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Learning – “the lifelong process of transforming information and experience into knowledge, 
skills, behaviours and attitudes” 

J. Cobb, 20101  
 
 
Literacy – “the ability to identify, understand and interpret, create, communicate and 
compute using printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. Literacy 
involves a continuum of learning in enabling an individual to achieve his or her goals, 
develop his or her knowledge and potential and participate fully in community and wider 
society.” 

UNESCO Report, 2005  
 
 
“Literacy is about empowerment...It improves communication skills, gives access to 
knowledge and builds the self-confidence and self-esteem needed to make decisions. 
Literacy is a process not an endpoint. It is rather the entry point to basic education and the 
passport to lifelong learning.”  

Koichiro Matsuura, Director-General of UNESCO, 20082 
 
 
Partnership – a joint undertaking based on an acknowledgement of roles and 
responsibilities between partners around a shared or compatible mission or objective. These 
relationships can be formal, informal or serendipitous. Types of partnerships can be 
sponsorships, funded arrangements, collaboration of effort, or contractual understandings. 
 

 
 

NSLA Literacy and Learning Group, March 2012 
 

  

                                                           
1 Cobb, J (2010), ‘A Definition of Learning’, http://www.tagoras.com/2010/03/02/definition-of-learning/ (accessed 
28/11/11) 
2 K. Matsuura and 2005 UNESCO report cited in Richmond et al, The Global Literacy Challenge, UNESCO, pp. 
18 & 21, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0016/001631/163170e.pdf (accessed 28/11/11) 
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Introduction 
This report outlines a review of Australian State Library and New Zealand National Library 
partnerships, with examples that illustrate successful and unsuccessful joint ventures, based 
on a survey completed in January 2012 by NSLA libraries. 
 
This report also analyses key features of successful partnerships relating to literacy and 
learning (in existence between January 2009 and December 2011) that have allowed 
libraries to develop, build, foster and maintain partnerships that fulfil the needs of both the 
library and the partner and which provide positive outcomes for learners. Unsuccessful 
partnerships were also identified and features that were prominent in the failure of the 
partnership were analysed. 
 
There is also an exploration of options for improving access to partnerships that fulfil the 
needs of learners. 
 
Recommendations have been developed which may be used to affect enhanced program 
partnership development in the domains of literacy and learning across NSLA libraries and 
public libraries. 
 
The report is organised into four sections: 

• Section 1 – Review of survey results 
• Section 2 – Analysis of key features of successful partnerships 
• Section 3 – Options for improving access to partnerships 
• Section 4 – Recommendations 

 
This is an edited extract of the report, for public distribution. 

 
Overview of the survey 

The State Library of NSW, Community Learning Services Branch, developed an online 
survey to identify partnerships relating to literacy and learning, and experiences in the 
development and deliverables that the partnerships allowed. Partnerships examined were 
those in existence between January 2009 and December 2011. This survey was distributed 
to NSLA libraries and was completed by the State Library of Western Australia, the State 
Library of Queensland, the State Library of New South Wales, the State Library of South 
Australia, the State Library of Victoria and the Northern Territory Library. 
 
The results of the survey are limited by the number of State libraries who participated in the 
survey and are offset by the State Library of South Australia submitting two surveys based 
on two separate divisional responses.  
 
The survey asked for an identification of ten partnerships; name of partnership and project; 
type of partnership; type of partnership arrangement; partnership duration; benefits to the 
library; benefits to the partner; benefits to learners and partnership deliverables. The survey 
also asked if the project would have proceeded without the partnership and; what was the 
most valuable partnership and why.  
 
Questions that were asked regarding unsuccessful partnerships included identifying an 
unsuccessful partnership and why it did not succeed, and noting who ended the partnership 
and why. Participants were asked to identify key features of successful partnerships and 
lessons learnt from unsuccessful partnerships. The final question addressed the issue of key 
pieces of advice about partnerships for other libraries to note.  
 
Unique survey responses have been noted and repeated responses deleted. Identifying 
information about individual libraries, partners and projects has been removed. 
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Section 1: Review of survey results 

Partnership types  
Of the 66 external partnerships identified, 47 were collaborations, ten were sponsored 
partnerships, two were advisory and seven were described as other. 
 

Partnership arrangements 
Of the 60 partnership arrangements identified, 26 were formal arrangements including 
Deeds and Memorandums of Understanding, and 34 were classified as informal 
arrangements. 
 

Duration 
The duration of the partnerships varied.  
 

Duration Number 
Ongoing 31 
One off 13 
6 months 1 
6 – 12 months 3 
1 – 2 year 3 
2 years  3 
2+ years 12 

 

Benefits to libraries 
• Audience research and audience development 
• Inclusion of student voice 
• Body of knowledge 
• Cultural Institution partnership 
• Shared advertising and resourcing 
• Capacity building 
• Venue 
• Financial support 
• Outreach and collection reach 
• Service development 
• Expertise 
• Promotion 
• Media 
• Community building  
• Strengthening networks 
• Funding (from program fees) 
• Promoting collections 
• Addressing disadvantage 
• Shared networks 
• Relationship 
• Developing a community of practice in the form of training, professional development 

and shared standards  
• Creation of new audience for reading initiative, by targeting fathers in their local 

communities  
• Libraries identified as a key supporters of literacy and literary education/experiences 
• Profiles State libraries as a key participant in delivering arts, literacy and learning 

programs for children and young people 
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• State library identified as a key promoter and supporter of literacy initiatives and the 
work of libraries 

• Ability to provide 22,000 early literacy packs and 8000 new arrivals packs throughout 
state 

• Training for public library staff in digital literacy 
• Cross library sector collaboration 
• National collaboration on culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) projects – digital 

environment 
• Strong relationship with a utility provider in promoting research to schools 
• Partnership with an organisation dedicated to another culture and history  
• Awareness of library collections relating to the topic 
• Contribute to education and training of future librarians through formal curriculum 
• Increase student use of libraries  
• Support for a remote community library service not otherwise possible in current 

fiscal climate 
• Development of infrastructure and training in remote communities, with explicit links 

to library services and programs 
• Explicit valuing and profiling of library programs and services across sectors  
• Invitations to library to contribute to territory/state-wide research initiatives for early 

learning and literacy 
• Partnership and links with a leading national organisation that has expertise in book 

development, publishing and printing 
• The support and promotion of the importance of reading and the love of books 
• Bilingual baby board books are a language-specific resource that will be accessible 

in all public and community libraries throughout the territory/state. These books are 
collected and preserved as part of the library’s mission of preserving the 
territory’s/state’s documentary heritage 

• Seed funding to get the project off the ground, which helped leverage government 
funding and increased distribution network for bilingual books resources 

• Comprehensive regional coverage for the bilingual books program. 
• Partnership agreements with 140 local governments that include financial 

contribution and in-kind support 
 

Benefits to partners  
• Access to the collections and expertise 
• Association with libraries 
• Audience development and capacity building 
• Cross promotion of core business, co-branding and ability to extend or gain new 

audiences 
• Outreach 
• Cultural Institution partnership 
• Shared advertising and resourcing 
• Venue 
• Skill development 
• Statewide program that contributes to the State's development beyond the 

contributions of the partners business activities 
• Ability to deliver on literacy goals for children through an intermediate partner 
• Collateral and delivery of a high quality program 
• Extends the reach and capacity of the festival and the types of activities and contexts 

available for children and families 
• National roll out of a quality Australian product 
• Public libraries as main engagement channel for early literacy strategy as part of 

state/territory strategic plan 
• Adding value to early literacy strategy 
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• Delivering on training objectives 
• Cross library sector collaboration 
• Individual public libraries provide access to materials in 68 languages 
• Contributed to learning tools 
• Increased awareness of programs 
• Curriculum development assistance and expert presenters 
• Increased opportunity for language assistance on one on one basis 
• Jointly run by two government departments and a State/Territory library, which 

provides expertise and innovation in access to digital technologies, and established 
professional networks in remote parts of state/territory 

• Expertise in learning and literacy beyond the education sector 
• Building relationships, capacity and partnerships to strengthen and promote 

Indigenous authors, literature and languages 
• Inter-agency partnership provides opportunity for knowledge sharing and 

collaboration between professionals  
• Supports the work of community and child health nurses in providing positive 

parenting messages and the link between literacy and health 
• Comprehensive regional coverage for the bilingual books program 
• Access to literacy and reading resources for their communities at a subsidised cost 
• Supports partner interest in literacy and reading initiatives for the community 
• Service, skills development, staff, venue, media, promotion, advice, expertise, 

audience development, capacity, outreach 
• Funding (from program fees), service development, skills development, advice, 

expertise, promotion, audience development, capacity building, outreach, community 
building, strengthening networks 

• Addressing disadvantage 
• Meeting the Trusts' objectives 
• Media  
• Shared networks  
• Relationship 

 

Benefits to learners 
• Interactive apps and site-to-see resources available in primary place of learning 
• Access to library collections in new and unique ways 
• Access to physical collection treasures in the rural areas 
• Service and skill development for learners of all ages 
• Online access and distributed access to subject specific student works 
• Access to extensive speakers and resources  
• Access to exhibitions and programs in focus groups 
• Greater access to literacy opportunities through wider pool of practitioners 
• Increase awareness of literacy capabilities needed for developing strong child 

readers 
• Increased family participation for early literacy 
• Participant in a strong literacy and reading celebration 
• Form a likeminded reading community 
• Immersed in interactive, multimodal constructivist learning experiences  
• Access to broad range of literacy experiences from online gaming through to 

performance experiences, workshop and tactile play 
• National access to diverse and rich reading experiences and resources 
• Accessible early literacy packs, add value with baby bounce and rhythm programs, 

materials and assistance 
• Comprehensive state-wide training 
• Access to TAFE digital literacy training 
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• Enhance the learning potential and life opportunities of individuals and of the 
community 

• Access to materials in 68 languages 
• Increased awareness of French exploration and mapping – general Australian history 
• Experienced storytelling, and craft activity 
• Learning and training by experienced professionals, relevant subject material and 

relevant projects 
• Face-to-face language assistance 
• People of all ages are introduced to early learning and creative apps on iPad2 
• Family members create and share e-stories with text, sounds and images, about 

daily life and Indigenous culture in a remote community, preserved and accessible on 
a local digital repository 

• Increase community skills and knowledge about the Internet and online tools 
• Opportunities for learners and all to experience reading for enjoyment and the value 

and love of books 
• A bilingual board book provides a place-based resource showcasing local language 

and English within a cultural context 
• Engaging families of young Indigenous children will improve school readiness and 

early literacy and numeracy skills 
• Family literacy program with proven results, demonstrated by scholarly research and 

rigorous evaluation by a university 
• Improved literacy levels contributing to improved access to health choices 
• Family literacy program made more accessible to rural and remote communities and 

delivered through public libraries 
• Free reading resources provided in a relaxed outdoor environment 
• Access to 25 diverse learning resources produced by multiple agencies and meeting 

a broad spectrum of curriculum requirements 
• Free all-day program at the library, including transport. Programs have been built 

around major exhibitions  
• Strengthening young people's engagement with reading for pleasure and supporting 

adults who work with them 
• A free all-day program open to the public– with author talks, performances, 

workshops and activities for all ages. Two schools days with workshops and author 
talks 

 

Partnership deliverables 
• iPhone, iPad and android App for students to use when in the library to reveal 

treasures and artefacts related to curriculum 
• Websites co-hosted at library and Department of Education website 
• Collection items taken to five venues across rural and remote parts of state, learning 

programs developed and delivered  
• Conference for 300 students and teachers  
• Ongoing research and study of student voice and audience development 
• Partnered training and workshops, mutual promotion of literacy professional 

development and events 
• Deliver an event to get dads involved in their children’s reading 
• Develop and deliver a Reading Hour event 
• Multi-day festival with high level products and curated spaces that meet key learning 

goals 
• Summer reading club, reading program, activities, collateral and website 
• Book club packs, promotional materials, marketing and training engagement with 

community 
• State/territory-wide training and awareness of early literacy concepts and digital 

literacy 
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• Project collaboration early literacy, staff training, and promotion of services across 
sectors 

• Website, marketing materials, programs and projects  
• Growth in number of participants in the program  
• Community engagement through attendance at event  
• Language assistance to students 
• Families demonstrate increased involvement with their children's learning 
• Increased public access to online resources and services, for financial, educational, 

health, economic and social purposes 
• Future opportunities for quality evaluation to build an evidence base for the impact of 

library programs on learning and literacy 
• The printing and production of the bilingual baby board books resulted in increasing 

awareness of Indigenous culture and languages 
• Library staff work with staff in eight communities to design and publish high quality 

bilingual board books with accompanying CDs 
• Improved literacy levels contributing to future workforce skills 
• Access to staff and clients, improved distribution network 
• Local libraries able to broaden services to families, outreach to the community 
• Learning resources hosted on partner websites and linked from Department of 

Education’s portal  
• Toolkit of promotional materials, videos, etc. 
• Tailored professional development program for the participating institutions  
• Commissioned report on the development of the resources and their use by schools 
• Conference presentations and PD delivery 
• Program delivered to c3000 students annually (across a 3-month period) 
• The students come from schools classified by Department of Education as 

disadvantaged 
• Events program for young people 
• Professional development program for teachers/librarians 

 

Feasibility of project delivery if partnership did not exist 
Of the 26 responses to this question, 15 confirmed that the project would not have gone 
ahead without the partnership; two suggested that it may have gone ahead; and four 
confirmed that their projects would have gone ahead. An additional five responses identified 
that the project may have gone ahead but would be limited in scope, and may have had a 
less diverse audience. 
 

Unsuccessful partnerships 
There were only two responses to this question:  

• Differing expectations and incompatible ideas about service delivery. Review of 
products and process and decision to develop alternative programs. The partner 
ended the partnership. 

• The partner was looking for a service provider, not a partner, and did not see the 
library on equal terms with its other sponsors and partners. The project is still 
ongoing, but has limited traction and political imperatives require that the library is 
still involved.  

• The other party somehow saw the library as a 'lesser' partner, because it was not a 
formal part of the partners industry. This meant that the partner thought of the library 
more as a venue and program delivery vehicle, rather than an active and interested 
programming partner. The library is about to enter into discussions to end the 
partnership. 
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Key features of successful partnerships 
• Ongoing communication about deliverables, shared goals, timeframes and current 

outcomes 
• Reinforcing benefits of partnership e.g. linkage to syllabus for schools and 

community engagement 
• Consultation/inclusion and funding 
• Openness and clear recognition of what each partner expects from the relationship 
• Establish key staff to liaise and focus on the partnership benefits for all parties 
• Tangible evidence of achievement of agreed outcomes 
• Agreement that it is a partnership – that both parties gain something by working 

together, which helps them work toward their individual goals 
• That it is a relationship which is not rigid, but which can develop and grow as the 

needs of each organization change 
• Partnerships need to be built around an alignment of values and purpose 
• They will typically involve either resources (people and/or dollars), knowledge and 

skills, or networks - or a combination of the three. In this mix of things, one plus one 
often ends up equalling three (or more) 

 

Lessons learned from unsuccessful partnerships 
• Define expectations, conditions and targets at the onset 
• Caution with meeting expectation and risk management 
• Passionate and dedicated staff are important – without these they can be a burden to 

both organisations 
• Change of staff can also be a big blow to successful partnerships.  
• Enter into partnerships for the right reasons, not just because it is expected that you 

should 
• They happen. And sometimes it is simply better to let the partnership go. 

 

Key advice about partnerships for other libraries 
• Partnership nurturing is an ongoing process and must be socialised and supported 

from the top of the organisation 
• Create an inclusive partnership and plan together with open communication channels  
• Develop a shared understanding that is maintained and built upon 
• That they are multi-faceted, and are rarely just a two-way operation, so expect to 

have to work hard to make the partnership work on many levels 
• Consider the benefits for all parties and in particular how the benefits fit with the 

organisation’s strategic plan  
• An important question is what will be the strategic benefits and ongoing value from 

the partnership? 
• Partnerships and collaborations are relationships between individuals and 

organisations. Both elements require time, care and honesty 
• Like any good relationship, the best partnerships are built slowly and are highly 

reciprocal. 
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Section 2: Analysis of key features of successful partnerships  
 
Successful partnerships would appear to be those that have tightly defined roles, conditions, 
expectations and tangible outcomes for each partner. Additionally, partnership 
communication and nurturing are vital elements of success, as is the availability of 
experienced key staff who can massage relationships.  
 
There was no relationship evidenced between successful partnerships and types of 
partnerships or arrangements. Extremely successful partnerships which delivered state wide 
results were not necessarily based on formal Deeds or Memorandums of Understanding. In 
fact, most partnerships were collaborative and informal. 
 
Partnerships that are not successful are often based on expectations that cannot be 
achieved by either party. They can be based on personal relationships rather than 
organisational directions and imperatives. They are undertaken because it is expected rather 
than it being reasonable or appropriate to do so. 
 
 

Section 3: Improving access to partnerships 
 
Opportunities to explore options for improving access to partnerships that fulfil the needs of 
learners may be made available with the publication of this report. Examples of partnerships 
discussed are as diverse as the projects they have supported. Partnerships with government 
agencies, local municipal councils, private philanthropic organisations, universities, big 
business and well known national charities are identified. 
 
The development of a listing including national and state-based partnership initiatives 
currently in existence, the scope of those partnerships and the deliverables would provide 
libraries with a starting point in thinking about seeking partnerships. This listing would be 
derived by a survey that was fully completed by each state, territory and national library. The 
current research is limited to six Australian state/territory libraries.  
 
An analysis of similar information from the International Federation of Library Associations 
(IFLA), if it is available, may also inspire practitioners seeking to design partnership 
arrangements. Additionally, a readily available listing of philanthropic organisations in 
Australia, as opposed to a list requiring subscription, could also provide avenues for 
partnership and funding. State and Commonwealth Government departments who provide 
funding and or support opportunities could also be listed and made available.  
 
 

Section 4: Recommendations 
 
Follow-up research to include participation from state and national libraries who did not 
participate in the survey to identify partnership examples and learning outcomes would 
provide a national perspective. From this report a list of examples that have proven 
successful in individual states could be developed.  
 
Additional research into the availability of resources identifying philanthropic organisations, 
Commonwealth and State Government funding pools, and international experience in the 
field of partnerships in the area of literacy and learning could be undertaken to improve 
access to successful partnerships.  
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