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Orientation – A New 
Trustee Needs Help 

OK – now you’re a library Trustee. 
Maybe you’ve even participated in 
your first meeting or two, but do you 
really know what you’ve gotten your-
self into? No matter how much you 
talked with other board members or 
how many meetings you attended be-
fore you got on the library board, you 
may not have a clue!

It’s time to get some help. A good 
orientation process is very helpful to a 
new Trustee. It provides the foundation 
to understand the responsibilities you 
have taken on. What does a good ori-
entation include? It will vary in every 
situation, given the differences in li-
brary directors, libraries, and Trustees, 
but there are some basics that I think 
are very useful. 

Many of us will sit down with the 
library director for our orientation. In 
some cases, the orientation might be 
done by or with the board president. 
This session should probably last one 
to two hours, possibly longer. There’s a 
lot to absorb. You’ll probably get some 
information verbally, but most of it 
will be in piles of paper for you to read 
later.

In my opinion, there are eight key 
components of a good orientation: 

1. Get to know each other. You and 
the library director should ex-
change information about your 
backgrounds. Share why you are 
interested in the library. Give the 
director the information needed for 
library records, to create a name 
tag and/or business cards, and to 
update the library Web site. Get 
comfortable with each other.

2. Get some history about the library, 
if you don’t already know it. What 

are the traditions of the library? 
How long has it been in existence? 
When was the last new building or 
remodel done? What is the library’s 
reputation?

3. Get copies of key library docu-
ments. The pile will be bigger 
than you think. Most of this you 
can read later, or simply use for 
reference, but ask the director for 
things you need to know. Impor-
tant documents may include:

• Board bylaws. This is the guiding 
document for the governance of 
your board and your library.

• A current copy of the library’s stra-
tegic plan.

• Library policy manual. A key job 
for Trustees is developing and ap-
proving the policies that are used 
to run the library, from financial 
procedures and policies to the de-
velopment of collection standards. 
You need access to the current 
policies and the library employee 
handbook. While the board is 
directly concerned with only one 
employee – the director – it is im-
portant to have access to the rules 
for the rest of the staff.

• A current copy of the library’s 
budget and tax documents. As 
a financial overseer, you need to 
understand how the library gets 
its funding and how it spends the 
money entrusted to it to serve the 
community. While the process 
may vary depending on the type of 
library you have, know your finan-
cial situation.

• An organization chart for the li-
brary staff. This will give you some 
understanding of the structure of 
the staff and who the key manag-
ers are. You don’t need the names 
of every employee, however. Most 
of all, remember that you are not 
their boss.

• Meeting notice rules. Most states 
have some form of the Open Meet-
ing Act, a state law that governs 
the conduct of public body meet-

ings. Get a copy of the rules! Cover 
this in detail so that you know 
when you can engage in a discus-
sion of library business and when 
you cannot. Most board discus-
sions have to take place in public, 
with meeting notices and agendas 
posted ahead of time. There can 
be penalties for not following the 
rules.

• Trustee handbooks. Your state 
library or your state library as-
sociation may publish information 
pertinent to library Trustees, such 
as Illinois’ “Serving Our Public” 
standards guidelines and the Il-
linois Trustee Facts File. ALTAFF 
will soon be publishing The Com-
plete Library Trustee Handbook 
by ALTAFF Executive Director 
Sally Gardner Reed [editor’s note: 
for details, see page 3]. Ask about 
any such resources that the library 
gives to new Trustees or that it has 
in the reference department.

4. Ask about communication to and 
from the director to the board, 
and from individual Trustees to 
the director and to other Trust-
ees. Your state’s laws may restrict 
certain communications. Engage 
in the discussion with your direc-
tor about what you may or may 
not say in conversations with staff 
members, so that the staff does not 
perceive you as “micro manag-
ing” the library. Remember that 
perception counts, even if you do 
not intend something you say as 
an order. This often trips up new 
Trustees, including me. Find out 
your local rules about talking to 
the press; board policy may limit 
that to the director and the board 
president.

5. Have a discussion about the way 
the library works. What are the 
hours? Is there a bookmobile? Are 
there branch locations? What is the 
role of the major departments of 
the library? I know I didn’t begin 
to comprehend the role of techni-
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cal services as a patron. Who knew 
a whole department was devoted 
to obtaining library materials and 
getting them ready for the public? 
You may also have questions about 
adult, young adult, or youth ser-
vices, the IT department, circula-
tion, and other areas of the library. 
Understanding how the library 
works helps you understand the 
need for policies and gives you a 
working knowledge of library op-
erations. Remember, though, that 
as a board member you act only in 
concert with other board members 
in governing the library – not as a 
manager of daily activities.

6. Take a tour. Once you have some 
sort of understanding about the 
various departments of the library, 
get a tour of each area, preferably 
conducted by the department man-
ager, so that you can ask questions. 
This will be done sometime after 
your orientation session, but you 
should begin to learn about the 
physical layout of your library and 
what the various departments do.

7. Learn about meeting rules and 
protocol. If you don’t understand 
Robert’s Rules of Order (or what-
ever standard your library uses), 
get a briefing on the rules that are 
used most often in the board meet-
ings from the board president. 
Learn how the Trustees work to-
gether to govern the library and 

how they work in the community 
to network with local officials and 
to advocate for the library. Ask 
about how reimbursement works 
for mileage, meeting expenses, 
and travel, and whether or not the 
library covers memberships in li-
brary Trustee organizations, either 
at the state level or with ALA and 
ALTAFF. 

8. Look for other opportunities to 
educate yourself on the role of a 
Trustee and the operations of a li-
brary. You can find these at state or 
regional library association meet-
ings, the ALA Midwinter Meeting 
and Annual Conference, through 
membership in ALTAFF, or online 
at sites such as www.webjunction.
org. I’ve attended board meetings 
at nearby libraries and at other 
local government bodies to get an 
idea of how other boards operate.

This gives you a head start on 
becoming an effective library Trustee. 
You need a basic education to start, 
but you can pick up the rest along the 
way. Don’t get overwhelmed at the be-
ginning. Just know that there is more 
than you will be able to learn in a few 
hours. A new Trustee I know described 
this process as “trying to get a drink 
of water from a fire hose.” Remember 
that a good library Trustee will keep 
drinking in the knowledge. An educat-
ed Trustee is an effective Trustee!

The American Library Association 
Office for Intellectual Freedom (OIF) 
and ALTAFF will present three Webi-
nars in February for library Trustees on 
the topic of controversial materials in 
library collections. 

The Webinars, titled “Controver-
sial Materials in the Library: Support-
ing Intellectual Freedom in Your Com-
munity,” are intended to help Trustees 
understand the basics of intellectual 
freedom in libraries. They will cover 
information on collection development 
policies, procedures for handling chal-
lenges to library materials, and tips on 
responding to controversies that may 
arise. Angela Maycock, OIF assistant 
director, will lead the Webinars.

“Trustees are often called on to 
create and implement library policies 
and to explain the policies in their 
communities,” said ALTAFF Executive 
Director Sally Gardner Reed.  “We’re 
pleased to be working with the Office 
for Intellectual Freedom to enhance 
Trustees’ understanding of intellectual 
freedom principles and how to apply 
them in libraries.”

The Webinars will be offered Feb. 
17, 4 p.m. EST, Feb. 23, 2 p.m. EST, 
and Feb. 26, noon EST. Each session 
will include the same content and will 
be 60 minutes in length. Registration is 
limited to 60 participants per session.  
The cost is $39 for ALTAFF members 
and affiliates, $49 for individuals, and 
$95 for a group of two or more attend-
ees at the same location. To register 
for “Controversial Materials in the Li-
brary: Supporting Intellectual Freedom 
in Your Community,” visit www.ala.
org/oif/onlinetrainings or www.ala.org/
altaff, or call ALA Customer Service at 
(800) 545-2433, ext. 5. 

The goal of the Office of Intellec-
tual Freedom is to educate librarians 
and the general public about the nature 
and importance of intellectual freedom 
in libraries. For more information, visit 
www.ala.org/oif.

OIF and ALTAFF present 
Webinars on intellectual 
freedom for Trustees

 
“Tales from a New Trustee” columns are now being archived 
on the ALTAFF Web site. To access past and current columns, 
visit www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/altaff/trustees/index.cfm and 
click on “Tales from a New Trustee.” Future “Tales from a 
New Trustee” columns will focus on what Trustees do, at-
tending the ALA Annual Conference, building committees, 
hiring a new director, the ALA Midwinter Meeting, election 
time, opening a new library, and more. Send your questions or 
comments about “Tales from a New Trustee” to 
altaff@ala.org to be forwarded to Dave Hargett.
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