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Social justice can be defined as including the equality of access to resources, 
equity, participation, diversity and human rights. It is a direct response to 
historical and contemporary challenges in communities and in society, and 
is a topic which garners much passion and discussion. Where the latter is 
frequently lacking, however, is in libraries where we are all meant to feel 
welcome. Libraries serve the community but in order to do so properly, they 
must support and represent everyone, whether that be people seeking 
sanctuary, people who identify as LGBTQ+, young people in care, those living 
in poverty and/or with mental health issues, as just a few examples. 

This pioneering series examines how areas of social justice are dealt with 
by all types of library and information service, with the purpose of making 
this information easily accessible to all those interested. Consisting of practical 
and digestible guides, the series will become an important reference for 
people wishing to explore, read around or start in a particular area of work. 
In addition to practical advice, topics are provided a historical and political 
context, together with case studies to ensure that the Libraries and Social Justice 
series encourages good practice across the library and information sectors.  

The Editor welcomes submissions from practitioners and scholars from 
across the information sector, including librarianship, archives, recordkeeping, 
classification, knowledge management and beyond. 
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Preface 

 
One of the brilliant things about writing this book has been the number of 
generous and helpful people I’ve met! Through the case study on the MIRRA 
Project (p. 97), I met Jackie McCartney, and she kindly agreed to a phone 
interview with me – her telling of her experience in the care system was 
immensely powerful. 

She stressed the lifelong impact being in care has had: for example, you 
have to learn and face things all alone without the support (emotional and 
financial, for example) that families may offer. She had to work out on her 
own what a family was and could be  . . . for example, how do you keep in 
touch? How much do you keep in touch? She felt that, in her case at least, she 
was seen very much as just ‘a pile of records’ – this really meant that her own 
voice wasn’t heard. This was emphasised when she came to leave care – she 
found that her file had been marked ‘Fit for release’. 

In terms of her records, when she did access them – many years later – 
Jackie found that a lot had been destroyed (so she will never have a full 
understanding of her medical history, for example, nor why particular 
decisions were made about her care). Had she had access to this knowledge, 
her life might have taken a very different path. In addition, her records 
contained blank pages, some that had been photocopied (with parts missing), 
and some that had been lightly or heavily redacted – what was being hidden? 
Jackie said that she ended up with more questions than answers, and with 
the feeling that her life was full of locked boxes that she could never open. 

She decided that she had ‘to be the parent to my son that I never had’. As 
a result of successfully having a family, Jackie felt that she had broken the 
cycle  . . . and that it was vital that ordinary people’s voices were heard, rather 
than just those of the famous. She also reminded me that, although the care 
system has changed in many ways, older care-experienced people are likely 
to have had a similar experience to hers, and that we need to be aware of that 
when working with and meeting people in libraries. In addition, more still 
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needs to be done to make sure that every child today – and from the past – is 
fully seen and heard. 

Jackie also proved to be just the person I needed to talk to towards the end 
of writing this book. I have never been in care, but, twice in my childhood, I 
was sent away from the family home, once to stay with neighbours across the 
road (but I didn’t see my parents during this brief stay) and once, for about 
three months, to stay with an aunt and uncle in Cornwall. Jackie reassured 
me that many of the feelings I had about this were exactly the same as a care-
experienced child would have  . . . and this helped me put the book into its 
final perspective. Thank you, Jackie! 
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Introduction 

This book is the second in the Facet Publishing series, ‘Libraries and Social 
Justice’. Books in this series are intended to be introductions to each topic, 
looking briefly at the background, then at how libraries have responded in 
the past and, particularly, at what provision libraries – of all types – are 
making now. They will be practical guides, the key idea being that you can 
take away ideas to develop your own service provision, find out more about 
the topic and discover sources should you wish to read more widely. 

This title, Libraries and Care-experienced Children and Young People, is very 
timely. As I write, the UK is experiencing a crisis in the provision of care for 
children and young people – exacerbated by the effects of austerity and cuts 
to public services – and also grappling with the impact of wars, famine and 
environmental disaster across the world, all of which have led to an increase 
in young people arriving here from abroad (often as separated children). 

How can libraries (and library and information workers) respond? This 
book intends to provide some practical starting points. 

The book begins by looking at definitions and terminology in Chapter 1: 
when we talk about ‘care-experienced children’ who do we mean? Why are 
they in care? What impact is this likely to have had on their lives? 

Chapter 2 briefly introduces the social policy background, primarily from 
the 1980s onwards, tracing the rise of the focus on the provision of care – and 
then questioning where this stands today.  

Chapter 3 investigates provision by libraries in the past: we know that there 
has been library provision for some time, but the ‘library memory’ of this 
seems to have disappeared, so the focus in this chapter is mainly from the 
mid-1990s onwards. It outlines some of the brilliant library initiatives from 
the late 1990s and early 2000s . . . and asks ‘where are they now?’ 

Chapter 4 briefly outlines the barriers there are to the take-up of library 
services by care-experienced children and young people (and foster carers, 
residential social workers, and other people supporting them) and sets out 
ways in which we can start to dismantle these. 
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Chapter 5 then looks at what libraries are doing today. As in the previous 
book, I have chosen to use the framework set out by City of Sanctuary – Learn, 
Embed and Share – as it gives a really helpful way of assessing what is being 
provided.  

Chapter 6  sets out practical examples and case studies and is very much 
the heart of the book. It includes a look at what we can learn from elsewhere, 
drawing particularly on information provided by Matt Imrie about work in 
the USA – thank you Matt! 

Chapter 7 draws conclusions from all this, outlines what more we need to 
do, and suggests some ways forward. 

There follow two Appendices: the first gives more detailed information 
about the care system in the UK (at the time of writing); and the second gives 
more information about some of the library initiatives from the early 2000s, 
especially those funded by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation via its ‘Right to Read’ 
funding stream. 

Finally, throughout the book, I have referred to ‘library staff’ – by that I 
mean all people involved with libraries, including paid staff at all levels and 
volunteers. 
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