecca Browning  Knowledge ＆ Learning Team Leader  Willoughby City Council 
 

STEAM Activities 
 

 In August 2016, during National Science Week – the Library dipped its toe in 
the water, partnering with the British Council to bring FameLab talks to the 
Library.  An expanded program of activities is planned for Science Week 
2017, including talks and a technology expo. 

 

 In November 2016 the Library partnered with a local artist and Council’s 
visual arts unit to develop a program of creative and nature-based activities. 
Over 600 participants joined this week-long program including tactile baby 
bounce sessions, emphasising materials from the local natural environment 
such as gum leaves and twigs.  Stick insects swayed in cages, looking on as 
participants experimented with colour and chromatography. The event also 
featured illustration and comic-making (the A in STEAM) at the weekend, plus 
an inter-generational group colouring session.  

 

 Go Digi was also celebrated in November, and the Library was Highly 
Commended for its week-long program of activities that helped develop 
technology skills among seniors, improving digital inclusion within the 
community. 

 

 Staff attended Code Club training and have recently developed a program for 
local kids and their parents to learn Scratch at the Library. The program will 
incorporate additional languages such as Python later this year, and will be 
delivered with the help of volunteers. 

 

 A drop-in Lego Club will start in March, allowing kids and their parents to 
make simple and complicated models together, with help from staff and 
volunteers. 

 

 Robotics classes are scheduled for the April school holidays. Staff teamed 
with a local organisation to deliver these classes – bringing local expertise 
into the library for holiday fun.  

 

 Robotics will also feature during Vivid in May – expanding the community’s 
experience of this festival in Chatswood. 

 

 Staff have been working with Willoughby Men’s Shed to learn about 3D CAD 
software with a view to offering classes to the public. 

 

 Willoughby will participate in Comic Con for the first time in 2017 – providing 
creative activities and aiming to reach different audiences. 

 

 The Library will work with Council’s visual arts unit during Willoughby’s 
biennial in September 2017, to enhance the Library’s involvement in this 
significant local art festival. 
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 The Library has joined the newly-formed Northern Sydney Science Hub – 
partnering with CSIRO and Macquarie University in promoting science north 
of the Harbour Bridge. 

 
 

 
 

What’s next? 
 
Following the recommendation of the library reviews, the footprint of the collections 
is being reduced at Chatswood Library, and collection management practices will 
continue to change to free-up staff for public-facing activities.  This has many 
implications for staff activities and roles, including the opportunity to learn new 
skills. 
 
The interior of Chatswood Library is being refurbished. What was appropriate ten 
years ago is no longer the case – technology has changed, and so have the 
characteristics and needs of the community. More and more people visit the Library, 
and borrow fewer and fewer books. The community wants a place for reflection and 
quiet reading; it also wants a place for creative and active learning.  
 
As these changes progress, WCLS will be able to further develop STEAM activities – 
not just for the community but ‘embedding’ them into library practices. STEAM will 
become the norm, not an add-on. 
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