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International Insights: Australian Libraries
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Å Full research summary slide set
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Using This Research Summary
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For Libraries and Their (Potential) Collaborators

Please share these findings with others in your network. 

Consider using this slide set to start a conversation with other 

organizations in your community, such as schools, universities, 

historic environment organisations, government agencies and 

industries. 

Together, we can increase the publicôs access to innovative ð and 

fun! ð STEM learning experiences. 
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Tailoring the Slides for Your Needs

ÅDetailed information about this research is 

presented as slides entitled óDetailed Notesô.

ÅóDetailed Notesô slides are intended to provide 

background information and should not be 

used during presentations. 
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Research Details
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Study Purpose

The purpose was to determine: 

Å What STEM-rich learning experiences are currently in place in 

libraries? How do libraries approach and implement these 

events and services?

Å What obstacles prevent libraries from incorporating more 

STEM events?

Å What kind of training and resources would be most helpful to 

librarians?
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Detailed Notes: Research Methods

The researcher employed a mixed-method approach, collecting qualitative data from 

semi-structured interviews, and qualitative and quantitative data from anonymous 

surveys with library staff from August - December 2019. Members of UK and Ireland 

library professional networks reviewed the existing survey instrument and phone 

interview instrument to ensure that useful information would be collected and that the 

questions were clear from a cultural and linguistic perspective. The survey was 

administered (following ethics review) through the University of Edinburghôs online 

survey system (Qualtrics). A convenience sample method was used to collect 

responses on a voluntary basis. The survey was designed to take 15-20 minutes to 

complete. Telephone interviews were conducted with respondents who provided 

contact information on the surveys, and several library staff participated in in-person 

interviews. Qualitative data was annotated, coded, and summarized. 
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Public Libraries & STEM
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Research Highlights

The majority of research participants work in public 

libraries. 

This section draws on their input to highlight how STEM 

learning is being offered by public libraries in various 

communities across the UK and Ireland. 



Public Library Participants

Å89 survey respondents 

Å17 interviewees

ÅJurisdictions: England, 

Scotland, Northern Ireland, 

the Isle of Man, and Ireland 



STEM learning is a technical literacy for today's 

citizens to complement the information, digital and 

reading literacy skills built by public libraries for 

children, families, adults and hard to reach groups.

ïSurvey respondent

STEM and Digital Literacy Priorities
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Most Respondents Offer STEM

Percentages are out of 76 responses

4%

1%

Occasionally
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Detailed Notes: Most Respondents Offer STEM

Of 77 responding library staff, the majority (95%) have offered 

STEM events.  

Over half of respondents (52%) offer STEM frequently, but some 

also offer STEM events monthly (10%) or occasionally (3-4 times 

per year) (30%) and 3% have offered them once. A few 

respondents were not sure. Only one respondent had never 

offered STEM. 
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Current Ages Targeted

The top three audiences currently targeted for STEM 

events are: 

1. Ages 9-12 (87%)

2. Ages 6-8 (71%)

3. Ages 13-17 (50%)

Percentages are out of 84 responses

Respondents could select multiple options



[STEM events] should be enjoyable, fun and provide 

a sense of achievement and where possible bring 

people together to learn collaboratively 

ðSurvey respondents

STEM Activities Are Fun

STEM learning in libraries is different to schools as it is 

more informal and fun. Everyone can explore further in 

different directions wherever their interest takes them. 
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Current/Future STEM Learning

Percentages are out of 76 responses

Current STEM-rich 

learning experiences

Future STEM events 

and services

Percentages are out of 74 responses
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Detailed Notes: Current/Future STEM Learning

Coding is the top STEM-rich learning experience offered in 

libraries across the UK and Ireland. 

Interviews emphasized the strong interest among public 

libraries in providing other fun STEM or STEAM events and 

services, now and in the future.
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Detailed Notes: óSTEAMô

óDigital literacyô or ódigital inclusionô are more commonly used terms than óSTEMô.

This research suggests that the broader range of topics and implications of 

additional STEM topic areas would benefit library customers. Explicitly including the 

arts highlights the creativity that is central to STEM learning for library customers, 

while also helping library staff to build on their existing expertise in facilitating arts-

related learning.

óSTEAMô maps well to strategic plans published by multiple leading organisations 

within the library sector. STEAM adds rich dimension to topics such as health and 

well-being, cultural engagement, economic prosperity and literacy.  



Promoting lifelong learning

Critical literacy and digital literacy

Inspiring young people on careers of the futureé

ðInterviewee

STEM Learning in Libraries Is Abouté
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STEM: An Evolving Offer

Å 93% are interested or extremely interested in 

offering STEM learning opportunities to their 

customers

Å 7% are somewhat or a little interested

Percentages are out of 75 responses



I think 99% of our [STEM] activities are very 

successful because they are things that people 

haven't had access to in the past.

ðSurvey respondent

STEM Provides New Opportunities for 

Library Customers
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Funding for STEM Offer

Most respondents (86%) rely on the library budget to 

fund STEM-related events and services.

Percentages are out of 73 responses

Respondents could select multiple options
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Obstacles to Overcome

The top factors that prevent respondents from beginning or 

increasing STEM-related events and services include: 

1. Lack of funds and lack of staff time

2. Library staff not knowledgeable about STEM topics 

3. Lack of equipment/supplies 
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A Way Forward: Cross-sector Collaboration

Research participants described the many benefits of 
offering STEM learning for library customers ð and also 
highlighted the many factors that hinder this important 
work.

This research was designed to identify approaches that 
could help library staff and their collaborators mitigate 
challenges. 
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Collaboration Focus: Training

Practical, face-to-face, hands-on training is a top 

need for library staff to facilitate STEM learning in 

their communities. 

Collaborators ð both from other libraries and 

other sectors ð have much to offer in addressing 

this need. 
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Collaboration Focus: Communication

Library staff need access to information and ideas to 

support STEM learning for their communities. 

Communication across both the library sector and with 

STEM-related sectors could address key needs around 

accessing local STEM expertise and resources, as well 

as identifying funding opportunities. 
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Idea: Include Other Sectors in Library Networks

Inviting existing or potential collaborators from other 

sectors into existing listservs, online forums, in-person 

meetings and other communication channels for library 

staff may lead to new innovations and ultimately bring 

STEM learning opportunities to more communities. 
























































































































































































