
Year 3 library membership in primary schools 

 

 

Reading – the next steps1, from the Department for Education, says, “Libraries also have an important role 
to play in children’s reading habits. The government would like all children to be active members of a 
public library, and we are asking all schools to arrange library membership for all their Year 3 pupils.” 

Our aim for this project was to sign up year 3 pupils in the 200 primary schools taking part in the 
programme as members of their local library.  This would be a further piloting of library membership, 
following on from the Arts Councils Automatic Library Membership programme2 which ran from September 
2012 until October 2013, but focussing on year 3 in primary schools. 

All the 200 schools were invited to take their year 3 pupils to their local library where they were shown 
around the library and took part in an activity.  The kinds of activities were devised by the library service, 
for example story-telling sessions, author events, craft activities, book-inspired games, etc. and in some 
cases they were linked into national initiatives such as National Libraries Day and World Book Day. 

Pupils who weren’t already library members were given a library card either before or on the library visit, 
and many had the chance to take out a book during the visit. 

We designed a library advocacy postcard, printed with a library service logo overprint, that schools could 
send home, aimed at parents.  We also provided a template letter from the library service with joining 
instructions for parents/carers to complete in advance of the pupils’ library visit. 

The schools library services worked with public library services to link the schools with their nearest public 
library.  They used a variety of different models for library membership procedures and activities, as listed 
in the Appendix: Library Membership plans. 

 
In total, 2,148 pupils became new library 
members as a result of the project.  This 
total is likely to be higher, but 2 of the 20 
library services were not able to isolate 
the joining figures for the schools taking 
part in the project. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Library visit, St Helens 

 
 
 

                                                             
1 Department for Education (2015) Reading: the next steps  www.gov.uk/government/publications 
2 Automatic Library Membership Pilots Final Report, Anna Siddall, January 2014 
http://www.liem.org.uk/documents/Automatic_Library_Membership_Pilots_Final_Report.pdf 



 

Library membership - challenges 
For some library services the year 3 library membership element of the project was straightforward.  For 
example in Gateshead year 3s from participating schools in the area of the Central Library were all invited 
on a library visit during the week of World Book Day.  There were very few difficulties with getting forms 
signed by parents via the schools, and the children were all given a card on their visit. 

Other library services found that there were many factors that made it a time-consuming process to 
manage.   They were dependent on the organisation of the school; their ability to get the forms out to 
parents, collate the responses to pass back to library staff, and to organise the library visit.  In some cases 
this was easy and non-problematic, but in other cases this was quite challenging.   

A number of schools didn’t grasp the fact that they needed to join all their year 3s, and thought the library 
membership was just for the pupils in the Chatterbooks groups.  

A lot of the difficulties were around obtaining parental sign up, which was a prerequisite for most library 
services.  For example: 

 Parents being reluctant to sign any form from the local authority. 

 Parents being reluctant for their child to join the library because of fears of fines and having to 
pay for lost books 

 Some parents have poor literacy, which impacted on joining forms being filled in. 

 Getting information from children for a ‘lite’ membership could also be difficult.  Some didn’t 
know their address and some didn’t know their parents’ names.  

 The teachers at one school did not want their pupils to be given the ‘lite’ or temporary 
membership.  

 Book fines had to be waived for some children to join.   

Learning and recommendations 
The creation of library membership cards for year 3 pupils who weren’t already members was a time-
consuming process for library staff, and an administrative challenge for schools.  Our findings showed that 
for children of the target age group (age 7/8) it’s essential to engage with the parents and carers, and find 
ways to break down barriers, so that they are happy to be involved.  Also, giving children a library card will 
not automatically mean that they will all then get to use the library, but taking children to the library and 
showing them through fun, engaging activities, will mean they tell their families about the library and ask to 
be taken there on a regular basis. 

Some recommendations resulting from the project are: 

 Hook the library visits around celebration events or special activities 

 Make parental sign-up forms as simple as possible 

 Consider how to communicate with families to help address misconceptions and barriers around 
library membership 
 

  



 

Case Study: Norfolk 
 

 “They walked to the library from their school and back (over a mile each way)! They 
enjoyed their visit very much and it was gratifying to discover that a high proportion 
of them do use the library already.”  

Feedback from a member of library staff after Parkers Primary School visit to Watton library. 

 

School visits and making libraries fun and accessible are an integral part of the library offer across the 
country to make books and reading accessible to all children and young people and are part of the 
Association of Senior Children’s and Educational Librarians (ASCEL) Children’s Promise. 

The Year 3 library membership project has been a valuable opportunity for libraries to work closely with 
schools and look at existing school visit paperwork and processes across the County. 

Parents and carers are usually gatekeepers for library use for children of this age and reaching these 
families needs time and creative approaches to engage them. Giving a library card will not necessarily mean 
that all children then have access to a library, but taking children to the library certainly helps them take 
the message back home about the library and what it has to offer. 

Methodology 
All Library Management Systems have a certain amount of information that is required for a child to be 
given a library card – even a ‘lite’ library card entitling a child to borrow 2 books and not use the internet - 
and because of Data Protection legislation parents need to give their authorisation for the details needed 
about children - their full name, date of birth and address. Many library authorities including Norfolk 
require parents to agree to be guarantors for books borrowed – to help ensure they are returned or paid 
for if they are lost.  

In many school visits there appeared to be a minority of parents / carers - usually around 10% - who for a 
variety of reasons didn’t complete the necessary forms for children to join the library. Some school staff fed 
back that the children were often from families that weren’t engaged with the school and didn’t return 
other paperwork. 

There were also some children who had library cards that had been ‘suspended’ because of outstanding 
charges on them – for this project as for the bulk of school visits when this happens the suspension was 
overridden so books could be borrowed and many small charges were waived. For some school visits, 
charges of around £100 have needed to be waived, needing higher authority than library managers have, 
so that children could use their cards, which does show that being organised and returning books / not 
losing books is a challenge for many families. 

Great Yarmouth snapshot case study: 
In Norfolk, 52% of 8 year olds (Year 3) in the county already have a library card and use it regularly, so this 
cohort who visited the Great Yarmouth Library is a very representative group:  

 99 children from 2 schools visited in one week 

 52 were already library members  

 36 children joined the library – 25 as full members and 11 as ‘lite’ members meaning after the 
visits 88 were members. 



 

 11 children for a variety of reasons didn’t join the library 

 
For most of the children who didn’t join, it was because their parents didn’t give consent – a few said they 
didn’t want their child to borrow books. For those with no filled in form or letter with their name on but no 
message from parents saying they didn’t want them to join, some were unable to provide their full name 
and address: this info is basic information is necessary for even a ‘lite’ card in Norfolk – these were 
acknowledged to be low ability seven year olds by the school; some school staff were concerned that a lite 
card would cause conflict at home and / or between the school and the parents, so said that even if the 
child did know their name and address they didn’t want them to receive even a lite card. For minors, 
because of data protection legislation, parental consent is important.  Some children didn’t return even the 
consent letter which just needed the child’s name on it.  

School case study – Moorlands Primary Academy 
Moorlands began their school visits to the library with the Year 5 Chatterbooks group – who then went 
back to school to enthuse about libraries and get everyone else excited about their visits.  All of Year 3 and 
also all of Year 4 have been taken to the library. Any children who were not already library members were 
able to join the library through paperwork that was sent out in advance to families by the school, and 
returned to the library before the visit so that cards can be prepared in advance, and any barriers like 
outstanding charges resolved. 

 

Kirsten Francis, Manager-Schools and Young People’s Library Services for Norfolk County Council 

 

  



 

Appendix: Library Membership plans for Year 3s  
 

Library Service Plans for automatic library membership for year 3s Contact 

East Sussex  for 8 
schools, Brighton 
and Hove for 2 

For both authorities we have a requirement for parental 
permission for joining the library. Brighton and Hove sent 
postcards into school for parents to sign so that library 
cards could be prepared in advance of the visit to the 
library; East Sussex used a letter to do much the same 
thing.  
 

Contact: Michele Eaton was 
the contact in East Sussex, 
now 
chris.desmond@eastsussex.go
v.uk  
 Lucy Castle is the contact for 
Brighton and Hove. 
Lucy.Castle@brighton-
hove.gov.uk 
 

Gateshead Year 3 groups visited the central library on World Book 
Day.  They got their library card, and they took part in an 
art project as well.   We sent the library membership 
template form to the schools.  Schools sent a letter home 
to all the children’s parents with a form for them to 
sign.  Then the library had lists with children’s names, so 
they could prepare the tickets beforehand. Not all schools 
visited on World Book Day – others organised different 
visits on different days. 

Christine Myhill 
christinemyhill@gateshead.go
v.uk  

Gloucestershire Used the template forms and the option of a ‘lifeline’ 
membership in Gloucestershire, so they can join up 
without guarantor so there are certain restrictions on 
it.  We sent out all the forms to the schools, all the schools 
are going to send them out to the parents and get them 
back signed and if not we're going to do a ‘lifeline’ 
membership where they can still take out a book.   

Pat Lipinski 
Pat.lipinski@gloucestershire.g
ov.uk  

Knowsley Two weeks prior to the planned library visit, schools were 
sent an electronic copy of the library joining form. This was 
sent out to parents / carers with a covering letter from the 
school.  
The day before the visit any joining forms received from 
parents / carers are collected from the school and taken to 
the relevant library. Library staff create the memberships 
on SIRSI and the library cards are given out the next day 
during the school talk. 

Gerry Williams 
gerry.williams@knowsley.gov.
uk  

Norfolk Sent template letter and joining form to the schools.  Set 
up visits to the local library.  Offered ‘lite’ membership as 
well as full membership for children who couldn’t supply 
all the details e.g. addresses. See case study. 

Kirsten Francis 
kirsten.francis@norfolk.gov.uk  

Northamptonshire All schools have been sent letters from the public library, 
with sign-up forms for parents, and instructed to contact 
their local library to arrange a library visit. 

Caroline Mooney 
CMooney@northamptonshire.
gov.uk  

Plymouth Public library staff liaised with schools to arrange library 
visits, either on WBD or during that week. We created our 

Julia Hale 
Julia.Hale@plymouth.gov.uk 
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own form with a drop down selection for each library so it 
makes it easy for us. The forms were sent out by the 
schools. 

 

St Helens Library visits arranged for all schools. 
Needed a form guaranteed by parents, although we 
waived ID. All libraries tried to get the card prepared in 
advance of library visits, which involved a lot of checking of 
details.  Where they’ve been successful, the children 
borrowed a book as part of a visit.  To make it easier, the 
borrowed books could be returned to school or to the 
public library. 

Kathryn Boothroyd 
kathryn.boothroyd@sthelens.
gov.uk  

Staffordshire All 10 schools have been given library membership joining 
forms for all YR3 pupils in their school. All local libraries 
have been informed and asked to record any forms 
received so that we can track new membership joiners as a 
direct result. 

Charlotte Hernandez – 
charlotte.hernandez@stafford
shire.gov.uk 
Clive Massie – 
clive.massie@staffordshire.go
v.uk 
Sue Ball – 
sue.ball@staffordshire.gov.uk 

Sunderland The schools all had visits to their local library in the week 
before National Libraries Day, with a story time, and/or 
explanation of how the library works plus chance to 
choose a book. The community librarians gave out library 
membership forms prior to the visit and then they children 
all joined at school before the visit. We had our own 
membership form.  A couple of schools had problem with 
transport, so again we used some of the funding for a 
donation towards a bus to bring them to the library.   

Angela Straughan 
Angela.Straughan@sunderland
.gov.uk  

Tower Hamlets Children in participating schools visited the library for a 
tour, activity or story and opportunity to browse.  Each 
child was given a dummy library card, and information to 
take home to parents about converting it to full 
membership by coming into an Idea Store with their child 
and signing the Idea Store Pledge together.  They then 
received an Idea Store bag and a certificate as well as a 
library card.  

From public library service, 
Kate Pitman 
Kate.Pitman@towerhamlets.g
ov.uk 
From SLS, Gill Harris 
Gillian.harris@towerhamlets.g
ov.uk 

Walsall Sent an opt-out letter to parents 
All children enrolled if not received opt-out letter by 18th 
January 2016 

Anne Wise 
anne.wise@walsall.gov.uk 

Worcestershire Public library staff liaised with schools to arrange library 
visits. We sent letters home saying if they wanted to opt 
out they could opt out of automatic joining. The library 
staff gave out the cards on the visit or in some cases they 
might have done it before. We've used an instant 
membership card and asked them to take their parents in 
to upgrade it to the full membership. That way we don't 
need the parents' signatures. 

Dawn Woods 
DWoods@worcestershire.gov.
uk  
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