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Readers Respond
More Ways to Serve Low-Income Communities

Bountiful thanks for providing the first-hand reports on “Library 
Services in Low-Income Urban Communities” in the November/
December 2005 issue. Those accounts, exuding compassion, energy, 
and creativity, reflect the best qualities of librarianship.

Most of the respondents already seem to be expending prodi-
gious amounts of time and effort on reaching and servicing poor 
people, so it may appear churlish to ask for much more. But nota-
bly absent from those narratives was much activity directed toward 

Editor’s Note
This month we present several thought-provoking items 
for you to consider—whether it’s Michael Baldwin’s Verso 
column, “Librarians as Knowledge Provocateurs” on page 
11; Steven Cohen’s Internet Spotlight, which explores a 
fascinating new tool for readers on page 33; or Catherine 
Helmick and Keith Swigger’s piece on library practitioners 
and library competencies on page 54. These pieces and 
any of the other articles and columns herein will provide 
lots of inspiration and new ideas. Also, be sure to check 
out Leonard Kniffel’s interview with Chicago Library 
Commissioner Mary Dempsey on page 45 for smart and 
compelling ways to think about library management.

With this issue we say good-bye to longtime 
Perspectives coeditor Hampton “Skip” Auld. It’s been a 
sincere pleasure to work with Skip, and we here at PLA 
have had many opportunities to observe his dedication to 
the profession and have often been the beneficiaries of his 
hard work. So, thanks Skip—we’ll miss you! Nanci Milone 
Hill, head of reference and information services at Nevins 
Memorial Library in Methuen, Massachusetts, will step in 
to edit the column, along with Nann Blaine Hilyard, who 
will continue on.

Tell us what you’re thinking! Please let us know if 
you have questions or comments about PLA or Public 
Libraries. Send correspondence to khughes@ala.org.

Kathleen Hughes
Editor, Public Libraries
khughes@ala.org

Kathleen is reading The Great Mortality: An Intimate 
History of the Black Death, the Most Devastating Plague of 
All Time by John Kelly.
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PLA President’s 
Program at ALA Annual 
Conference to Feature 
Anderson Cooper
Public Library Association (PLA) 
President Dan Walters invites Annual 
Conference attendees to PLA’s 
premiere event at the 2006 ALA 
Annual Conference in New Orleans, 
Louisiana, the PLA President’s 
Program. 

The program, which will be held 
on Monday, June 26, 2006, from 5 
to 6:30 p.m., will feature keynote 
speaker Anderson Cooper. Cooper 
hosts the nightly CNN news pro-
gram Anderson Cooper 360°, and has 
anchored many major breaking news 
stories, most notably the devastation 
caused by Hurricane Katrina along 
the Gulf Coast. His book, Dispatches 
from the Edge: A Memoir of War, 
Disasters, and Survival, will be avail-

able in June 2006. PLA is pleased to 
present Anderson Cooper as part of 
the ALA Auditorium Speakers Series. 
Following his talk and the PLA 
awards presentation, join PLA for a 
gala, music-filled reception. There is 
no charge for attending this event. 
PLA thanks HarperCollins for its sup-
port of this event. 

PLA Announces 
2006 Institutional 
Scholarship Winners
PLA recently announced the win-
ners of its inaugural Grow Your Own 
institutional scholarship program. 
The program was developed to 
address the educational needs of 
public library staff working toward 
obtaining a master’s degree in library 
and information science. The pro-
gram awards one $8,000 scholarship 
to the employing public library for 
reimbursement of employees’ course 
tuition costs at the undergraduate 
or graduate level. Funding for five 
libraries was allocated for this pilot 
project year. The libraries are:

■ Ada Community Library, Boise, 
Idaho

■ Laramie County (Wyo.) Library 
System

■ Salem-South Lyon (Mich.) District 
Library

■ T. A. Cutler Memorial Library, St. 
Louis, Mich.

■ Topeka and Shawnee County 
(Kans.) Public Library

“Tremendous response to the 
program illustrates the great need 
in public libraries for ways to 
help staff earn the MLS,” said PLA 

President Dan Walters. “PLA is 
pleased to be able to provide fund-
ing for these libraries to reward 
deserving staff and to increase the 
number of public librarians within 
our profession.”

PLA Past-President Clara Bohrer, 
who initiated the program’s devel-
opment, noted that “we saw a need 
for scholarships of this kind to help 
libraries in a time when funding is 
becoming more scarce while the 
need for qualified professionals 
grows exponentially. Given the great 
response, I am confident that PLA 
will continue to find ways to grow 
and strengthen our first effort.”

For more information, call the 
PLA office, 1-800-545-2433, ext. 
5PLA, or visit www.pla.org.

E-learning @ PLA New 
Class Offerings
New online classes for both 
Creating Policies for Results and 
New Planning for Results will begin 
in March and April. The Power Tools 
for Planners templates are available 
any time. Get the help you need 
to create a plan and get it going at 
your library. Sign up today at www.
pla.org.

Staffing for Results at 
PLA’s Regional Workshop 
in Denver in May
Who is doing the work at your 
library? How long does it take? Is this 
the best use of people available? Do 
you need more staff? PLA’s Staffing 
for Results: A Guide to Working 
Smarter (ALA Editions, 2003) can 
help you answer these key questions 

News from PLA
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and any others you have related to 
the output and performance of your 
staff. PLA is sponsoring a one-day 
workshop taught by the authors of 
the book in Denver on May 9, 2006, 
at the Brown Palace Hotel.

In this one-day workshop, Staffing 
for Results coauthors Diane Mayo 
and Jeanne Goodrich will pro-
vide library managers and human 
resources managers information on 
how best to use the book’s figures 
and work forms in your library to 

ensure that your library is optimizing 
its resources.

Participants will leave this work-
shop ready to use the forms, tools, 

and activities included in Staffing for 
Results to conduct a staff analysis. 
Application available now on the 
PLA Web site, www.pla.org.  

 

battling poverty itself, the systemic problem of severe 
inequality and destitution as well as classist barriers to 
full enjoyment of the library and other public resources. 
For instance, what about reconsidering fee and fine poli-
cies that unmistakably deter poor people’s library use? 
What about making it easier for homeless people to get 
library cards? Why not join community advocacy groups 
to oppose criminalizing poverty through, for instance, 
panhandling and loitering laws? How about conduct-
ing library programs and preparing resource guides on 
poverty and inequality as priority social issues? And 
do selectors deliberately stock such materials as street 
papers and Mother Warrior’s Voice, publications that 
authentically represent poor people’s voices?

Lastly, while the column editor pointedly and rightly 
cited a British Library Association resolution on “the role 
of libraries in eradicating poverty,” neither he nor any-
one else troubled to mention ALA’s own 1990 “Policy on 
Library Services to Poor People.”—Sanford Berman,  ALA 
Honorary Member and founder of ALA/SRRT Task Force 
on Hunger, Homelessness, and Poverty, Edina, Minn.

Strengthen Draft RFID Guidelines

The ALA’s Draft Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) 
implementation guidelines should be strengthened—not 
weakened as argued by Daniel L. Walters in his column 
(“Proposed Guidelines May Discourage RFID,” Nov./Dec. 

2005)—because, as the guideline document itself says, 
RFID “cannot preserve user privacy in the library.”

The guidelines unfortunately overstate unsubstantiated 
benefits and understate or omit entirely many important 
RFID problems. These include the fact that tags can be 
read by nonlibrary entities—using existing, commercially 
available technology—without the patron’s knowledge 
or consent. This results in an ability to track at selected 
points where a person goes with the book and when even 
if the title is unknown or the bar code has been encrypted. 
Book information may also be read and interpreted. Other 
major RFID problems are documented elsewhere, includ-
ing in my previous letter to the editor (see “RFID: More 
Worrisome than You May Think,” Nov/Dec 2005 and the 
correction in Public Libraries Jan./Feb. 2006 issue) and in 
three “Berkeley Daily Planet” commentaries by Lee Tien of 
the Electronic Freedom Foundation (EFF) and myself.

Walters writes that he is greatly concerned with pri-
vacy, and complains that “RFID industry representa-
tives . . . have not been included in the distribution” of 
the guidelines. However, he does not express similar 
concerns about non-distribution to such privacy advo-
cates as the American Civil Liberties Union, EFF, and the 
Library Users Association (LUA).

I urge those with a concern for patron privacy to 
contact privacy advocates directly. LUA may be reached 
at libraryusers2004@yahoo.com and at P.O. Box 170544, 
San Francisco CA 94117-0544.—Peter Warfield, Executive 
Director, Library Users Association 

Readers Respond continued from page 2

2007 PLA Spring Symposium—Save the Date!
The PLA Spring Symposium will be held March 1–3, 2007, in San Jose, 
California, at the Fairmont San Jose, 170 Market Street. The symposium 
features an opening session on Thursday evening and concurrent one-
and-a-half day workshops on Friday and Saturday. 

Visit www.pla.org for more updates and more information. 



An Unintended 
Service

It was really just yesterday that public libraries across the country raced to 
make the Web accessible to patrons. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the 
Gopher Internet protocol provided users with a new realm of text-based 

Internet content. It was a time when libraries were experimenting widely 
with new electronic services and content. It seems, in retrospect, that we 
couldn’t move fast enough to get our libraries connected, fearing institution-
al irrelevancy if we failed to get wired. Librarians placed Internet computers 
on study tables, in the stacks—wherever they could find room, power, and 
access to Ethernet connections. The Internet held such promise. 

Overnight our patrons had the capability to peruse content from around 
the globe. The first Web browsers extended text-based content to full integra-
tion of text, images, and digital media. This provided public library patrons 
with access to unprecedented quantities of historic, social, and research 
content that once had only been available to the privileged patrons of the 
very best research institutions. What service could be more natural for the 
American public library? What service could provide more educational ben-
efits and the ability to link patrons of public libraries in the smallest hamlets 
and the poorest neighborhoods with the most remote and distant resources 
around the world? There would be just one problem. The unseemly under-
belly of the Internet—pornography—has had a resounding effect on how 
public officials and communities regard Internet service in public libraries.

A new battle emerged, as public libraries became the center of censorship 
disputes over whether their patrons had the constitutional right to access 
pornographic Internet content. Not all public librarians viewed this as an 
intellectual freedom dispute that merited comparison to previous defenses 
of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Ulysses, Tropic of Cancer, Huckleberry Finn, or Of 
Mice and Men. This became a battle to protect access to pornography in 
libraries, in spite of public librarians being consistently advised by intellec-
tual freedom advocates that the battle was about standing firm against the 
slippery slope of censorship. This assertion has done little to allay the skepti-
cism of many public library service advocates that libraries have somehow 
found themselves on the wrong side of this dispute.  

Public librarians abhor censorship. They believe that the First Amendment 
is intended to protect the individual’s right to content that is protected by 
the courts. But not all such content has been collected and made acces-
sible in their public libraries. In spite of their convictions regarding the First 
Amendment, not all public librarians believe that public libraries ought to be a 
forum that provides access to content that has never met their libraries’ selec-

Daniel L. Walters is 

Executive Director of 

the Las Vegas-Clark 

County Library District, 

833 Las Vegas Blvd. N., 

Las Vegas, NV 89101; 

waltersd@lvccld.org. 

Dan recommends his most 

recent reads, The Ice-Shirt 

and The Rifles by William T. 

Vollman. 
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Self-check 
Success

That’s impossible,” I told the library administrator. “I don’t care  
how glossy their sales brochure is. Patrons can’t check out their  
own books.”

Take my advice. Never say “impossible” where library technology is con-
cerned. Three self-check machines arrived in March 2001. We placed them 
directly in front of the circulation desk.

At first, we regarded them more as a novelty than as the workplace revo-
lution that Fate—meaning the library administrator—had determined they 
would become. Our first machines scanned barcodes and could not check 
out cassettes. We still kept CDs hermetically sealed in heavy plastic security 
cases, so CDs could not be self-checked either. Although self-check remained 
an underutilized curiosity, our self-check rate climbed slowly to almost 30 
percent over the following year.

Groundbreaking for our new library building occurred on a bright, blus-
tery afternoon in March 2002. Huge cottonwood silhouettes shivered against 
a dazzling blue, cloudless New Mexico sky. A fierce wind kicked up rolling 
clouds of fawn-colored dust that surged through the city like a hungry amoe-
ba looking for something to devour. The hungry, dusty wind did not dampen 
the excitement. The new library was becoming a reality!

In preparation for the changes that we anticipated in the new build-
ing, we switched from bar codes to Radio Frequency Identification (RFID) 
tags in August 2002. We also got the upgraded self-check machines to read 
them. Compared to RFID, bar codes now seemed clumsy and old-fash-
ioned, a less-than-charming relic somewhat akin to polyester leisure suits. 
Suddenly, self-check was a breeze. We became enthusiastic about the pos-
sibilities. Because we were excited about the technology, it was easy to get 
patrons excited.

“Impossible,” I mumbled to no one in particular. “We’re already doing near-
ly 40 percent self-check. How can she think we could possibly double it to 80 
percent before we close the old building in June? That’s only six months!”

The administrator’s challenge was twofold. First, we had to double our 
self-check rate. Second, we had to improve our customer service.

With RFID, patrons could now self-check audiotapes, immediately giv-
ing us an extra percentage point or two. We also removed the CDs from their 
protective plastic cocoons. Why not? CDs were actually less expensive than 
most books and, with a Tattle Strip, just as secure. Self-checking CDs yielded 
a few more percentage points.

To promote our new system, we stationed circulation workers by the 
machines to encourage patrons to try the self-check. Part teachers, part 

MARK WOLF is Patron 

Services Manager, 

Farmington Public Library, 

2101 Farmington Ave., 

Farmington, NM 87401; 

mwolf@infoway.org.

Mark is currently reading 

The Beatles: The Biography 

by Bob Spitz.
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librarians, and part salespeople, 
they circulated among the patrons 
to coach and chat with them. We 
discovered immediately that with-
out the barrier of the circulation 
desk, patrons were much more 
open to talk and ask questions. 
There were so many examples.

“Come on and let’s check 
out your books,” I said cheer-
fully. “Got your card and Personal 
Identification Number (PIN) handy? 
You don’t have to wait in line to 
check out any more.” “It’s okay. I 
have fines to pay,” she countered, a 
bit defensively. “If you try the self-
check I can waive your fines,” I said 
in my best puppy-dog voice. She 
quickly acquiesced. “Put your card 
here and now let’s enter your PIN.” 
I had been through the routine so 
many times that I had the patter 
memorized. “Just put your book up 
against the machine and watch what 
happens. See? You checked out your 
book! Is that awesome?”

“Is that all there is to it?” she 
asked, mystified.

“That’s all there is to it,” I replied, 
feeling suspiciously like Glenda the 
Good Witch revealing “the secret” 
to Dorothy in the land of Library 
Technology Oz.

“Oh, I could do that myself,” she 
said.

I smiled. One more patron was 
converted to the speed, the ease, and 
the privacy of using self-check.

A senior citizen, one of our regu-
lar patrons, was next. “I don’t think 
I want to use those computers. I’m 
afraid I’ll break them. Can’t you 
just check me out?” “Sure,” I said. 
“What’s your PIN?”

She fished through a wallet 
stuffed with credit card receipts and 
assorted coupons until she found 
the library PIN card behind her ATM 
card. I walked over to the self-check 
and checked out the books in a flash. 

“Here’s your date-due slip,” I said, 
and we chatted for a while. We would 
never have had that opportunity at 
the old circulation desk.

In June 2003, on the day Harry 
Potter and the Order of the Phoenix 
was released, the downtown library 
closed for the last time at 5:00 p.m. 
We had finally hit 80 percent self-
check. The new building opened two 
months later to huge fanfare and 
community celebration. During the 
first full month that the new library 
was open, we averaged 94 percent 
self-check.

We discovered quickly that we 
could not manage the huge upsurge 
in checkouts without self-check. In 
the old checkout paradigm, we were 
barely able to keep up with ninety 
checkouts per hour. There was no 
time to chat with patrons. They were 
lucky to get a perfunctory, “Thank 
you and have a nice day.” With the 
old system, someone who needed 
special attention was like an error 
message on the screen. I did not 
have staff or time to address unusual 
situations satisfactorily.

With self-check in our new build-
ing, we are 100 percent available to 
care for patrons. Three weeks prior 
to implementation, we watched 
in astonishment as our checkouts 
reached 260 items per hour. At 99.6 
percent self-check for the day, two 
circulation clerks were able to han-
dle that volume with ease.

The self-check revolution has 
afforded us many opportunities for 
meaningful, quality customer ser-
vice. This includes greeting patrons 
at the door and making the library a 
hospitable, friendly, and interesting 
place to visit. Coaching patrons at 
the self-check machines is ongoing, 
and it gives us still more opportuni-
ties to make our patrons feel first-
class. We routinely speak to patrons 
while they check out. “Is your check-

out going all right?” we ask, and fre-
quently bag their books for them. We 
offer to carry bags if the patron is a 
senior citizen or has small children. 
That’s a level of customer service 
that was not possible before we went 
to self-check.

Self-check is as easy and conve-
nient as pay-at-the-pump gasoline. 
I only buy gas where pay-at-the-
pump is available. I also prefer the 
convenience of an ATM to standing 
in line to have a mechanical 5-sec-
ond chat with a teller who doesn’t 
know me and whom I will probably 
not see again.

Children don’t care about the 
privacy that self-check affords 
them. They enjoy the independence 
even when they are so small that 
they have to reach over their heads 
to put Clifford and Dr. Seuss onto 
the machine.

I enjoy seeing the obvious sense 
of accomplishment when noncom-
puter-savvy folks first learn to use 
the self-check. I remember an older 
woman who came to the service 
desk with a big stack of books. “What 
may we get for you,” I asked. “I want 
to check these out, please,” she said.

“No, Grandma,” a child said 
urgently. “You check out over there!”

“What’s he talking about?” she 
asked me.

“He means the self-check 
machines. Let me show you.” She’d 
probably started using ATMs before 
most of my circulation clerks were 
even born. She caught on to self-
check in about ten seconds.

We finished the past month with 
99.1 percent self-check. We’re going 
to beat that figure this month. It’s 
a matter of economics. Self-check 
has saved the library money over 
the long term. Fewer people can run 
the department more effectively. We 
have additional money for books. We 
improved customer service while we 
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reduced the risk of repetitive motion 
injuries and eliminated the tiring 
drudgery of scanning and desensitiz-
ing tens of thousands of books per 
month. Truthfully, we didn’t have 
really effective customer service at 
the circulation desk until we went to 
self-check.

Pretty typical morning, I thought, 
beginning with a first-grade class for 
a visit and checkout. “Watch the kids 
while they check out,” I reminded 
the circulation staff.

Before long, clusters of wide-
eyed first graders surrounded each 
of the six self-check machines that 
encircled the rotunda.

I listened while the kids excit-
edly explained self-check to one 
another. At the machine to my left 
was a very short little boy. At six 
years old he seemed scarcely taller 
than my son had been at eighteen 
months. He reached the keypad to 
enter his PIN. The little girl behind 
him eagerly said, “Let me do it.” “No! 
I can do it myself,” he insisted. Then 
he checked out his own books. He 
took his receipt and turned from the 
machine, his face radiant with pride 
and accomplishment.

The library administrator came 
up behind me. “How are they 
doing?” she asked. “They’re fine,” I 

said. “The kids are cute. You know 
we did 99 percent self-check yes-
terday?” “I’m impressed,” she said. 
“You guys rock!”

“Now we’re going to do 100  
percent.”

“Impossible,” the administrator 
said.

Take my advice. Never say 
“impossible” where library technol-
ogy is concerned. 

Postscript: Since this article was 
written last spring, we now routinely 
have 100 percent self-check. We 
recently finished an entire month at 
100 percent self-check, earning us 
the notice of the 3M Corporation. 

Public Libraries Instructions to Authors
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■ Vendor announcements for New Product News. Contact: Vicki Nesting, vnestin@bellsouth.net 
■ Reviews of professional literature. Contact: Julie Elliot, jmfelli@iusb.edu 
■ Announcements of grants and other funding opportunities for Bringing in the Money. Contact: Stephanie 

Gerding, stephaniegerding@earthlink.net 
■ Items for News from PLA. Contact: Kathleen Hughes, khughes@ala.org 
■ Author interview ideas for Book Talk. Contact: Kathleen Hughes, khughes@ala.org 

For mechanical instructions and style information, please visit www.pla.org and click on “Publications 
and Reports,” then choose “Public Libraries” from the left side menu, or contact Editor Kathleen Hughes at 
khughes@ala.org. 



Librarians As 
Knowledge 
Provocateurs

The survival of American democracy may depend on the willingness of 
public librarians to become knowledge provocateurs that stimulate 
public interest in sociopolitical issues and responsible citizenship. 

Democracy in America is at a crisis point. It has been in decline for some 
years, and that decline has recently accelerated toward authoritarianism. Public 
libraries may be America’s main hope for reversing that trend. Public librarians 
must accept their inherent professional responsibility to nurture democracy 
rather than watch from the sidelines as American democracy degenerates.  

Public libraries are an American innovation second only to the 
Constitution in their importance to the sustenance of American democracy. 
Libraries nurtured the public intellect and the democratic spirit through 
more than two centuries of American history. The trustees of the Boston 
Public Library in 1852 stated: 

It is of paramount importance that the means of general information be 
so diffused that the largest possible number of persons should be induced 
to read and understand questions going down to the very foundations of 
social order. . . . and which we, as a people, are required to decide, and do 
decide, either ignorantly or wisely. 1

A century later, The Public Library Inquiry, the most thorough and presti-
gious study of the public library in history, came to the same conclusion: the 
public library should take “facilitating an informed citizenry” as its primary 
role.2 Obviously, for a variety of reasons, that didn’t happen. In the absence 
of a strong impetus toward serious librarianship, the profession was seduced 
by the “give ’em what they want” philosophy that provided an easy rationale 
for professional lassitude. It has become the pretext for ignoring our obliga-
tion to provide real information to people about important social issues. 

With a vision of libraries as merely purveyors of popular titles, libraries have 
essentially stagnated in their development. Yes, money has been spent on new 
facilities and libraries are popular with the general public because we provide 
free mind-candy. But librarians are neither particularly respected as a profes-
sion nor well paid for our advanced degrees. Libraries are usually among the 
first services to be cut when cities come under fiscal stress. Moreover, libraries 
are usually considered recreational rather than essential services of cities. 
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Well, get ready for political and 
social as well as fiscal stress.   

We are now entering the era of the 
double whammy. The Iraq war and 
profligate federal economic poli-
cies have produced a tremendous 
public debt that will require signifi-
cant financial sacrifice. Economist 
Laurence Kotlikoff (The Coming 
Generational Storm) says America 
has $50 trillion in hidden debt and 
is adding a trillion dollars to the 
official debt every eighteen months.3 
The remedy will be higher taxes 
and drastic cuts in Social Security, 
Medicare, and other domestic pro-
grams, even if the nation is not 
pushed into an actual depression. 

In times of crisis, democracies 
tend to become more authoritarian, 
restricting civil rights and the dis-
semination of information. We have 
already been subjected to the USA 
PATRIOT Act and to the suppression 
and distortion of government infor-
mation. The threat of dictatorship 
in America may become very real. 
Don’t think it can’t happen here. 

Other national and international 
trends will put great pressure on 
the economic, moral, and social 
fabric of America in the twenty-first 
century. Global warming will likely 
bring about major disruptions in 
lifestyles and livelihoods worldwide. 
Even more ominously, degradation 
of world ecosystems by industrial 
activities is resulting in the rapid 
extinction of plant and animal spe-
cies that will threaten every aspect 
of human existence. Fresh water is 
becoming a scarce and expensive 
commodity. The world’s population 
will probably add another three bil-
lion people by 2050.4 The world is 
rapidly running out of petroleum, 
and the transition to other major 
energy sources will likely be trau-
matic. New and newly resistant 
diseases are challenging our health 

care system. Global terrorism is on 
the rise (See World Watch Institute 
reports on The State of the World 
2004 and its 2005 edition for con-
firmation of the statements in this 
paragraph.)5 By the way, all these 
trends were predicted in 1980 by the 
Global 2000 Report, so they should 
come as no surprise to librarians.6 

 According to economist Juliet 
Schor in Shifting Fortunes: The 
Perils of the Growing American 
Wealth Gap, the top 1 percent of 
Americans now own 40 percent of 
the nation’s wealth; the top 10 per-
cent own more than 70 percent of 
the wealth.7 Can real democracy 
survive or thrive under those condi-
tions? It’s doubtful, yet Americans 
seem unconcerned. Why? Because 
government (now brought to you 
by and for corporate interests) and 
the mass information media (now 
owned by a handful of billionaires) 
conspire to keep us ignorant of the 
real state of affairs.

So what’s all this gross reality got 
to do with us librarians? Can’t we just 
hunker down and weather all this 
impending misery with a good book? 
A few years ago, William Grieder 
wrote a good book detailing the 
decline of American democracy titled 
Who Will Tell The People?8 We librar-
ians, I believe, have a moral and pro-
fessional obligation to tell them.

In another good book, The 
Tipping Point, Malcolm Gladwell 
discusses how a few special people 
can have a large effect on society.9  
Some of those people are called 
Connectors.10 They know or inter-
face with many people each day in 
ways that allow them to commu-
nicate information widely. Other 
individuals, called Mavens, are very 
knowledgeable in particular areas 
and their expertise makes them 
highly influential.11 Librarians com-
bine both these traits. 

So, why aren’t we more influen-
tial? Probably because we’ve never 
really tried to exert such influence. 
Our training as librarians and our 
historical role have led us to avoid 
assertiveness in connecting people 
with information. Until about the 
1960s, we were more concerned 
to protect books from people than 
to connect people to information. 
Since that time we have made 
information more accessible, but 
we still mostly operate on the phi-
losophy that people must come 
to us and request the information 
they want. We must stop being 
enablers for garbage information 
and become tough-love interveners 
with real information.

 We casually call this the Age of 
Information, but if George Orwell 
were alive today he would probably 
term it the Age of Disinformation. 
We are familiar with what ecologists 
have described as the tragedy of the 
environmental commons. As librar-
ians, we should also recognize that 
we are experiencing a tragedy of 
our information commons. Public 
information is as polluted as our air 
and water. People tend to be politi-
cally apathetic or cynical because 
the information they are exposed to 
in the mass media is so biased, so 
trivial, or so denuded of value as to be 
worthless. Furthermore, much of the 
real information people should have 
is suppressed or distorted by the gov-
ernment and the oligarchy of mass-
media owners (see the documentary 
film Orwell Rolls In His Grave).12 
People think the pabulum informa-
tion they are fed is all there is. So they 
don’t come to us with an expressed 
need for accurate, understandable 
information on social issues.

We must begin to provoke people 
into wanting real information. Here 
are a few suggestions I’d like to see us 
try. I’m sure you can think of others: 
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First, we librarians should pro-
mote ourselves as the hip, cool, and 
competent information profession-
als we are. We should use public 
media to project an image of librar-
ians as information experts who 
have the unbiased answers about 
pertinent social issues. Librarians 
have done a poor job of promoting 
their services. We have mostly just 
pushed the value of reading (I’m 
sure Barnes and Noble appreci-
ates the help). If we truly consider 
ourselves information profession-
als, let’s advertise that expertise the 
same way other professions do. 

Recently, a team of librarians 
from the British Museum Library 
won a British television game show 
contest similar to our College Bowl 
or Jeopardy.13 They won against 
other teams composed of profes-
sionals such as lawyers, diplomats, 
and teachers. Let’s take pride in our 
expertise and let people know about 
it. Better advertising might actually 
lead to greater respect for librarians 
and, gosh, maybe even better pay. 

Second, librarians must promote 
the information itself. We spend a 
lot of time and effort evaluating and 
selecting information, and then we 
just wait for people to ask us for it. 
Too often they don’t. We need to see 
our jobs as actually informing people 
rather than as simply making infor-
mation available. In practical terms, 
this means: providing an informa-
tion product that is reliable, timely, 
and easy to assimilate. Often, we will 
have to create this information prod-
uct ourselves as a compilation, sum-
mation, or distillation of information 
from reliable sources.

It also means getting the client 
interested in the information. Here 
we can really get creative with games, 
teasers, contests, exhibits, and ads, to 
name just a few ideas. Just because 
we provide information free is no 

reason not to market it. In 
fact, we have to overcome the 
tendency of most people not 
to value something that is 
offered for free. But if we get 
excited about information, we 
can get other people excited 
about it. Librarians are some 
of the most creative people I 
know. Let’s try tantalizing and 
provoking people with inter-
esting and useful information. 

Third, let’s promote our 
services as personal informa-
tion trainers. Librarians could 
actively establish business 
relationships with clientele 
whereby we coach them on 
good information searching 
practices, e-mail them articles 
or Web site links based on 
their expressed needs, and 
recommend books based on 
their reading interests. It is this 
kind of “Connector/Maven” 
relationship that will enhance 
librarians’ influence in society. 

Fourth, let’s try to exert some 
influence on the Internet. We are the 
most expert users of the Internet. We 
provide the best Web sites and links. 
But search engines take people to 
junk information sites first and leave 
ours far down the list if we’re included 
at all. Google is going to make a 
pile of money digitizing some large 
library collections. Let’s ask Google 
to cooperate more with all libraries 
to make the Internet a truly effective, 
comprehensive information resource. 
Librarians could work with Google 
and other search engines to rate Web 
sites for factuality and other desir-
able factors. This would enhance the 
stature and credibility of librarians as 
official arbiters of information. 

Finally, let’s promote libraries as 
democracy centers. Libraries should 
play a direct and crucial role in revi-
talizing American democracy. The 

recent presidential election brought 
out more than 60 percent of eligible 
voters, reversing a long-term general 
decline.14  Some large fraction of 
that increased turnout can prob-
ably be attributed to The September 
Project (www.theseptemberproject.
org), which organized more than 
five hundred libraries nationwide to 
stimulate public interest in democ-
racy and voting.15 However, many of 
those who did vote were ill informed 
due to factual distortions and nega-
tive campaigning on both sides.

Many people rightly believe 
that they have little influence over 
government policies. America is 
becoming ever less democratic as 
large corporations tighten their 
hold on government. Only con-
certed action at the grassroots level 
can reverse this trend. I believe 
librarians can be the catalyst for 
democratic renewal. We have the 
information that people need to 
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make action decisions. We have the 
facilities where people can meet 
to make those decisions. We must 
focus on creating an informed citi-
zenry and provoking civic responsi-
bility as top library priorities. 

Librarians can remain politically 
nonpartisan while providing factual 
sociopolitical information. There can 
be no valid objection to promoting 
democracy and the democratic pro-
cess through libraries. Some ways to 
do so are: 

■ to encourage the formation of 
adult and teen democracy clubs 
that meet in libraries to discuss 
issues, become informed, and 
then take action; 

■ to develop activist librarians 
who can effectively promote 
sociopolitical information 
through the library’s collection, 
exhibits, activities, and programs;

■ to collaborate with other local 
and national organizations such 
as the League of Women Voters, 
The September Project, Project 
Vote Smart, FactCheck.org, 
and National Issues Forums to 
produce programs on democracy 
and social issues.

As melodramatic as this may 
sound, the fate of American 
democracy may literally depend 
on librarians’ ability to provoke 
people’s interest in the sociopoliti-
cal issues and information needed 
to address the coming crises of the 
twenty-first century. Our task is 
far from hopeless. There are many 
grassroots populist and progres-
sive movements now forming in 
America. They need the help we 
librarians can provide.

 In closing, I’d like to quote a poem 
that was used by Senator Robert 

Kennedy during his campaign for 
president in 1968. He had landed at 
the Indianapolis airport where a large 
crowd of supporters was gathered to 
greet him. He had just learned of the 
assassination of Martin Luther King 
Jr. and he had to announce King’s 
death to the crowd. Kennedy gave a 
very poignant and powerful speech 
that ended with a quote from the 
ancient Greek poet Aeschylus. A few 
weeks later, Kennedy was himself 
assassinated. The Aeschylus quote 
was carved on the headstone of 
Kennedy’s grave. It reads:  

He who learns must suffer.  
And even in our sleep, pain that 
cannot forget, 
falls, drop by drop upon the heart,  
and in our own despair, against 
our will, 
comes wisdom to us by the awful 
grace of God.16 

Librarians must become America’s 
heart through which the pain we will 
experience in this century may be 
transmuted to wisdom.  
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Treasured Map Lures 
Geologists to Buffalo

When University at Buffalo (N.Y.) 
planetary volcanologist Tracy Gregg 
mentioned at a recent geology con-
ference that the Buffalo and Erie 
County Public Library was exhibiting 
an original edition of the world’s first 
geologic map, audience members 
were captivated. 

“People were coming up to me 
afterward, asking when would be the 
best time to come to Buffalo to see 
the map and what hotel should they 
stay at,” she said. “I wouldn’t be sur-
prised if hundreds of geologists end 
up coming to Buffalo to see it.”

This original, signed edition of the 
first series of geologic maps ever cre-
ated is one of only two in the United 
States; the other is at the Library of 
Congress. The map is accompanied 
by a descriptive pamphlet series. 
There are just forty-three known orig-
inals of the map in the world today.

Dubbed “The Map that Changed 
the World,” by Simon Winchester in 
his popular 2001 book of the same 
name, the hand-tinted, ten-foot-
by-six-foot map is on exhibit at the 
central library branch of the Buffalo 
and Erie County Public Library, One 
Lafayette Square.

“If geology were a religion, this 
map would be its bible,” said Robert 
Jacobi, University of Buffalo (UB) 
professor of geology, at the same 
time stressing that the map isn’t only 
for geologists. Gregg, a UB associ-
ate professor of geology, agreed with 
him. “This map directly addresses 

the relationship of people to the 
natural world,” she said. “It directly 
influenced the industrial revolution, 
geology, biology, and evolution. It 
forced people to think about our 
place in the universe.”

The hand-drawn map and pam-
phlets were created by canal survey-
or William Smith in 1815 based on 
his travels throughout Great Britain 
on foot and on horseback. He was 
the first to recognize and record the 
fact that rocks on the surface told 
the stories of the rocks and minerals 
that existed below the surface. That 
observation alone helped provide a 
foundation for Darwin’s work later 
in the century. Because the map pro-
vided a systematic method of linking 
what was under the ground with its 
surface, it played a major role in the 
industrial revolution, providing a 
method for the identification of valu-
able mineral deposits such as coal, 
oil, and iron ore. 

“The map is a tool, a mechanism 
for communicating how you can peel 
back the layers of dirt, gravel, and 
grass and see what’s underneath,” 
said Gregg, “so you can tell some-
body, go to this spot on this street 
corner and this is what you will find.” 
She notes that the geologic map is 
still the basic unit of conversation 
among geologists and that, nearly 
two centuries later, geologic maps 
are not all that different from Smith’s.

The famous map found its way 
to Buffalo thanks to Chauncey 
Hamlin, who headed Buffalo’s 
Museum of Science (then called the 
Buffalo Society of Natural Science) 
from 1920–48. During those years, 
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he assembled a collection—called 
“The Milestones of Science”—of 196 
first editions of manuscripts and 
letters of many of the giants of sci-
ence, including Copernicus, Galileo, 
Archimedes, and Kepler. The William 
Smith map was among them.

For more information, contact: 
Ellen Goldbaum, goldbaum@buffalo.
edu or (716) 645-5000, ext 1415. 

No More Rainy Days at Palm 
Harbor Library

What started out as a brainstorming 
challenge for staff members turned 
out to be a novel idea for the Palm 
Harbor Library (Fla.) this fall. In 
preparation for the library’s annual 
Staff Development Day, Director Gene 
Coppola asked employees to suggest 
new ideas for innovative services that 
could be offered to patrons. 

Library Assistant Susan Plas took 
his request to heart and came up 
with a clever idea. Why not offer 
umbrellas to patrons so they could 
check them out on rainy days? The 
library was already providing plastic 
bags to keep library items (books, 
videos, CDs) dry, but had nothing to 
keep patrons dry.

With funding provided by the 
Friends of the Library, thirty-six 
umbrellas arrived in what turned 
out to be one of the driest months 
on record. Within twenty-four hours, 
however, the torrential summer 
rains returned, and the library’s 
technical services department 
worked furiously to catalog and bar-
code the umbrellas. 

The burgundy-and-white fold-
ing umbrellas, imprinted with the 
library’s logo, circulate for twenty-
eight days and renew for an addi-
tional fourteen days. Overdue fines 
are a modest ten cents per day. The 
Palm Harbor Library has you cov-
ered—rain or shine! 

Johnson County Library 
Offers Homework Assistance

All thirteen Johnson County Library 
locations in Shawnee Mission, 
Kansas, are offering homework 
assistance for students in grades 
four through eight. The Homework 
Help program provides homework 
coaches, trained community volun-
teers, and library staff who are avail-
able to assist students after school. 
The library provides a space for stu-
dents to complete their daily assign-
ments. The goal of the program is 
to teach students how to use library 
resources to complete their home-
work assignments.

The library accepted applications 
from community volunteers inter-
ested in working with students in the 

library’s Homework Help program. 
People of all ages were welcome and 
training was provided. 

The program is a natural exten-
sion of the work that librarians 
provide, as many students come to 
the library to work on projects and 
homework assignments and ask 
for help. By focusing some of the 
library’s resources, staff, and volun-
teers into a structured homework 
assistance program, students will 
feel more comfortable when asking 
for help. The library is working with 
area schools to have resources avail-
able that support school projects 
and assignments.

To learn more about Homework 
Help, contact Jean Hatfield at (913) 
261-2345.

SOLINET, National Park 
Service, and Northeast 
Document Conservation 
Center Provide Free Disaster 
Recovery Workshops

Preservation specialists from across 
the country are volunteering their 
time and expertise to assist libraries 
in distress following the destruc-
tion of hurricanes Katrina and Rita. 
State libraries and universities near 
the affected areas are volunteering 
time and space for disaster-recovery 
workshops. The Southeastern Library 
Network (SOLINET), the National 
Park Service, and the Northeast 
Document Conservation Center 
(NEDCC) are partnering to coordinate 
this vital undertaking. The aim is to 
recover and restore as much as pos-
sible from the storm-battered region.

The free half-day workshop, Wet 
Collection Salvage, focused on the 
initial response to a wet disaster. 
Through lecture, discussion, and 
hands-on activity, supported by 
handouts, the workshop covered  

Palm Harbor library assistant Susan Plas 
leaves the library under cover, carrying 
two of the library’s newest additions—an 
umbrella and a CD/MP3 player.



              18

     

safety issues, the appropriate 
response to a mold outbreak, salvage 
techniques for water-damaged col-
lections, recovery materials and tech-
niques, and specific information for 
handling and saving books, manu-
scripts, photographic materials, and 
natural and man-made objects.

“What if everything is covered 
with mold?” According to NEDCC’s 
Aimée Primeaux, this has been the 
most common question asked at 
the recent workshops: “Some librar-
ians had not yet been allowed back 
into their facilities and expected 
to find a major mold outbreak on 
their return. For others, even those 
whose collections had not been 
immersed, mold was a problem 
because of high humidity coupled 
with power outages. Participants 
took copious notes and asked a lot 
of questions. Everyone returned to 
their institutions armed with infor-
mation on safety issues, stabiliza-

tion of collections, and establishing 
salvage priorities.” 

The workshops, attended by staff 
from public, academic, and state 
libraries and by public citizens, have 
proven popular and valuable, and 
are now being scheduled in South 
Florida as well because of damage 
from Hurricane Wilma. 

For more information, contact: 
Tina Mason at tmason@solinet.net.

Ewa Beach Teen Wins $1,000 
Shopping Spree

This year, more than three thou-
sand teens statewide who signed 
up for the five-week Hawai’i State 
Public Library System’s (HSPLS) 
Young Adult Summer Reading 
Program were eligible to enter the 
“Back to School Shopping Sprees” 
Sweepstakes, sponsored by HSPLS 
and Hawai’i Pizza Hut. “Read a 

Movie” was the theme of this year’s 
program. Participants read a com-
bined total of more than twenty-five 
thousand books. 

Amber Kaulia, a sophomore 
at Campbell High School, read a 
total of twenty-seven books during 
the Ewa Beach Public and School 
Library’s summer reading pro-
gram. After her name was drawn 
by Hawai’i Pizza Hut officials, a 
stunned but happy Amber accepted 
a pizza delivery box that contained 
a congratulatory letter instead of 
a pizza. She was awarded a $1,000 
shopping spree at Pearlridge 
Center (Aiea, Hawai’i). Hawai’i 
Pizza Hut, a staunch supporter of 
literacy efforts, has been the lead 
corporate sponsor for this popular 
teen reading program for thirteen 
consecutive years. 

For more information, visit www.
librarieshawaii.org.  

If you have:
•   an MSLS degree (ALA-accredited, NCATE-accredited, or accredited by the national body of another 

country)
•   at least 3 years supervisory experience

Then, you’ve probably attended conferences, meetings, and workshops, and you want to do more to move 
your career to the next level.  You may have even been considering getting another degree to prepare you 
for the responsibilities that come with being a library administrator.

Enrolling in the Certified Public Library Administrator Program will help you acquire the knowledge 
and skills you are looking for in:
•   Budget and Finance •   Management of Technology
•   Organization and Personnel Administration •   Planning and Management of Buildings
•   Current Issues  •   Fundraising
•   Marketing •   Politics and Networking
•   Service to Diverse Populations 

Applications will be accepted by the American Library Association-Allied Professional 
Association (ALA-APA) in January 2006.  For more information, visit www.ala-apa.
org/certification/cpla.html or call 1-800-545-2433, ext. 2424.

Public Librarians—What’s Next? Attention:  American 
Library Association 
Divisions, ALA Chapters, 
ALA Division Affiliates, 
library associations, 
LIS programs, library 
consortia, university 
programs, state libraries, 
independent trainers, 
vendors, independent 
consultants, and for-profit 
providers . . . 

 . . . want to be the first 
to offer courses to these 
motivated librarians? 
Complete the Request for 
Proposal on the American 
Library Association-Allied 
Professional Association 
(ALA-APA) Web site at  
www.ala-apa.org/ 
certification/cplarfp.html.



My Love Affair

For a little more than four years, I’ve had a mistress. No need to tell my 
wife and family; they know. My mistress has been this love affair I’ve 
had going with Public Libraries since the middle of 2001. At that time, 

Don Sager contacted Nann Blaine Hilyard and me to ask us to take over the 
column he edited for the decade prior. It’s been a fine affair, a good deal 
of loving hard work, and it’s time for it to end. “Perspectives” assembles 
a kaleidoscope of opinions and ideas of interest to those of us who labor 
bringing library services to the public. Ninety-seven people have contrib-
uted to the thirteen columns I edited. As is customary for this column, for 
the most part, I’ve kept out of the discussions and simply presented the 
ideas of others.

During my tenure, I’ve worked with my wonderful coeditor, Nann Blaine 
Hilyard, to give writing opportunities to many of you throughout the public 
library profession. Today, as I complete my final column, I’m thrilled to shed 
a responsibility that has been a labor of love. At the same time, I’m sad to 
leave behind this work in which I’ve tried to select topics I felt would engage 
us all as readers and people deeply committed to a noble service in our com-
munities throughout the nation and world. This final column is a selection of 
favorite quotes from the issues I edited.

Public Libraries in the Developing World

My first contribution as an editor was “Public Libraries in the Developing 
World” (January/February 2002), which formed part of the theme issue 
on international librarianship. Libraries are, of course, in some ways, holy 
temples of learning. In the western world, we take them for granted. But in 
the rest of the world, where there are libraries, they are often wonders of the 
world. Readers themselves, in many parts of the world, are considered wise 
people just because they can read. That we are so caught up in questions 
about the viability of libraries in the Internet age is a measure of how distant 
we are culturally from so much of the world and how alien our lives are from 
their perspectives. I have a recommendation: watch the documentary film 
The Lost Boys of Sudan.1 There’s not a library in it. But you’ll gain a sense 
from this film of how much it could mean to bring reading and books into 
the lives of our brothers and sisters throughout the world.
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“South Africa, 1960s–1990s”

Gloria Creed-Dikeogu 

The haves, the white minority, had 
always belonged to a First World 
South Africa, a world of privilege, 
opportunity, and information power, 
while the millions of black have-
nots and the majority of the “Cape 
Coloureds” suffered information 
deprivation, had little power or 
opportunity to change their lives, 
and were being stifled by illiteracy, 
poverty, gross unemployment, and 
the need to survive. I belonged to 
this last group. But my parents had 
escaped abject poverty, had been 
well educated, set a good example 
as hard workers, and were bent on 
educating me and giving me the 
chances that other “coloured” South 
African children did not get. South 
Africa has always been library rich. 

[As of 1998] community librar-
ies are opening all over the country, 
especially in the rural and underde-
veloped areas where these libraries 
are being established “at the request 
of the community” to provide the 
proactive community information 
services that it is felt the “isolated” 
and “passive” public libraries can-
not offer in South Africa (such as 
survival information, citizen’s rights 
information, adult literacy classes 
and resources, self-help services, 
self-help back-up services, and refer-
rals to community organizations and 
community service organizations).

“Turkey, 1966”

Joan S. Weeks

Thirty-five years ago, in my days as 
a rural community development 
Peace Corps Volunteer in a village 
in southeastern Turkey, I contacted 

the Cooperative for Assistance and 
Relief Everywhere (CARE) (www.
care.org) representative in Adana to 
set up a milk feeding program for 
children and to learn about a seed 
library I could get for the village. The 
library contained information on 
health and childcare issues for the 
women and farming techniques for 
the men.

“Afghanistan, 1968”

Suzanne Johnson

At the school in Heart, where anoth-
er Peace Corps Volunteer (Dave) and 
I taught, there was a shortage of 
books. The assistant principal told 
us that there was a book room filled 
with books. So we went to the room, 
and there sat an attendant in front of 
the locked door. Dave told him that 
we were there to take some books 
for the students to use. The atten-
dant said, “No, you are not allowed 
to take them.” The old, white-beard-
ed Afghan said, “If you take them, 
then I will not have books to be in 
charge of.”

“Micronesia—Palau, 1994–96”

William Bauer

My new project of creating a library 
was more work than I imagined. . . . 
Because we had no electricity and 
Palau was in a tropical climate, 
library conservation was extremely 
important. Actually, the only thing 
I could do was make screens for the 
windows (luckily there was glass in 
them), and we had a door. I made 
sure the windows were closed after 
school, just in case it rained. This, 
however, did not help the humid-
ity problem. Keeping bugs out and 

keeping the library relatively dirt 
free was a daily chore.

“South Africa, 2000”

Chloe Keefer

The World Library Partnership  
(WLP) . . . established the Inform 
the World (ITW) program in 1999. 
The ITW program trains volunteers 
to provide practical, hands-on assis-
tance to librarians in communities 
with a pressing need for informa-
tion. . . . The main challenge to 
working on the school library was 
the lack of resources (for example, 
we had to borrow staples from 
another school to do book repair). 
It was difficult to focus energy 
on improving libraries when the 
larger issues of shelter, food, and 
health—basic development issues—
clamored for attention. I watched 
children share one government-
issued biscuit while I glued the 
cover back onto a reader. . . . WLP 
has a strong policy of discouraging 
book donation; we saw a number of 
tattered, inappropriate, misleading 
books in the wrong language from 
the United States. WLP has a project 
called the Book Certificate Program, 
where United States libraries and 
individuals can donate money that 
will be used to purchase new books 
written by South African authors 
in one of the eleven official South 
African languages.

“South Africa, 2001”

April Mazza

At the Enqoleni School more than 
one-third of the collection consisted 
of textbooks from the 1970s and 1980s. 
Not only was the information out of 
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date, but it was often culturally irrel-
evant as well. Some problems in text-
books included the teaching of dollars 
and cents instead of Rand, the exclu-
sion of the metric system, illustrations 
of constellations from the northern 
hemisphere, and stories and poems 
void of the provincial context; not to 
mention the various geographic and 
cultural changes that occur through-
out the world, let alone the entire 
continent of Africa. . . . I believe that 
the United States is a library culture. I 
especially felt this way when I was in 
South Africa, where libraries and their 
support systems are relatively  
new. . . . My hope is that by empha-
sizing our similar challenges and 
realizing that the issues librarians 
and educators face are very much the 
same throughout the world, we can 
unify and become allies and advo-
cates of each other.

Unions in  
Public Libraries

May/June 2002 looked at “The 
Benefits and Deficiencies of Unions 
in Public Libraries” from a number 
of different perspectives, including 
the management side:

“A Better Way of Bargaining”

Kathleen Evans Daly 

The assistant superintendent for 
human resources proposed a 
new model: he asked members 
of both teams to read Getting to 

Yes: Negotiating Agreement with-
out Giving In. . . . In this book, the 
authors . . . suggest the following:

■ Don’t bargain over positions
■ Separate the people from the 

problem
■ Focus on interests
■ Invent options for mutual gain
■ Insist on using objective criteria

It was an act of courage for the 
Teamsters to agree to the new pro-
cess, and they had much to lose if it 
did not go well. . . . There were rules 
of engagement to which all parties 
agreed. The two most important of 
these were:

■ Team members would sit, not 
face-to-face on opposite sides 
of the table, but interspersed 
around the table.

■ Each team would bring the same 
number of issues to the table, 
and once on the table, each issue 
belonged to everyone to problem-
solve, not to bargain.

No system can substitute for 
people of good will attempting to 
work together to iron out differences, 
and any system can be sabotaged by 
those intent to do so. 

“Union Staff and Customer 
Service: Do They Collide?”

CAROL FRENCH JOHNSON

While I have a fundamental respect 
for the concept of “seniority,” I 

am troubled by the detrimental 
personnel decisions this doctrine 
sometimes facilitates. . . . I have 
come to believe that a determined 
commitment to seniority promotes 
mediocrity in an organization and 
mediocrity results in substandard 
programs and services, which ulti-
mately has a negative impact on the 
patron. . . . I believe that the key to 
any successfully functioning organi-
zation, whether it is in the public or 
private sector, is a trusting environ-
ment. Building such an environment 
is possible whether the library oper-
ates with a bargaining unit or not.

“Beware of What You Wish For”

JAMES B. CASEY 

Before embarking upon any attempt 
at unionization, public library staff 
should consider some of the follow-
ing issues and questions:

■ What do staff wish to achieve 
in terms of improved working 
conditions and remuneration, 
and is that desired outcome 
realistic in terms of the funding 
available to the library?

■ How do unions serve library staff 
in your area? Are the salaries and 
benefits packages actually better 
for unionized librarians than 
those that you currently enjoy, or 
do they just appear to be superior 
on the surface?

Unions may not be a good fit 
for your library work situation. Put 

“”

My hope is that by emphasizing our similar challenges and 
realizing that the issues librarians and educators face are 
very much the same throughout the world, we can unify and 
become allies and advocates of each other.



              22



anger and combative impulses aside 
and look at the big picture objective-
ly before pushing for a union in your 
public library.

The column also offered dual per-
spectives within libraries:

“Labor Unions in Public 
Libraries: A Perspective from 
Both Sides of the Issue”

HOLLY CARROLL AND LINDA KLANCHER 

Naturally, there are . . . drawbacks to 
working in a union environment for 
both rank and file and management. 
One of the most obvious problems 
is that most union agreements do 
not contain a provision for merit 
pay. There is no way to monetarily 
reward a union employee for out-
standing performance. . . . A union 
does facilitate better communica-
tion between management and 
bargaining personnel; provides a 
plan of action to deal with common 
employee issues, benefits, and dis-
cipline; and promotes fair and more 
equal treatment of all employees.

“Thoughts on Unions  
in Public Libraries”

SUSAN BRAUNSTEIN

I strongly believe that unions are 
particularly important for public 
employees. Without unions we 
wouldn’t have child labor laws, the 
forty-hour workweek, overtime pay, 
health benefits, and much more. All 
of the rights we take for granted in 
our jobs were put into place after 
hard and sometimes bloody fights in 
the early history of labor unions. . . . 
If there is a downside, I would have 
to say it is that some employees feel 
the dues are too high.

“Union and Management at 
the Rapid City Public Library”

KARLING CLYMER ABERNATHY

Because there are union rules that 
are negotiated removed from the 
heat of actual incidents or prob-
lems, when questions do arise about 
how a situation should be handled, 
solutions are often already in 
place. . . . The wheel does not have 
to be re-invented. . . . Observing 
predetermined protocols between 
management and union offers sta-
bility, security, and fairness that are 
often missing from the sometimes 
hit-or-miss administration of local 
governments and their libraries and 
personnel in nonunion situations.

And, finally, the labor side:

“Professionalism,  
Not Paternalism”

CAMERON JOHNSON

No one says it is easy to reconcile the 
cultures of unions and public librar-
ies. Libraries have been islands unto 
themselves, with governing boards 
that provide limited oversight. . . . All 
of this is usually carried out within a 
hierarchical administration that asks 
employees to sacrifice their well being 
for the sake of good library service. 
Paternalism in libraries has persisted 
since Melvil Dewey convened his first 
all-female class of librarians. Unions, 
on the other hand, are legal creations 
wedded to contracts spelling out 
formal work rules. They pay close 
attention to fairness, to salaries, to 
working conditions, and to who does 
what and how. . . . It is the challenge 
of unionized libraries to reconcile 
these two cultures. . . . Other white-
collar professions have embraced 
unions . . . as a way of protecting their 

professional autonomy. Entertainers 
and journalists organized early on 
to protect professional standards 
of integrity and accomplishment, 
which were sometimes willingly 
sacrificed by their employers for vari-
ous reasons. The National Education 
Association has endorsed unioniza-
tion and has successfully advocated 
for better pay and working condi-
tions for its members. [The American 
Library Association (ALA)] has 
not. . . . Unionized librarians report 
that the security provided by union 
membership—with its own tenets 
of just cause and due process—frees 
librarians to advocate for policies and 
positions that library administrators 
may disagree with. . . . There must be 
just cause for punishment of a union 
employee, including an investigation 
of wrongdoing, and progressive dis-
cipline that stands up under scrutiny. 
This is how it should be. The essence 
of professionalism is in not just agree-
ing with your boss out of fear, but 
in giving your employer the benefit 
of your good opinion, derived from 
principle and experience. Seen this 
way, unionization can be an invalu-
able aid to professional practice.

“Unions in Libraries:  
A Positive View”

ANN C. SPARANESE

I personally believe that the more 
librarians and library workers in 
unions across the country, the bet-
ter our chances for improving our 
overall status, including that much 
needed boost in salaries. Look at 
teachers! One of their professional 
associations, the National Education 
Association, went on to become a 
powerful union and voice for teach-
ers—and they have done well. ALA 
chose another road—one that I think 
is more concerned with libraries 
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than with library workers. . . . I’m 
not saying that unions are the whole 
answer (or that ALA should become 
one), but they are part of the answer 
for sure, because they reinforce a 
focus on the people who do the work 
at libraries and their value to the 
community. . . . A good union con-
tract and—this cannot be stressed 
enough—an active membership 
can help foster fairness and dignity 
in the workplace, and in our case, 
cooperation, common ground, and 
commitment among professionals 
and nonprofessionals.

“Empowering Library 
Workers through Collective 
Bargaining”

LAURENCE S. DICKTER

Almost without exception, union-
represented workers earn higher 
salaries and enjoy more generous 
benefits than their unrepresented 
counterparts who perform the same 
work for nonunion employers. . . . 
In Montgomery County [Maryland], 
unrepresented workers often cheer 
the union negotiating team on from 
the sidelines, since whatever the 
union gains for its members at the 
bargaining table has traditionally 
been passed through to manage-
ment. . . . Union wages undoubt-
edly provide a major selling point 
in recruiting and retaining the most 
sought after workers in today’s com-
petitive labor market. Still, recent 
surveys consistently show that what 
workers want even more than higher 
salaries are more flexible work sched-
ules and the feeling that their employ-
er respects and values them, both as 
individuals with a life away from the 
job and for their contributions to the 
organization. . . . A good director will 
also see the union as a potential polit-
ical ally in the annual funding wars, 

advocating for a larger slice of the pie 
(or a larger pie) in ways that he  
or she is either unable or unwilling  
to do. . . . The union’s agenda and 
management’s priorities will not 
always be the same, an immutable 
fact of life in any labor-management 
relationship. However, as long as the 
two parties remain focused on the 
needs, desires, concerns, and fears 
behind their positions (“interest-
based” or “mutual gains” bargaining), 
rather than arguing over the positions 
themselves, these differences will be 
more readily and amicably reconciled.

Combined School/
Public Library 
Facilities

The September/October and 
November/December 2002 issues 
looked at “Combined School-Public 
Library Facilities: Opinions, Case 
Studies, and Questions to Consider.”

“Get It in Writing!”

MARGARET OWENS

Politicians, city managers, school 
boards, a library board mem-
ber—anyone can get excited about 
the imagined benefits of combined 
libraries and become an indefati-
gable campaigner for the idea. . . . 
Once the bandwagon is rolling, it is 
much more difficult to talk about 
operational issues. The following 
[are] important concerns:

■ Who will manage the library?
■ How will complaints about 

materials be handled?
■ What will happen if the 

governance of the participants 
changes?

■ How will it work in terms of using 
the same facility?

■ How can we guarantee parking for 
public library patrons?

My experience with combined 
school-public libraries has left me 
with this firm conviction: a combined 
school-public library will never be as 
good an option as an independent 
public library designed and operated 
to support its unique mission.

“What One Community Says 
about Joint Use”

DAN CHRISTOPHERSON

The school district managers (the 
high school principal and three 
school district managers) in hind-
sight would have addressed some 
things differently. They would have 
gotten the public library involved  
in the design of the new school 
much earlier.

“School-Public Combinations 
Work in Riverside County”

MARK SMITH

San Jacinto works well because 
some strategically vital physical, 
procedural, and organizational ele-
ments are in place. These include:

■ enthusiastic support (from both 
governing bodies);

■ a strong cooperative agreement 
that spells out whose policies 
apply to what phases of operations, 
as well as the rights and 
responsibilities of each entity;

■ a single staff for the entire library 
operation;

■ common hours of operation; and
■ separate physical entrances to 

the facility for students and the 
public, with a separate parking lot 
for the public.
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“Don’t Do It!”

JOHN MOORMAN

Like the annual return of the swal-
lows to San Juan Capistrano, the 
subject of combined school-public 
libraries keeps reappearing on the 
American scene. The concept is gen-
erally driven by politicians and pub-
lic administrators desirous of saving 
money in the provision of library 
services to citizens, be they adults or 
school children, not by the desire to 
provide high-quality library services 
to either group. . . . To be success-
ful, a combined facility must have a 
unique set of factors:

■ Solid community understanding 
and support of the combined 
concept

■ A legally binding contract 
■ A library facility accessible from 

outside of the school building, 
with separate adjacent parking 

■ A commitment to the concept 
that will continue after the 
current principals involved in the 
operation have left

Unless your community has less 
than three thousand residents and 
the combined school-public library 
concept is the only way that you 
will receive public library service, I 
would recommend that you work 
on achieving better cooperation 
between the school and public 
libraries in your community rather 
than seeking to combine both librar-
ies into one jointly operated facility. 
This will serve your community bet-
ter in the long run.

The Future of  
Public Libraries

In “The Future of Public Libraries . . . 
Today!” (March/April 2003), PLA past 

presidents, 2002–2003 PLA board 
members, and two PLA past executive 
directors share their opinions:

Only a Luddite or an ostrich could 
be pessimistic about the future of 
the public library. . . . Public librar-
ians must make common cause with 
their academic library and school 
media center colleagues to speak 
with a united voice on the role that 
good libraries play in the life of our 
communities. We are not a field that 
can continue to subdivide if we hope 
to thrive. We don’t have the time, the 
people, or the money to support the 
bureaucratic overhead of the little 
duchies we have created for our-
selves today.—GEORGE NEEDHAM

Daily . . . I watch people of all ages 
from all walks of life, from all eth-
nicities, from scores of countries 
streaming into our central library, 
and I still wonder, “Why are all these 
people coming here?” When I walk 
through the library, I see six people 
using word-processing terminals, 
twenty-two using Internet terminals, 
fourteen using the online catalog 
and electronic databases, thirty par-
ents with toddlers attending a morn-
ing story time, ten people reading 
newspapers and magazines, eigh-
teen quietly studying at carrels, two 
browsing community newspapers 
and handouts, and two brave souls 
out in the reading garden on a brisk 
fall day. . . . My worrying begins as I 
also see a staff, more than 40 percent 
of whom, including myself, will be 
retired in the next five years. . . . I 
wonder where in the world are we 
ever going to find replacements? 
 —PATRICK O’BRIEN

I have great faith that our institu-
tions are respected and valued in the 
eyes of the public. I see this value 
reflected in the public’s memory of 

their childhood library experiences, 
which are often difficult to replicate 
today. Although we are still engag-
ing parents and their young children 
and older adults who may be life-
long print users, I remain concerned 
about engaging our young adults.—
SUSAN HILDRETH

While I acknowledge that not all 
libraries enjoy Hennepin County 
Library’s level of support, I am con-
fident that public libraries will, in 
one form or another, be around for 
the remainder of this century and 
beyond.—CHARLES M. BROWN

The issues that continually are on 
my desk are those that: (1) reflect 
changing conditions that require a 
response, and (2) require creativity in 
order to respond effectively. . . . [The 
Public Library Association (PLA)] has 
long been an association that fosters 
creativity and helps ideas become 
reality—so I appreciate the leader-
ship of all who have been officers or 
board members, committee leaders 
or members, and contributors to PLA 
projects.—HARRIET HENDERSON

The theme of the seventh PLA 
National Conference was “Public 
Libraries: Vital, Valuable, Virtual.” 
This still rings true for me!—CHRISTINE 
LIND HAGE

I don’t know anybody who wakes up 
in the morning needing to use the 
library. I do know people who wake 
up needing information that will 
help them handle their children’s 
adolescence, their investments, or 
a decision about finding the right 
nursing home for an elderly parent. 
The public library is one resource 
for finding such information. . . . 
Thriving libraries will conduct 
themselves as community players, 
organizations that come to the table 
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with services of value in addressing 
shared concerns.—ELEANOR JO (JOEY) RODGER

We have proven ourselves to be a 
remarkably adaptive institution, 
from the collection of papyrus rolls 
to the creation of digital content. We 
are grounded in the fundamental 
beliefs that knowledge matters and 
that the pursuit of knowledge is an 
intrinsic human quality.—JOAN CLARK

Public libraries are not necessary 
for life, liberty, or the pursuit of hap-
piness . . . but they surely are nice 
things to have for those of us who 
use them. For more than a century in 
this country, libraries were publicly 
financed free bookstores. Recently, 
however, we have added free Internet 
cafes, free video stores, free computer 
instruction, free reading instruction, 
and free home access to pay databas-
es. Free current fiction and children’s 
books for your reading tablet are cer-
tainly in the future. Libraries will be 
here forever: who can give up all this 
free stuff?—CHARLES W. ROBINSON

Good Boss, Bad Boss

The July/August 2004 issue featured 
essays on what makes a good super-
visor, manager, director, or other 
type of leader.

“A Good Manager  
Is a Good Person”
NANCY ALMAND

While many people have a strong 
work ethic, a steady diet of no recog-
nition and no appreciation will soon 
diminish this. Ultimately, employees 
will move on or stay and just put in 
their time. A good workplace attracts 
and keeps good people, even when 
pay raises are few and far between. 

What keeps them there? Autonomy. 
The opportunity to be a part of 
something. A sense that their ideas 
are taken seriously. A chance to grow 
in the job. A connection to those 
with whom they work.

Being a manager involves the art of 
bringing out the best in people. Good 
managers view employees as people 
first and remember that people work 
with, and not for, them. A good man-
ager encourages people to try new 
things, to look at things in new ways, 
and is open to all kinds of ideas. He or 
she shares experience and knowledge.

Many times, it is the employees 
who must teach their managers just 
how to manage. A good manager is 
open to these lessons.

“Is What You Need  
What You Get?”

SALLY DECKER SMITH

People can be sorted into two types 
of validators. Some are internal vali-
dators: achieving a goal gives them 
a feeling of accomplishment and 
energy to go after the next goal. I’ve 
heard some of them say that other 
people suck the energy right out of 
them, and they would prefer to be 
left alone to just get on with their 
work. External validators, on the 
other hand, actually gain energy 
from other people, and the more the 
better. One verbal pat on the back, 
and they’ll stay up all night to pro-
duce the next thing that’s needed. So, 
if you combine a boss who thrives 
on internal validation with a staff 
member who thrives on external val-
idation, unless at least one of them 
works really hard, someone is going 
to be unhappy a lot of the time. . . . 
 If you are a boss, be aware of what 
your staff members need and deliver 
it when you can.

“When I’m a Supervisor, I’ll 
Never Make That Mistake!”

CLAUDIA SUMLER

Many people believe that good super-
visors have a natural talent for what 
they do. Some people are more com-
fortable working with people than 
others; however, good supervision is a 
set of behaviors that can be learned.  
 . . . I was lucky. When I became a boss 
at a county library in Maryland . . . I 
had a variety of opportunities to learn 
what made a supervisor successful.  
 . . .  You don’t have to find a formal 
program to benefit from a mentoring 
relationship. I was able to find several 
people experienced in supervision 
that were willing to give me advice on 
how to handle personnel situations 
that were tricky for a novice.

Often, what we label as a bad boss 
is a well-meaning person who landed 
in a supervisory position through the 
ability to last longer than others at an 
organization. Sometimes she or he 
was excellent doing a frontline job, 
and the promotion was based on an 
assumption that the person would 
automatically be good at supervising 
others doing the same tasks. These 
people probably did not have good 
role models themselves and were 
not given the opportunity to learn 
the appropriate behaviors to be good 
supervisors. You don’t have to let that 
happen to you.

“Good Grace: An Encomium 
for the Best of Bosses”

JEANNETTE BARNES

 “It starts with you.” That’s what I 
learned from “Grace,” the wonderful 
supervisor who chivvied me into get-
ting an MLIS twenty-five years after I 
began volunteering and working as a 
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paraprofessional all over the county, 
in every kind of library. She was abso-
lutely the best manager I’ve ever seen, 
a lovely human being and a splen-
did librarian, not simply because of 
what she knew or even how hard she 
worked, but because of the way she 
showed people she cared. . . . This 
remarkable lady loved to foster tal-
ent; she spotted what her employees 
enjoyed doing and set them to it. . . . 
Grace would help you understand 
that an upset patron was probably 
more hurt, scared, or overwhelmed 
than deliberately acting difficult. . . . 
My mentor never had to say that her 
most important function was taking 
time to listen deeply, not just at refer-
ence.  She paid patient and extraor-
dinary attention, as if there were 
something she could learn from each 
of us, every day. . . . Grace never asked 
anyone to work harder than she did. 
 . . . Grace would do anything for us, 
and we knew it.

“It’s a Skill”

GLEN HOLT

Good bosses are, first of all, effec-
tive bosses who get things done . . . 
because they either bring or acquire 
on the job the skills that make the 
organization more effective while 
helping all staff toward greater self-
actualization, even as they complete 
assigned work tasks. My skill lists for 
successful bosses change often. Here 
is my most recent version:

Interpersonal . . . 

■ skill in team building as both a 
participant and as a team leader;

■ skill in overcoming the clash in 
cultures between professional 
librarians and other operational 
management professionals like 

those in marketing, human 
resources, and facilities 
management.

Technical . . . 

■ skill to manage and leverage 
budgeted funds and financial 
gifts;

■ skill in decision making on the 
basis of (nearly always) partial 
data . . .

Management . . . 

■ skill in fighting fair;
■ skill in giving bad news, whether 

performance-based or resources-
based; and

■ skill at marketing, both to develop 
and explain changing rationale 
for the library generally and for 
individual library services to 
customers.

“Not a Cliché:  
Leading by Example”

MELINDA TANNER

Following are skills in direction and 
management that I have observed 
to work well (Editor’s Note: partial 
listing):

 1. saying “no” when appropriate;
 2. managing consistently;
 3. not losing composure or patience 

in front of staff or the public;
 4. controlling tempers and 

language in front of staff;
 5. being honest;
 6. taking responsibility for 

mistakes and never blaming 
others;

 7. being organized;
 8. planning ahead;
 9. encouraging new ideas among 

staff;

10. being positive, yet realistic;
11. saying “thank you” consistently; 

appreciating staff;
12. recognizing leadership skills 

in employees; utilizing staff 
strengths to benefit the library;

13. keeping staff informed;
14. being approachable.

Sign-off

It’s late night. After midnight. Actually, 
way past midnight. I’ve been enjoying 
reading through all these columns of 
the past four-and-a-half years. As I’ve 
finalized my selection of good quotes 
and transcribed them to this wrap-
up column, I’ve been chatting on 
AOL Instant Messenger with my son, 
who’s away at college. Been drinking 
a little wine. Eating a bit of caramel 
popcorn I bought from the Cub Scout 
across the street. Also had a cookie 
my sister sent me in a Christmas tin 
from Fort Wayne, Indiana. Noreen 
(my spouse, who is usually the night 
owl) has been asleep for hours now, 
as has our daughter. This is part of 
why I’m reclaiming my personal time 
and giving up this column. It’s really 
been wonderful connecting with 
you, dear readers, and working with 
all these essayists who took time to 
bring their stories and their ideas and 
their knowledge to you. It may be a 
little sappy to say this, but I really 
appreciate Noreen’s careful reading of 
and suggestions about the essays as I 
was pulling them together every few 
months. As I hope you’ve seen from 
this final column, there’s a great res-
ervoir of thought and experience and 
ideas and knowledge captured in the 
essays. Nann Blaine Hilyard has been 
a great coeditor with me. She con-
tinues, and as I pen these last lines, 
we haven’t yet determined who may 
coedit with her. Renée Vaillancourt 
McGrath, our features editor who 
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completed her tenure just a few 
weeks ago (it’s early December as I 
write), has become a true-blue friend. 
She met my children as they were 
building their college and life dreams. 
Kathleen Hughes, Nann’s (and my) 
new editor, has been managing editor 
all along. I’ve known Kathleen since I 

first started being active with PLA in 
the mid-1990s. She knows my mom. 
I have a real family feeling with all 
the PLA staff, who are great folks! The 
column has been a great opportunity 
for me to meet many people and to 
shepherd ideas. I’m stepping aside 
now, but I’ll be around. What a great 

profession we share! What noble work 
we do! Cheers, y’all!   
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tion or service criteria. Not all believe 
their institutions should be com-
pelled to provide access to content 
that previously could only be found 
in adult bookstores, adult video 
arcades, or delivered through the mail 
in infamously anonymous envelopes.

From the onset, libraries have 
struggled to reconcile the poten-
tial benefits of new and expensive 
Internet services with their uneasi-
ness and objections to the emer-
gence of Internet porn as a major 
use of the library’s Internet comput-
ers. In many cases, patrons who 
downloaded offensive images or 
printed them on the library’s public 
printers were asked to stop, but this 
did not solve the problem. A profes-
sion with a proud history of fighting 
censorship and protecting a patron’s 
right to read and right to privacy was 
suddenly confronted by a service 
and work environment marred by 
finding pornographic images on far 
too many computer screens. Staff 
complaints about being forced to 
work in such an environment esca-
lated to litigation in Milwaukee. 
Across the country, many staff, 
patrons, and public officials believed 
providing this service was not central 
to their public library’s core mission. 

With the best of intentions, some 
public libraries made early attempts 

at Internet filtering, but the technol-
ogy was immature and often blocked 
content that practitioners felt should 
not be. Searching for an alterna-
tive, libraries purchased screens 
to prevent staff and patrons from 
being exposed to unwanted images, 
but they were not terribly effective. 
Some libraries purchased furniture 
that placed the monitor under a 
glass tabletop to prevent unwanted 
images from being seen by other 
patrons. But these attempts were 
symptomatic of the core dilemma of 
public libraries providing a service 
that many staff and patrons believed 
was at odds with the public library’s 
mission and wholly inconsistent with 
its services to children. Before long, 
some library boards and local gov-
ernments were mandating that filter-
ing be applied to all library Internet 
computers. Congress passed legisla-
tion in attempts to require filtering 
as a condition of a library’s eligibil-
ity to receive certain federal funds. 
Litigation ensued, pitting the public 
library’s role as a forum honoring free 
speech against those who felt public 
access computing had become a 
forum for adult peep shows. 

At times it seems as if we are 
hopelessly at odds against one 
another in debates that devolve 
into questions of our individual or 

institutional commitments to the 
principles of intellectual freedom. 
How can public librarians resolve 
this seeming conundrum that juxta-
poses our abhorrence of censorship 
against our common sense deter-
mination that defending the access 
of Internet pornography at public 
libraries is an indefensible use of 
limited resources? Our institutional 
credibility is undermined by expect-
ing public librarians to defend access 
to such content as a necessary ram-
part in the battle against censorship. 
The public library reading room and 
computer lab should not be the cen-
ter of this battle. 

These are our communities. We 
must find ways to provide the high-
est and best use of the tremendous 
potential of digital services with-
out feeling compelled to reconcile 
ourselves to the unintended con-
sequence of using public resources 
to provide Internet porn. It should 
never be acceptable that we must 
turn our heads away from the 
images on the screens in our librar-
ies because we feel that somehow 
we can’t stand against censorship if 
we stand against access to Internet 
porn. Our public officials and com-
munity leaders understand this dis-
tinction and will not wait indefinitely 
for us to find a solution. 

From the President continued from page 6





An Interview 
with  
Anchee Min

Anchee Min immigrated to America in 1984 and soon began writing 
her acclaimed books about China, often exploring topics that had 
gone ignored by contemporary Chinese historians. Her memoir Red 

Azalea details growing up during the Chinese Cultural Revolution, work-
ing on a labor farm, and how representatives of Madam Mao Jiang Ching 
selected her to work on Madame Mao’s propaganda films. Her books 
Becoming Madame Mao and Empress Orchid examine the lives of two 
key Chinese women in the twentieth century who had been previously 
demonized by Chinese historians. 

Public Libraries: How did you come to writing? How did you decide writing 
would be the best way to tell your story?

Anchee Min: I didn’t dare think to make anything of myself when I came to 
this country.

Survival was the only thing on my mind. I didn’t think my life was inter-
esting. I wanted to learn English so I could get a better job than being a 
waitress at a Chinese restaurant. It was a few years later that I realized I had 
something wonderful to offer to my new country: I could help people here 
understand China. When I started writing I had no choice but to tell the story 
the only way I knew how, which was the Chinese way. You would probably 
describe it as “unique.” Anyway it worked. I stuck to what I know. Growing 
up and living in China for twenty-seven years helped.

PL: What was the experience of writing your life story and revisiting such dif-
ficult periods in your life like?
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“Book Talk” provides authors’ perspectives on libraries, books,  
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AM: It was actually painful. In Red 
Azalea I had to face what I had 
been avoiding or trying to forget. 
Honesty was the challenge. In early 
drafts I sounded like a victim. I 
wasn’t aware of my role as a writer. 
It was through years of revising that 
I achieved balance.  

PL: Jiang Ching played such an 
iconic role in your life, yet you had 
no actual relationship with her. You 
had to do a lot of research after her 
arrest, while you were working as a 
set clerk at the Shanghai Film Studio. 
What did that research consist of and 
how did you come to be interested in 
doing it?

AM: My research on Madame Mao 
was focused on her human side, 
because every piece of informa-
tion I gathered on her told me that 
she was a born demon. When I was 
writing the book, as an educated 
American, I refused to believe it. I 
needed evidence. She was a young 
girl with bound feet. She ran away 
from her oppressive hometown 
and became a revolutionary at a 
young age. She was an early-femi-
nist-turned-murderer, and I was 
interested in the process of her 
transformation. If her life was a 
straight-to-hell journey, I wanted to 
know how she felt, especially how 
she married Mao and their relation-
ship as husband and wife.  

PL: After Jiang Ching’s arrest, you 
were able to meet Dan, an actor who 
had worked with her when she was 
an actress and whom she subse-
quently had arrested. How did you 
come to meet him and what were 
you able to learn from him?

AM: Dan was the superstar of China’s 
film industry at that time, probably 
equal to Brad Pitt today. Although 

he had been denounced by Madame 
Mao, he was secretly admired and 
loved by the people. I first met him 
when he was released from prison 
in November 1978. I was surprised 
that he was not bitter about the ten 
years of his life he had lost. He was 
positive and full of humor. He said to 
me, “She (Madame Mao) hoped that 
she could drive me to hang myself, 
I refused to do her the favor. Hey, 
what’s your name, would you like 
to share my raisins?” He opened his 
right palm and offered me his snack. 

When I learned Dan’s story, I never 
thought one day I would use it in my 
book. Although it 
was Dan’s personal 
story, it also tells us 
a lot about the his-
tory of China and 
who Madame  
Mao was. 

PL: How were you 
able to capture 
aspects of these 
women, such as 
Madame Mao and 
Empress Orchid, 
who had tradition-
ally been portrayed 
in only one way? 
What drew you to 
presenting them 
in a more humane 
light than had 
been previously 
depicted?

AM: I guess my 
being born in 
China and living a 
similar life made 
me understand 
my subjects. As an 
American, I’d like 
to gain a perspec-
tive by collecting 
information from 

different sources, including differ-
ent points of view. As a woman, a 
Chinese woman, I see a lot of misin-
terpretation about Madame Mao and 
Empress Tzu Hsi Orchid. There have 
been slogans instead of evidence. 
Every book tells you that Orchid 
enjoyed murdering her only son 
and destroying the country that she 
owned. Does it make sense? What 
was her motivation? What would she 
gain from doing that? I’d like to find 
answers to my questions.
 
PL: What was your research process 
with Empress Orchid like, and how 

Anchee Min
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did it differ from your process with 
Becoming Madame Mao? How were 
you able to gain access to government 
documents from her period of rule?

AM: The research on Madame Mao 
was relatively manageable, because 
I had lived in that period. For exam-
ple, I can recite Mao’s books and 
poems and was familiar with the 
events that took places during the 
Cultural Revolution.

Empress Orchid was a challenge. 
I spent years just getting my notes 
straight. I had to relearn my charac-
ters and investigate their histories. 
I’d like to present my readers with 
fascinating stories that were true 
in the first place. I found myself 
becoming disappointed when a 
beloved author told me that my 
favorite character was “made up.” 

I handle my material the same 
way I would a real antique. It’s better 
to unearth it and leave it untouched. 
I tried to put events and characters 
together in an interesting but truth-
ful way. I believe that the less I do 
with them, the more powerful they 
become. Authenticity is important to 
me. My work is between the lines. I 
don’t want my “stitches” to show.      

PL: Why is Jiang Ching still consid-
ered the “White-Boned Demon” in 
China today? Why are they unwilling 
to see her in any other light?

AM: To give Madame Mao the ben-
efit of the doubt means to shake the 

foundation of Communism, and 
that simply can’t be done today. The 
Communist Party is the only party 
in China and Mao is the founding 
father, a good guy, a people’s leader. 
But who should we hold respon-
sible for the millions of lives mur-
dered and lost during the Cultural 
Revolution? Madame Mao seems to 
be the only option. It is nothing new. 
China has a tradition of blaming the 
concubine for the emperor’s faults. 
It’s the solution everybody would feel 
comfortable with.

PL: You have a wide variety of expe-
riences in other fields, such as film 
and music. Has your experience with 
film and music had any affect on 
your writing style?

AM: I think so. My writing is visual 
not by choice but necessity. I am try-
ing to turn my language handicaps 
into an advantage. I began learn-
ing the English alphabet when I 
was twenty-seven years old, which 
means no matter how hard I would 
try, I won’t be able to speak with a 
native accent. My sense of visual 
images and music become a joint 
force when I write. I need all the help 
I can get, so to speak.  

PL: What is your relationship to 
China now? What have been your 
experiences when you return there?

AM: It’s a love-hate relationship. I 
can never escape China, nor would 

I try. Over all, I am happy that 
China is changing. It is expected, 
because people are ready. Chinese 
people have been lied to enough, 
therefore they will take no more 
lies. That is a beginning from which 
to go forward. There are still lies in 
our school textbooks, for example, 
teachers are not allowed to discuss 
sensitive issues, or offer their own 
point of view on Mao or Madame 
Mao. We have to be patient. Just to 
have enough to feed the popula-
tion of more than a billion, that is a 
great achievement itself.  

PL: What are you working on now?

AM: I’ve been working on the sequel 
to Empress Orchid. The title will be 
The Last Empress. If the first volume 
is about how Orchid gains power, 
then the sequel will be about how 
she sustains the power. The materi-
als are fascinating and I hope I do a 
good job. So far, so good.  

PL: What role have libraries played 
in your life?

AM: I can’t do without them. The 
libraries offer the mental food the 
society really needs, especially for 
those who want to be educated but 
can’t afford it. When I was a poor 
student or a struggling writer, the 
public library in my neighborhood 
was my real home.  

“”

I tried to put events and characters together in an interesting 
but truthful way. I believe that the less I do with them, the 
more powerful they become. 





The Next 
Big “Library 
Thing”

The January/February 2005 issue of Public Libraries was dedicated to 
readers’ advisory, a choice that was praised by many readers. My col-
umn for that special issue discussed involving the community in read-

ers’ advisory, which led to me postulating that online catalogs could be used 
as book recommendation services, with the community playing a role. The 
column inspired two presentations I gave this fall, using social software tools 
to transform the library catalog into a two-way street, one in which everyone 
can contribute and benefit. One example from the article and presentations 
was to incorporate book clubs that are taking place in our communities into 
the library setting, specifically the catalog. When patrons locate a book in the 
catalog, they will be notified that that book is currently being discussed in 
book clubs in the area. The entry would include a contact name and phone 
number for more information on the club itself. This is just one example of 
community members reaching out to others with common interests and 
reading tastes, with the library at the center of the action.

Little did I know when I wrote that column that I would soon become 
enamored with an online tool that does everything that I want the library cata-
log to do. While LibraryThing (www.librarything.com) (LT) doesn’t reach out to 
area book clubs, it has become one of most popular user-based book catalog-
ing tools. At its core, LT seems like a place to register the books that one has 
read, will read, or is in the process of reading. But it is much more than that: 
LT incorporates social interactions, book recommendations, self-classification, 
and monitoring of new books. It’s a powerful tool that has readers enthralled, 
librarians excited, and advocates of social networks cheering.

Signing up for LT is painless and free (one can catalog up to two hun-
dred books for free or pay $10 per year or $25 for a lifetime membership for 
unlimited use). After an account is set up, it’s easy to start adding materials 
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to a book catalog, by querying the 
name of the book. As LT uses the 
Amazon.com database of books, 
the requested book will most likely 
appear in the results list, but if that 
fails, searching can be done by ISBN, 
ISSN, UPC, or EAN. In fact, I have yet 
to stump LT. If there are still prob-
lems in locating the book, LT has 
the ability to check more than thirty 
library catalogs. So, LT may actu-
ally provide a more in-depth search 
than Amazon.com. I’ve also noticed 
that books are not the only material 
included when searching the librar-
ies catalogs, having come across a 
few movie records. 

After adding material to a cata-
log, a more detailed form is pre-
sented, with information taken 
from the catalog or Amazon.com, 
and already filled in (although there 
is free reign to substitute any of this 
information—power to the user!). 
On this page, personalized classifi-
cation of the item is needed. Since 
users catalog items using different 
keywords and phrases that make 
sense to them, a sense of power 
starts to emerge. There is no reason 
to rely on predetermined classifica-
tion schemata, although those are 
still available, with the LC call  
number provided. 

In addition, there is a space pro-
vided for reviews of the book, either 
by entering text or linking to an 
existing online review. There is also 
a pull-down rating system available. 
Miscellaneous comments on the 
item allow for more flexibility. Folder 
tabs on the right-hand side of this 
edit screen provide two other ave-

nues of exploration before the item 
is submitted into the users catalog. 
Clicking on the “card catalog” icon 
enables the user to look at the saved 
data plus the MARC record. The 
“person” icon shows the “social data” 
for the item, such as any tags from 
all users that were used to describe 
the book, any reviews, book recom-
mendations (which I will discuss 
later) and a list of users who have 
cataloged the same book.

As mentioned, LT is more than 
just a book cataloging tool. The real 
value of LT comes into play when we 
look at its inherent social aspects. 
The more books that users add to 
their personal catalogs—adding 
reviews, ratings, and tags—the bet-
ter the social aspects stand out. For 
example, take a look at the cata-
log entry for Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran 
Foer (www.librarything.com/catalog.
php?book=433773). In it you’ll find 
the following: tags used by others 
to classify the book, the average 
user rating, book recommendations 
based on the ratio of people who 
own both books to the total number 
of people who own the recommend-
ed book, similarly tagged books, user 
reviews, and a list of users who have 
added this book to their personal LT 
catalog. This type of information is 
not available in any library catalog 
that I have seen. 

LT is the ultimate social tool for 
readers. For those that like to receive 
book suggestions from others, LT is 
the place to not only get those rec-
ommendations, but to meet others 
with similar reading tastes as well. 

For example, if you look at my pro-
file page (www.librarything.com/ 
 profile/Stevenmcohen), you can 
see who has added similar books to 
their catalogs. I might be inspired 
(in fact I was!) to take a look at the 
catalog of the member who has cat-
aloged the highest number of similar 
books to me and possibly add these 
books to my “to read list,” which, 
thanks to LT, has grown exponential-
ly during the past few months. My 
profile also has comments enabled 
(this is an option that can get turned 
off), which allows others to leave me 
public messages.

Since the cataloging is in the 
hands of the collective, each book 
has more value to the entire LT 
community. There is a section 
called “Tag-info,” which provides 
more books labeled with the same 
classifier. For example, take a look 
at the tag page for divorce (www.
librarything.com/tag/divorce). 
Here, one can take a look at those 
users who have tagged books with 
the keyword “divorce” (and how 
many times they have done so), see 
the books that have been tagged 
“divorce” most often, look at the 
last ten books that were tagged 
“divorce,” and look at related tags to 
“divorce.” This page represents the 
entire concept of divorce (for books) 
based on LT users. 

What makes this useful is that the 
user is not bound by the strict rules 
that govern LC, but their own con-
cepts of the contents of the books. 
Thus, books that may not have made 
it to a LC subject heading for “divorce” 
will be available here (which is why I 

“”

[LibraryThing] is the ultimate social tool for readers. For those 
that like to receive book suggestions from others, LT is the 
place to not only get those recommendations, but to meet 
others with similar reading tastes as well. 
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always advocate for using both types 
of classification schemata, as they 
both benefit users in different ways).

Recently, Tim Spalding, LT’s cre-
ator, incorporated Really Simple 
Syndication (RSS) feeds into LT after 
many requests by loyal users. They 
include: recent books added by any 
specific member, recent reviews 
by any member, recent reviews for 
the books that a specific user owns, 
books tagged with a certain keyword 
(this is a great way to keep up to date 
with new books in certain subject 
areas), and recent reviews of books 
with certain tags. Using RSS, you can 
easily keep up to date with basically 
anything on the site, giving it a more 
social quality that library catalogs 
don’t have. 

In discussing LT as a social tool, 
Jim Regan wrote:

Activities can also enter the realm 
of friendly debate—through the 
exchange of reviews and Profile 
Page comments, or mutual 
agreements to take up the 
conversation elsewhere, but is 
social really likely to give rise to 
social at LibraryThing? Well, if you 
can tell a book reader by his or 
her covers, then perusing another 
member’s collection might go 
a long way toward predicting 
compatibility. Of course, one 
should always be aware that 
potential matches can pad their 
virtual shelves as easily as they 
can pad their résumés—so if 
you’re sharing a love of Hamlet 
and your correspondent praises 

Shakespeare’s wisdom in casting 
Mel Gibson for the lead role, you 
might want to move on to the 
next contestant.1

While I agree with Regan that 
there may be compatibility issues 
with book readership, online social 
tools are only as useful as the number 
of members of the group. As of this 
writing, LT had more than 1.5 million 
books cataloged with two million tags 
to go along with them. Once criti-
cal mass is reached (and it’s hard to 
predict when that will be for LT—it’s 
different for all social tools), nega-
tive compatibility issues will likely 
decline. If LT takes off as a tool used 
daily by its users, it could become 
more powerful than our library cata-
logs, which remain stuck in only pro-
viding content, without getting any 
feedback from its userbase. I’ve seen 
the future of online catalogs, and its 
name is Library Thing.  

Reference
 1. Jim Regan, “Do Your Own 
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Library  
Fund-raising 
Success Is Just 
a Wish Away

There is never enough staff, enough money, enough space. Instead, 
there are too many priorities, too many new technologies, too many 
demands, too much growth. But instead of wasting energy complain-

ing, how about we start to do something. Let’s start to wish . . . let’s dream. 

Big Wishes
When I say we need to wish, I mean we need to wish big. We need to envi-
sion the library fairy godmother making our biggest wish come true, or the 
library-funding genie giving us three wishes. What are the top three things 
you’d wish for your library? Would it be a state-of-the-art computer lab with 
wireless Internet access? What about a new building with custom signage, 
self-checkout stations, new furniture, and a teen center? 

I’m a strong believer in the power of knowing what it is you want, and 
putting it out there. In fact, I wished I could write a column before I saw 
the announcement for this opportunity. The fact that it matched with my 
area of interest made it a perfect fit. Did I make it happen because I wished 
it? Perhaps it was the power of positive thinking or just tuning my antenna 
toward the possibilities available. 
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“Bringing in the Money” presents fund-raising strategies for public librar-
ies. Many librarians are turning to alternative funding sources to supple-
ment shrinking budgets. Fund-raising efforts not only boost finances, but 
also leverage community support and build collaborative strategies. 
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As librarians, we often pride our-
selves on trying to be all things to all 
people. While this may seem ideal, it 
often leads to spreading ourselves too 
thin. If we try to serve everyone and 
provide every library-related service 
we’ve ever heard of, we are actually 
doing a disservice to our communi-
ties. It is far better to do a few things 
very well and help meet real needs in 
our communities. Careful identifica-
tion of our wishes can actually be a 
useful way to prioritize our goals and 
make the best use of our resources.

To start wishing, begin with a 
visioning exercise. Dream of what 
your ideal community would look 
like if all your wishes came true. What 
is your desired image of the future? 
Involve your whole library, your 
board, and your library Friends in this 
activity. You can even create a com-
mittee of representatives from these 
groups, and include a few community 
leaders. Then think of what role the 
library can take to help fulfill this 
vision. Finally, believe it is possible to 
make this shared dream a reality.

I have proof from current litera-
ture that I’m not just a Pollyanna. In 
Resonant Leadership, published by 
Harvard Business School Press, the 
authors attest that the ability to hope 
and believe in dreams coming true is 
essential for effective leaders.1

They write:

If we cannot envision a better 
future, how can we consciously 
make the choices that will get us 
there? That magical and life-giving 
quality called hope is more than 
just optimism. It is also the result 
of developing a combination of 
emotional intelligence, intellectual 
flexibility, the ability to read one’s 
environment and see possibilities, 
and a basic belief in one’s own 
and other’s power to influence 
our lives.2

Wishing is at the center of their 
formula for success. They describe 
hope as a magnet that impacts our 
brains and hormones so that we see 
situations in a positive light and that 
will attract us to positive outcomes.

In defining hope, they refer to 
C. R. Snyder, “who write[s] about 
hopeful thought as a combination 
of clearly articulating goals, believ-
ing that one can attain those goals, 
charting a course of action or a path, 
and arriving at the goal while expe-
riencing a sense of well-being as a 
result of the process.”3

They outline three key require-
ments for successful leaders. Such 
people should:

■ have dreams and aspirations 
but also be in touch with others 
around them to form the desired 
image of the future;

■ be optimistic and believe in their 
ability to make change;

■ see the desired future as realistic 
and feasible.4

Making Your Wish List
We always need to have a wish list. 
What if a local company or individual 
approached your library at the end 
of the year and told you they needed 
to donate some funding for tax pur-
poses? Would you be able to imme-
diately tell them your needs? A small 
rural library in Parker, Arizona, found 
out how important it is to have a wish 
list ready. A local business owner 
who had noticed the library’s recent 
renovations approached director Jana 
Ponce-Wolfe and asked what else was 
needed. She replied they could use 
a big-screen TV. And that wish was 
granted a few days later!

When it comes to asking for 
money for our libraries, we often 
get overwhelmed. Start with your 
visioning exercise and then examine 

your library’s strategic plan. As the 
quotations from Resonant Leadership 
showed, goals are a kind of wish. By 
reviewing your plan, you’ll know what 
your priorities are and what goals you 
are striving to achieve. Your wish list 
should support those goals. (If you 
don’t have a plan, I recommend PLA’s 
Planning for Results.)5

Most library wish lists I’ve come 
across have been related to books, 
but I don’t think we should stop 
there. Plan new projects to meet the 
needs in your communities based 
on your vision. These projects can 
be the foundation for your wish lists, 
and also for your grant applications. 

Last Christmas, I adopted a local 
family to help make their holiday 
wishes come true. Reading the 
family’s wish list really helped me 
understand the family’s priorities. 
The four-year-old wanted two toys; 
each cost about $15. The baby’s wish 
list consisted of diapers and baby 
wipes. The mother and father both 
only wanted a few new clothes, such 
as jeans and t-shirts. Notice there 
wasn’t an iPod on the list, or designer 
clothing, or any of the hottest toys. 
It was basic necessities. My original 
thoughts of buying a few small luxu-
ries and maybe an expensive toy for 
the kids were replaced with practi-
cal thoughts of how to budget my 
money appropriately so they could 
get everything they needed, plus a 
grocery gift certificate, and books, 
lots and lots of books! But the point 
is, by knowing what it was they truly 
needed, I was better able to help. 
With a library wish list in place, your 
donors will be better able to help 
you as well.

Publicizing Your Wishes
So now that you’ve got your wish list, 
you must publicize it. We believe in 
libraries and what libraries stand 
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for, but we need to learn to tell oth-
ers why we are so passionate. If your 
community doesn’t know your roof 
leaks or your book budget is only 
ten cents per person, make sure 
they do. They can’t help if they don’t 
know it is needed. Most people will 
not think to give you money unless 
you make your needs known. This 
is not because they are cheap or 
self-centered. Many people have 
no idea how much it costs to run a 
library and how poorly funded most 
are. If you don’t ask them, they will 
simply assume you are getting the 
money somewhere else. They have 
no reason to think your library needs 
money unless you tell them.

You are asking the donor to 
become a partner in a successful, 
important program in their com-
munity, not for money to keep the 
lights on. Make it known why you 
need the funds, what the funds will 
be used for, and when the funds 
will be spent. A good rule is that  
the more funding you ask for, the 
more details you need to provide 
potential donors.

The wish list can be sent to busi-
nesses, past donors, and other 
community organizations. Items 
and cash can be donated to the 
program. Let everyone know your 
needs. Individuals actually give 
more money than foundations or 
businesses. Americans contributed 
$248 billion to all types of charitable 
organizations in 2004. More than 75 
percent—almost $188 billion—of 
those contributions came from 
individuals. More than 70 percent of 
Americans give a charitable contri-
bution every year.6 So make sure you 
get your wish list out to your com-
munity members. Publish your wish 
list. Put it on your Web site; ask the 
local paper or media outlet to do a 
story on your wish list. Make a brief 
summary into bookmarks to distrib-

ute at checkout. Ask for the wish list 
to be sent out in the city water bill. 

The last Bringing in the Money 
column focused on community 
foundations. Make sure you let your 
local community foundation know 

about your wish list. They can help 
you brainstorm ideas for fulfilling 
it and also keep you in mind when 
speaking with prospective donors.

Elected officials should know our 
wishes as well. We don’t just need 



new books, though of course that is 
important. We are trying to meet the 
current needs of our communities. 
Serving the community is why these 
individuals are in their jobs and 
they may be eager to help with a 
library-related project that will give 
them an opportunity to be visible in 
the community.

The media should also know our 
wish lists. Suggest an article about 
library projects, such as meeting 
the community need for learning 
English, or learning to use comput-
ers for finding jobs, to name just 
two ideas. Include a wish list that 
supports these problems. Let people 
know if you can’t keep GED books in 
the library.

Some libraries have partnered 
with local bookstores so library sup-
porters can purchase the books at a 
discount. Other libraries have used 
Amazon.com to publicize their wish 
lists. Kathleen Hirooka, community 
relations coordinator for the Oakland 
Public Library, wrote the following in 
an e-mail to me:

Wish lists for the Oakland 
Public Library and several of 
its branches were posted on 
Amazon.com a couple of years 
ago (2003) during a budget crisis 
in which our materials budget 
was frozen midyear. Wish lists 
were posted not just on Amazon.
com but on author Pamela 
Ribon’s blog (www.pamie.com), 
at local bookstores, and in some 
local newspapers. We received at 
least seven hundred books from 
Amazon.com, but mostly because 
of the Pamie.com blog that asked 
readers to go to that site to order 
materials for our public library.7

Jeanne Hozak, assistant director 
for the Hall County Library System 
in Gainesville, Georgia, wrote the 
following:

We have had a link to Amazon 
on our Web site for two or three 
years. In that time, we have 
received around $1000 in books.
A few loyal patrons continue to 

donate; and the bulk of what we 
receive is children’s materials. 
It can’t be considered a means 
for collection development; it 
is more of a public relations 
tool. The “Wish List” allows 
the patron to think of us as an 
active, vibrant establishment. 
Not everyone understands the 
level of sophistication at which 
libraries function, and this 
feature improves the perception 
that the public has of us. Patrons 
can come into the library and 
achieve the same results by 
handing over a check, but the 
electronic feature makes it easier 
for them to think of us and make 
a contribution.8

Practical Ways to Make 
Your Wishes Come True
Challenge your library Friends 
group, board, and foundation to 
fulfill your wish list every year. 
Each member could make the com-
mitment to fulfill a certain dollar 
amount that corresponds to your 
wishes. For example, if you wish 
for a computer lab of ten comput-
ers, and each computer is going 
to cost $1,000, each person would 
be responsible for raising $1,000 
to fund one computer. Help them 
brainstorm on easy ways for them to 
raise $1,000. Here are a few ideas to 
get you started.

 1. They ask ten people to donate 
$100. 

 2. They donate the entire $1,000 
themselves—no added work 
involved. 

 3. They throw an “unparty.” This 
means donors get to stay at 
home, instead of attending 
another one of those fund-
raising rubber chicken dinners. 
They could call it a tea party 
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An item on the Wishing Tree at the Payson (Ariz.) Public library



and enclose a tea bag in the 
invitation or call it a book club 
and invitees could pay $25 to 
stay at home and catch up on 
their reading. They’ve got $500 if 
twenty people accept invitations 
to their unparty. 

 4. They could ask local businesses 
for donations of the items on the 
wish list. 

 5. They could use a pyramid dinner 
scheme. They invite twelve 
people to a dinner party and ask 
each for a donation of $25 or 
more. Then they ask everyone 
invited to hold similar parties. 
If three of the twelve people 
invited each have a party, they’ll 
raise $900. If the scheme keeps 
keep going and two people from 
each of those three dinners 
have a party, they’ll raise $1,800. 
Here’s the math:
First dinner: $25 × 12 guests = 

$300
Three of the guests each have a 

party: $25 × (12 x 3) = $900
Two of their guests have parties: 

$25 × (12 x 6) = $1,800
 6. They could create a wish tree. 

The Payson (Ariz.) Public 
Library, has a Book Wish Tree. 
They keep it up all year, adding 
needed book titles. Library 
Director Terry Morris decorated 
the tree with homemade dried 
fruits. She slices them and 
puts them in a 200° oven for 
ten hours. Included are apples, 
kiwi, oranges, lemons, limes, 
and grapefruit slices. Book titles 
and fruit are tied onto the tree 
with raffia. Of course, you could 
wish bigger and ask for more 
expensive items than books!

 7. They could bring their lunch 
for a few weeks. Or they could 
ask friends to bring their lunch 
for a week. Just have them send 

their friends a paper lunch 
bag in the mail with a catchy 
question on the front. For 
example: what do a brown bag 
and a library have in common? 
The answer is inside—lunch! 
The recipient is asked to take 
their lunch to work for a week 
in the brown bag and send 
the library the money they’ve 
saved. Make sure you include 
specific items or projects that 
your library is raising money 
for. People like to know what 
they are supporting.

 8. Make a library wishing well. Last 
year’s Collaborative Summer 
Library Program included 
instructions for building a 
wishing well on page fifty-nine 
of the 2005 Program Manual. 
(See also www.2005.cslpreads.
org/resources.htm.) This way 
your patrons can make a wish 
while helping the library collect 
funds to fulfill their wishes. A 
low-budget option reported from 
one library is to decorate a jug to 
look like a wishing well and place 
it next to the checkout. You could 
ask for funding for your summer 
reading program—a worthwhile 
cause that most patrons are 
familiar with or any specific 
cause based on your needs.

 9. Have them create an online 
wish list. A lot of libraries use 
amazon.com for this.

10. Have a Buy-a-Book Fund. Ask 
everyone they know to donate 
the cost of one book, $25. Design 
a donation envelope to look like 
a book. Or include a bookplate 
donors can fill out themselves.

Inspiration
Here are a few quotes from notable 
figures to encourage you. Read them, 

and then be encouraged to dream 
a little dream for me. No, wait—
instead, dream a big dream for me.

I have tried raising money by 
asking for it, and by not asking 
for it. I always got more by asking 
for it.—Millard Fuller, founder, 
Habitat for Humanity

A goal is a dream with a 
deadline.—Napoleon Hill, one the 
earliest American authors of the 
personal success genre

To accomplish great things, we 
must not only act, but also dream; 
not only plan, but also believe. 
—Anatole France, winner of 
the1921 Nobel Prize in Literature

Shoot for the moon. Even if you 
miss, you’ll land among the 
stars.—Les Brown, motivational 
speaker, named by Toastmasters 
International as one of the World’s 
Top Five Speakers  
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Mad 
Programming!

So there I am standing in the library story room in a t-shirt that reads 
“I (Heart) Toxic Waste.” I am waiting for the cute button-nosed girl to 
whip an egg at me. She has a darkly malicious look in her bright blue 

eyes as she pulls her arm back with all the skill of a major leaguer and lets 
the egg fly right into the center of my chest. My face even catches some 
splattered yolk as the assembled children let out a roar of approval. 

Welcome to the Mad Scientists’ Club. I’m your host, Dr. Farrelly. 
When I first entered library school I was interested in a sedate career as 

an academic librarian. I imagined working on the campus of a major univer-
sity, surrounded by ancient texts, academics, and ivy. The thought of being 
a children’s librarian never crossed my mind, mainly because I worked with 
children as a library assistant during grad school. Being an assistant in a 
library can either be inspiring or dispiriting, and sadly this job was the latter. 
Academia was to be my home. I’ve always been the odd one, the only boy in 
fourth grade to wear a tuxedo to picture day, inventing languages when I was 
in middle school, and preferring my own company to beer-soaked parties in 
college. I believed I was born for the eccentric world of academia. 

The finest advice given to me going into library school was “take a dab of 
everything.” I took this to heart and enjoyed classes on a variety of subjects, 
from Web design to international librarianship. Then I took a class on library 
management where we talked about programming. Yes, this is where the 
light bulb appeared above my head. As an assistant, library programming 
had meant drudge work to me—up until that point. Coming to find a pile of 
twelve hundred foam sheets on your tiny desk with a note saying “Make into 
stars” does not fill you with a love of inventive educational programming. 
Designing my own programs—now that’s got a ring to it. 

My first job out of library school was a high school job. It taught me an 
enormous amount about crowd control and managing your emotions on 
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the job. Children, especially young 
adults, can smell fear like sharks 
can sniff blood. If that sounds like 
hyperbole, then feel free to test it out 
sometime. Get a room full of three 
hundred hormone-laden adoles-
cents and confront one of the alpha 
males about something. I’m shocked 
that more school library media spe-
cialists aren’t eaten alive in their first 
weeks on the job. I tried to introduce 
programming, but at a high school 
you’re competing with a thousand 
other activities and there are only so 
many hours in the day. In many ways 
it’s just that time-squeeze, and the 
7:30 a.m. start to the day, that made 
me return to public libraries. 

When I started as a youth services 
librarian, I knew my main interest 
was in bringing in teens and ’tweens. 
That’s a tall order, as the young adult 
age group seems to all but drop 
off the radar for libraries. I wanted 
to have programming that would 
appeal to an older audience, pro-
gramming that would give them a 
fresh perspective on the library, and 
most of all, programming that would 
actually be instructional. It’s better 
to shoot for the moon and miss than 
to not try at all. My first real attempt 
was the Mad Scientists’ Club. 

Every month I pick a new topic. 
First, I went to Mars; then I brought 
in robots; then I showed the kids 
the workings of gross anatomy. The 
idea was to create a brand of sorts, a 
Mad Scientists’ brand. The program 

itself is based around the idea of six 
to seven bullet points. I pick six or 
seven props, activities, or models 
and build around that. All along 
the way, I keep up a mad scientist’s 
persona, complete with a great deal 
of yelling, eye-bulging, and running 
about frantically. 

To shop for the program I found a 
local science supply store (American 
Science and Surplus, www.sciplus.
com) to wander in. I can’t stress 
the importance of themed wan-
dering enough. The latest Mad 
Scientists’ Club was based around 
“Mad! Mad! Machines!” as a theme. 
I found engine parts, toy motors, 
spark plugs, sparking engines, and 
all kinds of machine goodness to 
show off. It’s an adult-to-kids ver-
sion of show-and-tell, really. For 
one program, based around the 
theme of medieval warfare, I showed 
the mad science kids how to cre-
ate a phalanx; for another, themed 
around “Cryptozoology” (the study 
of mythological animals), we talked 
about droppings and what they 
teach about the environment. Never 
underestimate the power of poop to 
hold kids spellbound. 

This all sounds terribly expensive, 
but I’ve never spent more than $40 
for a Mad Scientists’ Club and I fre-
quently get second, third, and fourth 
uses out of the materials I purchase. 
Forty bucks is seriously cheap to 
entertain thirty-five to forty children 
for an hour and talk about science. 

But it’s not just science programs, 
there’s a whole weird and won-
derful world of programming out 
there. We’ve hosted “Dance Dance 
Revolution” nights for months now 
and seen them grow in popularity. 
The cost there again is negligible; 
we just set up a game console (and 
dance pads for players) and have 
a room with a TV. We’ve also had 
programs that tie into current mov-
ies, such as Willy Wonka and the 
Chocolate Library, which saw me, 
dressed in my most ridiculous outfit, 
leading the kids around the library 
with candy themed to each section 
of the Dewey Decimal System. 

It’s bibliographic instruction with 
gummi worms. 

Ultimately, programming coming 
from a male children’s librarian does 
tend to be louder, messier, and more 
boy appealing in general. However, I 
take great pains to get girls involved 
at my programs, especially ones 
relating to science. Statistic after sad 
statistic shows girls not getting as 
much attention in science and math 
classes, not looking to careers in the 
sciences with interest and generally 
tuning out in favor of other subjects. 
I reject that a girl can’t get as much 
enjoyment out of building her own 
war machine, or piloting a robot, or 
even firing eggs at the librarian- 
target. In fact, the glee in some of 
their eyes when I hand them the 
egg and say “give it your best shot” 
makes my whole job worthwhile.  

“”

When I started as a youth services librarian, I knew my main 
interest was in bringing in teens and ’tweens. That’s a tall 
order, as the young adult age group seems to all but drop off 
the radar for libraries. . . . It’s better to shoot for the moon and 
miss than to not try at all.



Straight 
Answers from 
Mary Dempsey

Last September, Chicago Public Library Commissioner Mary Dempsey 
completed a most unusual assignment for a librarian. She and a 
deputy commissioner, Kathy Biel, had spent six months giving the City 

of Chicago’s Procurement Services Department a “total scrubbing,” as she 
promised Mayor Richard M. Daley she would when he tapped her for the job 
of interim procurement officer. Dempsey has served as CPL commissioner 
since January 1994. She holds a master’s degree in library science from the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and a law degree from DePaul 
University in Chicago. Leonard Kniffel interviewed her for Public Libraries 
on October 6, 2005, to get her first-hand account of what it was like to clean 
up somebody else’s mess in city hall, a task that she calls “part of a commit-
ment” to an ever-better quality of life in her beloved city.

Public Libraries: Why did you take this hot potato assignment in city hall? 

Mary Dempsey: First, I was asked. I didn’t seek it out. The mayor asked me 
to do it, and I had two reasons for saying yes. Number one, the procurement 
department is responsible for all contracts in the City of Chicago, including 
my own. There was a severe backlog in that area and so I felt a certain obliga-
tion, that I was privileged because the mayor had asked me. But secondly, 
it was, I guess, somewhat self-serving in that I felt that if there was a way to 
improve the contracting process and make it go faster and more efficiently, 
I should try to take that on. And third, as someone who’s worked in city gov-
ernment for almost twelve years, I was very concerned about the criticisms 
being leveled at the whole minority and women business-contracting pro-
gram. I believe in the program, and I believe it’s important for the program 
to be strong. I also feel that, if you are asked to try to repair something that is 
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broken, you have an obligation to try 
to do that.  

PL: Can you make the connection 
between your experience at the 
library and how it transferred to that 
assignment? Or was it really your 
experience as an attorney that was 
more important?

MD: I would say it was both, with 
the heavier weight on the manage-
rial experience at the library. Frankly, 
the reason the mayor appointed me 
was because he knew I was a strong 
manager. He knew that we had 
devised and developed and imple-
mented our own strategic business 
plan here at the library, which was 
the reason for the successes we have 
had. And he wanted me to see if I 
could do the same thing with this 
department.  

I think being an attorney helped, 
certainly. Not necessarily because 
I knew what the law was or wasn’t. 
I think anybody who can read, can 
read the law. But I think being an 
attorney and being a librarian and 
having had managerial experience 
meant that I attack a problem in a 
certain way. A very, very, clear, direct 
way of trying to get to the root of 
the problem and then laying out the 
ways to address it.

I know that our background in 
strategic planning had an impact. 
The first thing we did was to pull 
the key managers in the department 
together on a holiday and talk with 
them about what they saw as their 
mission. They’d never really focused 
on what their mission was. We gave 
them the opportunity to talk about 
what they thought their strengths 
and weaknesses were, and the 
obstacles to overcoming the weak-
nesses, and what tools they needed 
to achieve a strong, well-run depart-
ment. There were no standard oper-

ating procedures, or those that had 
existed had become so obscured that 
they really needed to be completely 
resurrected and reexamined. 

And so we did a whole strategic 
planning exercise in one day with 
them. We developed six-month goals, 
one-year goals, and five-year goals, 
and then set about implementing 
those goals. And that came directly 
from my experience at the library.  

PL: Did you find the procurement 
services department to be a scan-
dal-scarred snakepit, as Carol Marin 
referred to it in the Chicago Tribune?

MD: Actually, no, I did not. What I 
found were really good people who 
were completely overwhelmed by a 
backlog of con-
tracts and mud-
dled procedures. 
They had pretty 
much been 
through a lack of 
leadership dur-
ing the previous 
year. Because 
there had been 
a lack of leader-
ship and some 
inappropri-
ate actions by 
individuals 
who had since 
left the depart-
ment; their 
department 
was completely 
beleaguered by 
one press story 
after another. So 
you had good 
people trying 
to do what was right, who did not 
have the technology or the leader-
ship team to assist them in doing 
their job. And when our new man-
agement team said, basically, trust 

us and follow us, they did, for the 
most part. They really did. This did 
not happen just by shear force of 
my will or that of one or two other 
people. This happened because 
they trusted and followed us.

PL: You were able to do that?

MD: Yes. In seven months we elimi-
nated a backlog of almost one thou-
sand contracts that had not been 
touched in hundreds of days by 
moving them through the system. 
We continued the ongoing contract-
ing business of the City of Chicago, 
but at the same time we developed 
and implemented a strategic plan. 
We eliminated numerous redundant 
steps in the contracting process. We 

brought technology to the depart-
ment. We hired seven key managers. 
We completely audited the entire 
minority and women business cer-
tification program and compliance 

Leonard Kniffel and Mary Dempsey
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program. We did outreach to busi-
ness groups that had not been done 
before. And we really streamlined the 
department as much as it was pos-
sible to do in seven months. So what 
I handed to my successor was a team 
of smart, competent people who 
know exactly what they have to do 
and how they have to do it and who 
are working together as a cohesive 
unit. They were not working together 
when we arrived there in February 
simply because they were so para-
lyzed by paper and work and the pub-
lic perception that they were either 
incompetent or illegitimate—which, 
for the most part, they were not. On 
the whole, they were very competent 
people who just needed the tools and 
needed the leadership to get them 
out of where they were stuck.  

PL: You’ve said a library should be run 
like a business. What does that mean?

MD: Well, in our case, what I say all 
the time is that [the Chicago Public 
Library is], for all intents and pur-
poses, a $95 million corporation. 
We are a department of the City of 
Chicago, but our operating budget 
is $95 million. We have employees; 
we have purchases that we make; we 
have trucks that we drive. We have 
financial systems. We have account-
ability—not to shareholders, but 
to citizens who are taxpayers, who 
are, in essence, our shareholders. 
We have a board; we have standard 
operating procedures; we have lines 
of reporting; we have a manage-
ment structure. And we have a clear 
sense of what our mission is and 
who we are there to serve. Similarly, 
when I got to procurement, we had 
a lengthy discussion about who their 
customers are. They never thought 
about it in those terms. They didn’t 
really think about how their cus-
tomers are the forty-three other city 

departments who count on the pro-
curement office to get the work done 
for their contracting. Likewise, they 
didn’t realize that the public, the 
vendors who want to do the $2 bil-
lion worth of business that the City 
of Chicago basically contracts for 
every year are also their customers. 

So the whole concept of custom-
ers—internal, external, professional 
development and training, stan-
dard operating procedures, lines 
of authority and communication, 
internal and external communica-
tion, things that are just standard 
operating procedure here at the 
library—now became standard oper-
ating procedure at procurement. 
And I think there are similar stan-
dard operating procedures in well-
run businesses in the private sector. 

PL: Why has the Chicago Public 
Library been able to open new 
branches at a time when other big 
systems are closing them?

MD: There are a couple of factors. 
Number one, we have a mayor—
Mayor Daley—who believes very 
strongly and completely that the 
public library plays an integral 
role in the education curriculum 
of the City of Chicago, whether it’s 
in formal schooling or in what we 
in the library world call life-long 
learning. He understands how hav-
ing a library in every neighborhood 
means a populace that is better 
educated and better prepared, and 
that translates into a better city. 
That’s factor number one.  

He understands the whole con-
cept of library and place, and why 
it’s important that there be attrac-
tive libraries in every neighborhood. 
And he understands this because we 
came to him ten years ago with our 
strategic plan and said we need to 
do this. We need to build. We need 

to replace these leased storefront 
buildings and dilapidated structures. 
We need to build libraries that make 
people proud to be there and that 
have resources that will be useful for 
people in Chicago.  

And we did this as a joint effort. 
We brought our plan to the mayor, 
and he accepted it.  We brought 
our plan to the budget office. They 
understood that this was a multiyear 
plan. There have been no surprises. 
When the city sold bonds to support 
our capital structure, we put staffing 
needs into our budget year after year 
after year so that we telegraphed 
three years out—this branch will 
open three years from now and we’ve 
got to have the staffing in place 
before this time. And they built our 
budget and our financial support 
accordingly. As a result, as our capi-
tal growth has continued, so has our 
financial growth.

But it was all part of a consistent 
and steady planning and budgeting 
process. There’s no question that 
the more we build and open librar-
ies, the more positive the popular 
reaction becomes. The mayor dedi-
cated one on October 6, 2005, in 
the Logan Square neighborhood 
to great popular acclaim. We have 
eight libraries opening this year, the 
last eight in our capital program. 
Everyone is eagerly anticipating 
the next dedication because every 
neighborhood benefits, not only 
because of what the presence of a 
library means in terms of culture 
and education and the arts, but also 
because the library is seen as an 
economic development engine. We 
talked about this a lot. And I know 
it’s been written about a lot. I can-
not underscore that enough. 

Let me tell you about one of the 
libraries that we opened last June, 
the West Pullman Branch. We tore 
down a notorious liquor store and 
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some dilapidated houses and put 
up a beautiful branch library. I 
just talked to the branch manager 
there today and she said, “You can’t 
believe the people who are flock-
ing into this building saying ‘We’ve 
waited years for this.’” So I think 
you cannot ignore the economic 
development aspect.

PL: Do you think a lot of people have 
heard that message?

MD: The mayor is hosting the 
Urban Libraries Council Conference 
in December again, talking about 
the role that the library plays as a 
community center, a community 
place, and an economic develop-
ment engine.  

PL: How were you able to find a cost-
effective way to implement wireless 
Internet access throughout all the 
CPL branches?

MD: I think it cost about $80,000. 
That was it. And in a city of three 
million people, where we’re used to 
regularly putting $1.2 million into 
digital journals, $80,000 is not a 
major expenditure, relatively speak-
ing. It happened because there was 
a combination of an up-and-run-
ning library zone network, plus our 
own computer network, and the 
fact that we had a very competent 
in-house computer staff that was 
able to quickly do what needed to 
be done. We worked in cooperation 
with the city business information 

systems department. They were very 
interested in trying to get Wi-Fi out 
in a consistent fashion and felt that 
we were the most logical way to do it 
because we already had an existing 
network and a tech-savvy staff, and 
we had the ability to roll it out there 
quite easily. So it ended up being a 
very cost-effective solution as well as 
a very popular one.  

Right now we’re looking at how 
we maximize Wi-Fi for our patrons 
who don’t own computers at home 
and certainly don’t own laptops. And 
so the very simple solution, I think, 
will be the acquisition of a number 
of laptops that one could check out 
and use within our library. That will 
double our access to the Internet for 
people who come to the library to 
use computers.  

PL: Talk about One Book, One 
Chicago, which has also been a very 
visible and effective program. Is it 
as effective now as it was the first 
year, 2001?  

MD: It continues to delight and 
surprise all of us who are involved 
in it. We’re currently in the midst of 
doing Pride and Prejudice. I was here 
for the announcement—we always 
do this kind of dramatic announce-
ment, not telling anyone until the 
last minute. And the minute it was 
unveiled, there was this collective 
“Oooh” in the room. It was really 
quite interesting. 

PL: It was a surprising choice?

MD: The first non-American author 
we’ve done.

PL: Did it get good coverage? 

MD: It got great coverage. In fact,  
I did an interview with the local NBC 
affiliate about it. Al Genie was on 
WBEZ (public radio) talking about it. 
I know the Chicago Tribune’s going 
to do a Perspective piece about 
it because they interviewed me. I 
have to tell you that every time we 
do this, every book we select, we 
acquire a different group of readers, 
a broader and more engaged group 
of readers. I think that one of the 
really lovely things about Pride and 
Prejudice is that Northlight Theatre 
Company is putting the play on this 
year. Steppenwolf Theatre is sending 
over two of its actors to read from 
the book. 

PL: Was Northlight already going to 
do that?

MD: Northlight was going to do it, 
but we didn’t pick it because of that. 
We had decided to pick it and then 
discovered that Northlight was going 
to put it on. We thought that was 
great. And then we discovered that 
yet another movie version was com-
ing out. It is a timeless classic. And 
then, of course, we’re screening Bride 
and Prejudice, the Bollywood version. 
And we’ve done the Colin Firth ver-
sion and lots of jokes about “Is Colin 
Firth coming over to read?” and all 
this stuff. Regardless, people have 

“”

[One Book, One Chicago] continues to delight and surprise 
all of us who are involved in it. We’re currently in the midst 
of doing Pride and Prejudice. . . . the minute it was unveiled, 
there was this collective “Oooh” in the room. It was really 
quite interesting.
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said to me, “This is one of my favorite 
books of all time.” A lot of reporters 
have asked me, “Why would a man 
want to read this book?” My reply 
was, “Why wouldn’t he?” It’s about 
greed and deception; it’s about how 
you can pick your friends but not 
your family. It’s got incredible, funny, 
witty prose, very sarcastic. It takes a 
few pokes at organized religion. It’s 
a very, very funny, interesting study 
of human nature. And so from that 
point of view, I think we’re drawing 
yet another group of people. 

DePaul University, since the sec-
ond book, elected to teach a course 
in whatever book we select. They 
not only cover the book, but they 
cover other works of literature from 
that genre. And they’re enthusiastic 
about it. In fact, Mary Miritello from 
DePaul, who runs the program, came 
and conducted a book discussion for 
members of our staff about the book. 

So the opportunity is present to 
combine the theater community, 
the university community, and the 
public at large—we had one hundred 
people here last night, including the 
president of the Jane Austen Society. 
Who knew?

It’s great. It allows us to be what a 
public library is supposed to be and 
that is many things to many people.  
PL: Why did you choose to make 
library your career after a successful 
career as a lawyer?

MD: I started as a librarian. I first got 
my MLS from the University of Illinois 
in Urbana-Champaign, and I was a 
public librarian for a couple of years. 
Then I went to work for a law firm, 
and they convinced me that I should 
go to law school. So I went to law 
school and practiced law for twelve 
years. I would’ve still been practic-
ing had Mayor Daley not asked me 

to come and run the public libraries. 
And, speaking candidly, I knew I could 
do the job. I just didn’t realize that I 
would fall so deeply back in love with 
it. And it’s just been the greatest joy 
of my life. I love what I do. I love the 
people with whom I work. I feel every 
day the personal impact that the pub-
lic library has on people of all ages, all 
backgrounds in the city of Chicago. 
And I am reminded daily of the 
important responsibility that we in 
libraries have to the people we serve. 

PL: How do you feel about the future 
of books?

MD: To those who say, “Oh books are 
dead, libraries are dead,” I say that 
we know differently. You know—we 
know—how important it is. Even 
at the procurement office. The first 
thing I did was to make everybody 
there get a library card and then 
come over to the library. Our director 

of reference put on a special three-
hour training course for them in all 
of our online reference resources. 
They had no idea what they could do 
with a library card. I had two reasons 
for doing it. First, because I figured 
it would help them with their basic, 
fundamental research skills. But 
secondly, they needed to get out of 
city hall and see another city depart-
ment, and they needed to see that 
those people are city employees just 
like them who love their job and who 
are proud of what they do. It was 
important that they, too, would feel 
that way at the end of this process.  

There’s one other really gratify-
ing thing, and that is to be in city 
hall and have my colleagues, some 
of whom I have never worked with 
directly before, come up to me and 
tell me how important the library in 
their neighborhood is to them and 
to their families. It’s really a won-
derful experience. 

Illinois Humanities Council Honors Chicago Public Library 
Commissioner with 2006 Public Humanities Award

The Illinois Humanities Council (IHC) will honor Chicago Public 
Library Commissioner Mary Dempsey at a luncheon at the University 
Club of Chicago on Thursday, April 27, 2006. Mayor Richard M. Daley 
serves as the honorary chair for this event. 

At the luncheon, Commissioner Dempsey will receive IHC’s 2006 
Public Humanities Award on behalf of the Chicago Public Library 
System. Given annually by IHC, this award recognizes individuals 
and organizations for their contributions to public understanding of 
the role the humanities play in transforming lives and strengthening 
communities. Commissioner Dempsey will be honored for her com-
mitment to lifelong learning, to public access to information, and for 
championing the freedom of all people to read, learn, and discover 
at the public library. “We are delighted to be honoring Commissioner 
Dempsey and the Chicago Public Library. With this award we recognize 
the role libraries and librarians play in strengthening communities and 
empowering citizens through free and public access to knowledge,” 
said Arthur Sussman, IHC board chair. 
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COLUMBUS METROPOLITAN LIBRARY’S FRESH START CAMPAIGN

Columbus Metropolitan Library (CML) started a campaign in the fall of 2003 to help juvenile custom-
ers whose library cards were no longer useable for checking out materials due to overdue materials 
or fines. This campaign allowed customers under the age of eighteen to read off their fines and make 

their library cards useable for borrowing again. It was called the “Fresh Start Campaign.”
In the spring of 2003, Columbus Metropolitan Library (CML) considered a campaign to increase library 

card membership among school-aged children. Some initial statistics tabulated on our current juvenile cus-
tomers’ borrowing habits astonished us and changed the focus of our campaign. Forty-five percent of those 
younger than eleven years had cards that couldn’t be used because they were blocked due to fines and over-
due materials. In the twelve- to seventeen-year-old age group, 41 percent could not use their cards. A card 
becomes blocked in the CML system when the customer owes more than five dollars in fines or has materials 
that have been overdue for more than twenty-one days.

Learning that so many children had cards they could not use impacted the focus of our campaign. Before 
working to increase youth membership we decided: (1) to find ways for our young members to use their cards 
again, and (2) to educate them on how to keep their cards from becoming blocked.

The numbers were daunting: a total of 48,293 blocked cards to make useable again. A task force was drawn 
up to look into the problem and present solutions. Members of this task force came from various public ser-
vice points and represented a cross section of the staff. We named it the Fresh Start Task Force in support of 
the belief that every child deserves a second chance.

In order to get ideas and to benchmark our efforts, we canvassed several other library systems in the coun-
try to find out what their card policies were for juvenile members and what efforts they had made to help 
card holders with high fines. We discovered that many library systems did not have any remedies in place for 
blocked juvenile library cards.

COLUMBUS  
METROPOLITAN LIBRARY’S 

Fresh Start 
CAMPAIGN

BETH RIEMENSCHNEIDER is Team Leader II, Information 

Services at the Karl Road branch of the Columbus 

Metropolitan Library. Her areas of emphasis are 

collection development and promotion of the library’s 

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 
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The Fresh Start Campaign
While CML had experimented in the past with fine 
amnesty days, they had not done so system-wide 
within the last fifteen to twenty years. More recently, 
our Franklinton branch had been trying “Fine Read 
Days” for two years prior to the start of the Fresh 
Start campaign, and they had much success. The 
Franklinton branch serves an inner city neighborhood 
in Columbus. Franklinton staff encouraged customers 
to come in and do supervised reading in order to pay 
off fines at a certain dollar-rate per hour. The popular-
ity of the Fine Read Days led to renewed interest in 
trying to find ways to help customers with blocked 
library cards. During the summer of 2003, more Fine 
Read Days were requested by the youth services coor-
dinator to coincide with the annual Summer Reading 
Club, so all other CML locations offered them.

Materials security and encouraging responsible 
borrowing were some of the concerns that the Fresh 
Start Task Force had to consider in looking at the best 
way to unblock juvenile cards. One of the task force 
members hand-checked the (then) current situations 
of seventy-nine cards of persons who had become 
new juvenile members in June 2002. She found that 
thirteen were blocked for long-overdue materials and 
twenty-five were blocked for fines. The average fine 
amount on the cards was fifteen dollars.

While we suspected that some of the problems 
with juvenile cards might be caused by other fam-
ily members (CML allows family members to check 
out materials on each others’ cards), we wanted to 
focus on juvenile customers for the purposes of our 
campaign. Our goals were: (1) to get as many juvenile 
cards unblocked as possible to allow them to be used 
again, and (2) to find ways to encourage and educate 
our young customers in good borrower behavior.

To accomplish our first goal, we started the Fresh 
Start campaign to read off fines on September 22, 2003, 
and ended it on December 20, 2003. By having a time-
limited campaign, we hoped to be better able to evalu-
ate our efforts and to analyze the success of our tactics.

The “Read-Off” Agreement
On the planning board, the campaign seemed simple. 
In practice, it proved more difficult. The hardest part 
was communicating to more than six hundred public 
service staff at twenty-one locations how to imple-
ment the campaign. The task force spent forty-five 
minutes during a Children’s Services meeting in early 
September explaining the campaign’s procedures to 
more than seventy location representatives. These rep-

resentatives included youth services and circulation 
staff, who then returned to home locations and trained 
the rest of their staff. In order to document children’s 
reading efforts and to evaluate the success or failure of 
the campaign, it was necessary to ask for several kinds 
of statistics from front-line staff. We developed a form 
for the children to keep track of their reading and their 
goals—a “Read-Off” Agreement—and forms for staff to 
use for tabulating statistics.

The children’s Read-Off Agreement consisted of a 
place for the child’s name, the date, amount of fines 
to be read off—at a rate of two dollars for every fif-
teen minutes of reading—space to list reading times 
and amounts, and a place for a responsible adult to 
sign and verify the child’s reading efforts. As opposed 
to previous Fine Read Days, where volunteers and 
staff would monitor a person’s reading in-house, we 
encouraged greater participation by allowing the 
children to read at home or at school.

Advertising the Campaign
The campaign’s advertising first focused on our 
prime targets—juvenile customers with cards 
blocked due to fines or overdue materials—through 
a postcard mass mailing. Postcards were addressed 
to “The Parent or Guardian of . . . ” Customers 
were requested to bring the mailed postcard to a 
CML location in order to trade it for a Read-Off 
Agreement. Many did not remember to bring in 
their postcards; however, we kept a record on blank 
postcards of those who forgot theirs. We wanted an 
accurate count of the postcards to assess the suc-
cess of the mailing.

Other ways of advertising the campaign included 
posters hung in CML’s locations. While this resulted 
in requests from adults with fines to participate, we 
explained that this campaign focused on juvenile 
customers. The campaign was also featured in CML’s 
newsletter, Novel Events, and through news stories in 
several local publications.

The public was given opportunities to comment 
on the campaign. At every CML location, we had 
comment cards that people could fill out and turn 
in. We also had a link on our Web site for people 
who preferred to send their comments online. 
Customer comments indicated a very favorable 
reaction to our campaign.

Staff Reaction
While the library’s staff was supportive of the cam-
paign, there were some reservations. It was pointed 
out that people who did not bring materials back 
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on time and who did not pay their fines were being 
rewarded for bad behavior. Another concern was that 
we were associating reading with work or punishment. 
We answered some of the questions fielded from staff 
prior to starting the campaign through a training 
handout called “What to Say When . . . ” which used 
the question-and-answer format:

Q: How many times will we permit a child’s card to 
be unblocked?
A: Once during the time of the campaign. 

Q: How do we deal with parents using children’s 
cards to check out lots of audio-visual (high fines) 
materials?
A: Library staff members know their customers 
and should use their best judgment to resolve 
appropriately.

Q: What if a child or parent wishes to pay off the 
fines rather than read them off?
A: By all means, let them pay it off, or pay partially, 
if that is what they prefer to do.

Q: What do we do if a patron cannot return all of 
their overdue materials? Can a patron read-off the 
cost of overdue items that are missing? 
A: Lost or damaged items may not have the cost 
read-off. These items should be dealt with in the 
usual manner.

Q: What happens if a juvenile customer doesn’t 
meet the Agreement?
A: If a child reads only six dollars and he or she 
had agreed to read off eight dollars, then adjust 
the child’s card to remove six dollars from his or 
her fines.

Q: Won’t this encourage parents to use their 
children’s cards for checking out, rather than 
amassing fines on their own cards?
A: At this point in time, this is a one-shot 
campaign. Consequently, it should not encourage 
parents to run up the child’s card again.

Q: Can a child sign up without a parent? Can a 
parent sign up for a child, without the child being 
present?
A: A child may sign up without the parent present, 
but not vice versa.

Q: How do we prevent cheating?
A: We don’t. Expect the best and hope for the best.

Q: What if the customer loses his or her Read-Off 
Agreement?
A: Check the customer’s record—there should 
be a notation that the customer started the 
Read-Off Agreement. If you see that notation, go 
ahead and draw up a new one. It will be up to the 
child to recreate what was read and get the adult 
signatures anew.

Q: So a child has a blocked card, but wants to take 
home something to read in order to complete the 
Read-Off Agreement—what do we do then?
A: Each location should have some donated non-
library books for this purpose. Let the child take 
one home on the honor system.

Q: What if the child is too young to read, is still 
learning to read, or has a reading disability?
A: The child may be read to, which counts for the 
purposes of this agreement.

Customer Education
To accomplish our second goal, we also began ongo-
ing efforts to educate young customers in proper 
borrowing habits. In October 2003, we started hand-
ing out plastic book bags to juvenile customers 
participating in the Fresh Start campaign and also 
to new borrowers. These bags had our five-phrase 
philosophy on one side and the phrase “Welcome” in 
various languages on the other side. We encouraged 
our circulation staff to use the five points when talk-
ing with customers:

 1. Keep your library card in a safe place.
 2. Take care of library materials.
 3. Return materials on time.
 4. Renew items online.
 5. Fines are charged only for late, lost, and damaged 

materials—so return materials on time and in 
good condition.

We also started another prevention initiative in 
October 2003. The task force, with the aid of CML’s 
communications department, began developing 
a brief video to show to preschool and elementary 
school children. It talked about how to use the 
library card and how best to handle library materials. 
Starring CML’s mascot MetroMouse and a number of 
children from the community, the resulting video is 
titled MetroMouse and Your Library Card: The Coolest 
Card in Town. It included a brief cartoon story, cre-
ated by one of the employees, about MetroMouse. 



              52

 COLUMBUS METROPOLITAN LIBRARY’S FRESH START CAMPAIGN

     ⁄       2 0 0 653

COLUMBUS METROPOLITAN LIBRARY’S FRESH START CAMPAIGN

The task force encouraged library staff to use the 
video with their children’s programs and class visits. 
The public showings began in January 2004. We had 
also requested from CML’s Web team some interac-
tive links from CML’s Web site for both children and 
teens, which would convey information about library 
cards and borrowing, and be fun too. This latter ini-
tiative, to be called Smart Start, was in the design 
stage during the second quarter of 2004.

Campaign Results
In mid-September, 37,866 postcards were mailed to 
our juvenile customers with card blocks. This precipi-
tated the registering of 2,330 youth for the Read-Off 
Agreement during our campaign period; 1,530 of 
those youth completed their Read-Off Agreements. 
At our South High branch, fifty-six youth registered 
for the Read-Off Agreement and thirty-five com-
pleted their Agreements by mid-December, equaling 
a completion rate of 63 percent. That rate was better 
than that location’s Summer Reading Club’s comple-
tion rate. For that branch, the total amount of fines 
waived by reading equaled $565.74.

Comparing the number of blocked juvenile card-
holders at the end of the campaign (49,990) with our 
starting number (48,293), the results were rather dis-
appointing at first. There was encouragement, how-
ever, when the numbers were broken down by age 
group. Our biggest emphasis was with youth aged 
0–11; in that age group, the number of cards blocked 
for fines or overdue materials decreased by 6 per-
cent. However, the campaign was less effective with 
our teenaged customers; the number of youth aged 
twelve to seventeen years with cards blocked due 
to fines or overdue materials increased enough to 
mask our small progress with the younger age group. 
However, when we checked the cards of youth who 
had participated and completed Read-Off at five of 
our locations, we found that even almost five months 
later, more than half of those youth’s cards were still 
free of card blocks and fully useable. We found it 
encouraging that, given the opportunity to unblock 
their cards, many of these youth have benefited from 
our program by starting anew and doing better.

The second phase of our campaign—the preven-
tion part—began in earnest in January 2004, and 

its effects were measured in September 2004. The 
MetroMouse video was shown to 730 children in 
January, 2,056 children in February, and 975 in March 
of 2004. We handed out plastic book bags to new and 
newly unblocked juvenile cardholders, and used the 
bags as talking points about good borrowing habits. 
It is hoped that these measures will continue to have 
a positive effect on our young customers.  

How to Conduct Your Own  
Read-Off Campaign

1. Select day and time, who is eligible for 
the program, and who will supervise the 
reading efforts. Decide how much reading 
equals the amount of fines removed. We 
chose to only read off fines and not the 
value of lost items because of the problem 
of refunding money if the items were  
ever found.

2. Create a form for tabulating the Read-Off 
Agreement. It may be one the staff uses, or 
one that you give your customers to use.

3. Prepare for staff a sheet of prepared 
answers to likely questions from the public 
about your program.

4. Train staff on how to run the program and 
answer questions from the public.

5. Advertise your Read-Off Fines program. 
Offer the story to local news outlets. 
Announce the program in advance in 
newsletters that are circulated to your 
cardholders—informing who, what, when, 
where, and why. Depending on budget, 
get posters printed to hang in all library 
locations.

6. If you have the funds, you may want to 
have some kind of handout printed with 
information on how to keep fines from 
accumulating on a library card. If you have 
time, talk this over with patrons who finish 
your program, but definitely give them 
something to help them to remember.

7. Conduct your program.
8. Evaluate.
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Core 
COMPETENCIES OF  

LIBRARY PRACTITIONERS

Aperennial question for managers of library services is, “What do librarians need to know?” This article 
has two purposes. First, it reports on a project to identify competencies needed by a unique group of 
librarians, library practitioners in the western states. Second, the article discusses the results of the 

study of competencies in the broader contexts of professionalism, professional education, and credentials.
The term library practitioner is used here as defined by the Continuum of Library Education (CLE), a proj-

ect designed to address the personnel needs of small libraries in the West. A library practitioner is a person 
who is working as a director of a small public library, usually an independent library in a small community. 
Library practitioners do not have accredited master’s degrees in librarianship and usually have had little or no 
formal training in librarianship as well as little or no work experience in public libraries prior to assuming the 
role of director.

Library Practitioners in the Western States
People who live in the sparsely populated western states have needs for public library services, just as do 
those people who live in densely populated areas. But in the western region, particularly among the smaller, 
remote communities, there has not been a sufficient supply of credentialed librarians from whom to appoint 
professional librarians to direct all the public libraries. Although each community hires its own library prac-
titioner, it is the state library agency that attempts to provide the competencies required for the positions 
held. An individual community may or may not be aware of the need for the professional competencies. 
Professional development is the responsibility of the state library agencies. 

Western state library agencies are fully aware of the American Library Association (ALA) ideal that every 
public library should be directed by a professional librarian as defined by ALA: a graduate of an accredited 
master’s degree program. But these persons have been in short supply in the West. This shortage stems from 
the inability of western communities to compete with libraries in larger cities in terms of salaries; from the 
often isolated nature of the locale; and from the fact that there have never been many ALA-accredited gradu-
ate library schools in the West.
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Faced with a factual rather than an ideal situation, 
communities have responded pragmatically. The 
need for library services doesn’t go away just because 
there is not an adequate supply of credentialed 
librarians. These communities have hired people 
who do not have credentials, and then attempted to 
provide training that will help their librarians develop 
skills and abilities needed to provide effective library 
services. These library workers may not be librar-
ians as defined by ALA, but they do provide critical 
services as library practitioners. Two-thirds (1,270) of 
the public libraries in the western states are managed 
by library practitioners.1

The CLE Project
In 2003, the Western Council of State Libraries 
(WCSL) received a grant from the Institute of 
Museum and Library Services to implement a project 
entitled the Continuum of Library Education. The 
goals of CLE are to identify the competencies needed 
by public library practitioners; to enhance learn-
ing opportunities so persons working in libraries 
can acquire those competencies; to provide means 
for certifying or crediting their learning so that they 
will have a credential that validates their abilities; to 
encourage further education by some who may be so 
motivated after gaining the basic core competencies.

WCSL is supported in this project by ten partner 
institutions including accredited library schools and 
community colleges.2 The state library agencies also 
have a singular as well as collective relationship to 
the grant project in that twenty-one individual state 
library agencies are individually partners in the project 
as well as being members of WCSL. CLE is directed by 
WCSL through its president and is managed directly 
by the chair of the Project Implementation Committee 
(first Charles Bolles, succeeded by Sarah Jones) and 
the project director (first Catherine Helmick, suc-
ceeded by Karen Strege). Two committees are advi-
sory to the CLE management. The Implementation 
Committee, comprised of librarians appointed by the 
council president, provides general advice while the 
Action Team, comprised of representatives from each 
state library agency, provides a direct link to the staff 
of each state library agency. Rosters of the committees 
are available at www.westernco.org.

Identifying Competencies  
for Library Practitioners
CLE sought from the start to separate statements of 
competencies from lists of credentials. Knowing that 

a focus on credentials would forestall a solution to 
the problem of a shortage of librarians in the West, 
CLE’s first step was to identify the competencies 
library practitioners should have. Given the list of 
competencies, providers of education and training 
(including institutions of higher education, state 
library agencies, regional networks, professional 
associations, or training companies) can design cur-
ricula and offer learning opportunities. At the same 
time, state agencies can plan their certification pro-
cesses based on competencies.

An early step in the design of CLE, prior to achiev-
ing federal funding, was compiling lists of compe-
tencies called for in those who hold positions in 
libraries, a task carried out by faculty at Emporia State 
University.3 The Emporia studies brought together 
existing state competency lists.

CLE’s list of library practitioner core competen-
cies was generated from, and validated by, a process 
of consensus building that began in January 2004. 
Project Director Catherine Helmick launched the 
process by compiling a list of competency statements 
drawn from the Emporia studies and augmented by 
several other sources: the Emporia State University 
Information Management Library Certificate 
Overview, the Montana Certification Program Manual, 
the Oklahoma Certification Manual for Public 
Libraries, Public Library Director/Staff Competencies 
from the State of Iowa/Iowa Library Service Areas, and 
exploration of other competency lists on Web sites of 
state library agencies and library associations.4

A draft of the core competencies list was sent to 
the action team for development in March 2004. 
Between the beginning of March and mid-May 2004, 
work on the draft list of core competencies revolved 
not only around making additions, deletions, and 
revisions of items but also around creating a com-
mon understanding of the purpose, scope, and 
nature of competencies for the purposes of CLE. It 
was necessary to identify and clarify the target audi-
ence, which is the “Library Practitioner—that indi-
vidual who is a library director or manager who has 
no library science degree and requires additional for-
mal library training to improve job performance or 
to achieve certification.”5 The purpose and scope of 
Library Practitioner Core Competencies (LPCCs) are 
to describe the knowledge and skill sets required to 
manage a small public library. A subsequent step in 
CLE will be to provide for ways that library practitio-
ners will be able to acquire and demonstrate mastery 
of the core competencies.

The action team met in Las Vegas on May 21, 2004, 
where representatives of fourteen of the twenty-one 
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member states of WCSL gathered to consider and 
refine the LPCCs draft list. The work of the day includ-
ed an overview of CLE, including definitions of library 
practitioner and core competencies by Charles Bolles, 
Idaho state librarian and chair of the Continuum 
Implementation Committee; further explanation of 
core competencies and their purpose within an educa-
tion context as well as instruction in construction of 
competency statements by Keith Swigger, a member 
of the Implementation Committee; and revision of the 
working draft of a list comprising nineteen pages of 
text organized in seven major topics. Group work was 
done by three breakout groups that focused on two 
or three sections each. Breakout groups reconvened 
at the end of the day to share their work and to share 
group attitudes and assessment of the work thus far. 
Following the action team meeting, the project director 
solicited further comments from the Implementation 
Committee and then compiled all changes into a single 
draft that was edited for consistency of voice and elimi-
nation of redundancy. 

The competency statements use active verbs to 
express what library practitioners should be able to 
do. The focus is on competencies, not attitudes or 
beliefs, respecting the rights of library practitioners 
to their own beliefs, while emphasizing their pro-
fessional role to support library activities based on 
values related to intellectual freedom. The action 
team did include in the Philosophy and Ethics com-
petency group several statements that specify that 
a library practitioner should “commit to” rights and 
services that derive from principles related to the 
Bill of Rights. In general, however, the competencies 
drawn up and vetted in this project stand in contrast 
to the attributes desired for public library leaders as 
recently reported by Hernon, Powell, and Young.6 
In their study of leadership attributes, based on the 
views of a group of twelve leaders, they included 
competencies, skills, attitudes, and qualities. For this 
project, the focus was on actions, on what library 
practitioners do.

Process for Validating 
Competencies
This resulting draft was then ready for review by 
the library community at large. A rating sheet offer-
ing five options—Very Important (5), Important 
(4), Moderate Value (3), Not Important (2), and Not 
Required (1)—was tested on a small group of inter-
ested librarians. The rating sheet proved workable, 
and the time to complete it, about thirty minutes, 
was deemed reasonable.

The request for LPCCs rating was distributed on 
July 21 and 22, 2004, to several electronic discus-
sions lists. The survey was posted as a PDF file, and 
respondents were asked to print it and then submit 
it to the project director by fax or mail. Between July 
21 and September 6, 2004, when the survey period 
closed, 219 responses were received.

Process for Approving and 
Adopting Competencies
The rating survey fully validated the list of LPCCs. 
None of the competencies had a mean rating of 
less than three (Moderate value), and most had 
a mean rating of four (Important) or higher. The 
Implementation Committee approved the validated 
list without changes at its meeting in Denver on 
September 14, 2004, and the document was then pre-
sented to WCSL for its consideration. An introduction 
was added to explain the application of and context 
intended for the core competencies.7 WCSL consid-
ered and unanimously approved LPCCs at its meet-
ing in Rapid City, South Dakota, on October 20, 2004.

Findings: Ratings
Respondents were directed to rate each competency 
listed on its own merits—the list as a whole and the 
competencies listed within categories were too long 
to ask respondents to rank competencies one against 
another. Interpretation of these means ought to be 
cautious for two reasons. First, respondents were 
not asked if one competency was more important 
than another; competencies were rated, not ranked. 
Second, the rating scale is inexact—these data are 
at best ordinal. Whether respondents fully share 
interpretations of such terms as Very Important, 
Important, and Moderate is unknown.

Appendix A lists the competencies ordered by the 
mean rating each received. A list of the competencies 
organized within categories as they were presented to 
the library community for validation, and subsequent-
ly approved by WCSL, is available on the Western 
Council Web site (www.westernco.org).

All the competencies presented to the library 
community in the validation survey were rated as 
important by the raters as a whole. The fact that the 
respondents approved the whole list is testimony to 
the validity of the lists and to the value of the con-
sensus building and collaborative processes through 
which the list was compiled.

The competencies were compiled and presented 
to respondents in six broad categories. Table 1 
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displays the broad categories of competencies, 
with the mean rating for individual competencies 
within each category. Based on the mean rating for 
competencies that comprise categories (categories 
themselves were not rated), the most important 
category was the Foundations category, followed 
closely by Services to the Public, while the least 
important was Technology. At the highest level of 
generality, the respondents demonstrate a fairly tra-
ditional view of the purposes of libraries and what 
librarians should do.

Appendix B shows the subcategories of core com-
petencies ordered by mean rating. The group mean is 
the mean rating of the individual core competencies 
within each subcategory. These ratings again evidence 
a traditional view of public libraries and public librar-
ians’ core competencies. Competencies related to col-
lection management, general management, personnel, 
selection of materials, and public services are at the 
top of the list, while competencies related to automa-
tion, technology, and networking, while still rated of 
value, are rated much lower.

In appendix A, the ratings at the categorical level 
and for the individual core competencies drive the 
conclusion that for those who responded to the 
survey, and for those who drafted the list of core 
competencies approved by the respondents, core 
competencies needed by library practitioners are 
the traditional “in-the-trenches” competencies. The 
three most important specific competencies (high-
est mean rating) are: (1) Create a welcoming, useful, 
responsive library environment to encourage use of 
and strengthen support of the library by the com-
munity; (2) Explain day-to-day library policies such 
as circulation, intralibrary, and interlibrary loan pro-
cesses, reference response and referral, and Internet; 
and (3) Develop and maintain library collections 
based on the needs of the community served. Stated 
as a charge, the basic message is: open the doors to 
a nice place, explain to patrons how to use the ser-
vices, and keep a useful collection. The participants 

in this study were entrenched librarians, and that 
perspective shows.

Findings: Respondents
The respondents to the competency rating survey 
were self-selected insofar as anyone who received 
notice of the existence of the survey could respond 
to it. In addition to rating the importance of each 
competency, respondents were asked to report 
information relating to position, educational back-
ground, years of experience, and whether they had 
ever served as a library director. Tables 2–5 show the 
number of respondents and their characteristics. Not 
all respondents reported in all the characteristics cat-
egories, so the numbers are not the same for all cross 
tabulations, nor do the total of characteristics match 
the total number of respondents. 

Table 2 shows the number of respondents by 
position and education. About half the respondents 
were library practitioners (one person with an MLS 
self-identified as a library practitioner). More than 
half the library practitioners have some college edu-
cation, and more than a third hold a bachelor’s and 
advanced degree, so while these persons do not hold 
MLS degrees, most of them have postsecondary edu-
cation experiences.

Table 3 shows that the MLS population has more 
years of experience than do respondents in the other 
educational groups. The data show the now familiar 
observation that the profession is graying. The data 
also might be interpreted to mean that people who do 
not have professional degrees do not persist in librari-
anship as long as those who do have MLS degrees. 
Table 4, however, shows that library practitioners in 
the youngest age group, zero to five years experience, 
number thirty (about a third), but the remainder of the 
library practitioner respondents are fairly evenly dis-
tributed across the other experience categories.

Respondents were asked whether they had ever 
been library directors. Table 5 shows that about 70 

percent have served as 
library directors, and thus 
can speak with some knowl-
edge about what is required 
in the position.

The results of the sur-
vey show a unanimity of 
assessment of core compe-
tencies for all the variables 
relating to characteristics 
of respondents. Chi-square 
analysis shows no reliably 
significant differences in 

Table 1. Mean Ratings of Broad Categories of Competencies

Label Category Name
Mean Rating  

of Competencies

I Foundations of Public Library Service 4.28

II Public Library Administration 4.21

III Services to the Public 4.23

IV Materials Collections 3.98

V Technical Services 4.11

VI Technology 3.76
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Table 2. Respondents’ Position by Education

 High 
 school  
 grad

 Some  
college AA/AS BA/BS MA/MS  MLS PhD

Masters 
and MLS Total

Library practitioner 16 52 4 27 4 1 0 0 104

Library director 0 0 0 0 0 28 0 6 34

Staff librarian 3 3 0 5 0 22 0 0 33

Staff development 0 0 0 0 0 15 0 1 16

State librarian 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1 3

Other 1 0 0 1 1 9 1 0 13

Trustee 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 2

Volunteer 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Total 20 56 4 33 6 78 1 8 206

Table 3. Respondents’ Education by Experience

Experience in years

Education 0–5 6–10 11–15 16–20 21 or more QY: 6? Total

High school grad 8 2 3 4 2 1 20

Some college 14 11 12 7 11 0 55

AA/AS 2 0 0 1 1 0 4

BA/BS 8 8 7 6 4 0 33

MA/MS 1 2 1 2 0 0 6

MLS 6 8 12 15 37 0 78

PhD 1 0 0 0 0 0 1

Masters and 
MLS 2 2 1 0 3 0 8

Total 42 33 36 35 58 1 205

Table 4. Respondents’ Experience by Position Held

Years
Library 

practitioner
Library 
director

Staff 
librarian

Staff 
development

State 
librarian Other Trustee  Total

0–5 30 4 7 0 0 1 0 42

6–10 16 2 6 3 0 5 1 33

11–15 20 5 6 1 2 1 1 36

16–20 18 6 5 3 0 3 0 35

21+ 19 17 9 9 1 3 0 58

Missing* 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1

Total 104 34 33 16 3 13 2 205

*One library practitioner did not report years of experience.



              60

 CORE COMPETENCIES OF LIBRARY PRACTITIONERS 

     ⁄       2 0 0 661

CORE COMPETENCIES OF LIBRARY PRACTITIONERS 

ratings among groups. So few respondents rated 
any core competencies as either “not required” 
or “not important” that contingency tables cross-
tabulating variables have too many cells for which 
the expected count is less than five to produce a 
useable Chi-square. The statistical analysis shows 
unanimity of ratings.

Respondents agree that the core competencies 
a library practitioner should have are neither lim-
ited by the role as defined nor by the limitations 
on education that the definition specifies. Every 
competency proposed was rated as important. The 
common expectation emerging from these data is 
that library practitioners should be complete librar-
ians. As one of the respondents commented, “Wow! 
Sounds like we are building a superhero with all we 
expect them to do.”

These librarians rate professional association 
activities and concerns relatively low. Almost at the 
bottom (but still viewed as of more than moderate 
importance) are the core competencies relating to 
the professional associations. Third from last is that 
library practitioners should be able to “Articulate 
the role of local, regional, state, and national pro-
fessional organizations.” Only a few notches above 
that competency are the statements, “Explain the 
substance and impact on the local library of state 
and national standards” and “Articulate the values 
and ethics of public librarianship expressed in the 
ALA Statement of Professional Ethics.” Whether 
these core competencies have lower ratings—

because the respondents recognize that library 
practitioners do not fit the ALA model of what 
makes a professional librarian—or whether the 
respondents simply see the competencies as only 
moderately important—because the role of library 
practitioner does not call for professionalism in the 
ALA sense of the word—are questions the survey 
cannot answer. But the data do suggest that there is 
a division, perhaps a troublesome one, between the 
views of librarians in the trenches and those of the 
leaders of the profession.

Findings: Narrative Comments
A space on the questionnaire was provided for 
comments, and 120 of the 219 respondents added 
remarks that were, with few exceptions, lengthy, 
thoughtful, and heartfelt. Obviously, library practitio-
ners (by whatever title) appreciated this opportunity 
to be heard. Many of their comments are similar and 
can be grouped together. The most frequent com-
ment—one that substantiates the ratings—repeated 
in various words thirty-one times, is that even though 
the list of core competencies is long, all of the com-
petencies are important. A respondent wrote, “All of 
the questions [competencies] are very important and 
necessary in the operation of a library, big or small. 
Small libraries face the same issues as large libraries. 
Same principles, laws, and rules apply.”

The second most frequent (thirty comments) topic 
had to do with the survey itself. Some respondents 

Table 5. Respondents’ Experiences As Director by Education

Director

 
  High 
School 
Grad

Some 
college AA/AS BA/BS MA/MS MLS PhD         

Masters  
and 
MLS Total 

Yes Count 13 47 2 29 5 39 0 6 141

 % within director 9.2 33.3 1.4 20.6 3.5 27.7 0.0 4.3 100.0

 % within education 65.0 85.5 50.0 90.6 83.3 50.0 0.0 75.0 69.1

 % of Total 6.4 23.0 1.0 14.2 2.5 19.1 0.0 2.9 69.1

No Count 7 8 2 3 1 39 1 2 63

 % within director 11.1 12.7 3.2 4.8 1.6 61.9 1.6 3.2 100.0

 % within education 35.0 14.5 50.0 9.4 16.7 50.0 100.0 25.0 30.9

 % of total 3.4 3.9 1.0 1.5 0.5 19.1 0.5 1.0 30.9

Count 20 55 4 32 6 78 1 8 204

% within director 9.8 27.0 2.0 15.7 2.9 38.2 0.5 3.9 100.0

% within education 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

% of Total 9.8 27.0 2.0 15.7 2.9 38.2 0.5 3.9 100.0
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had suggestions for improvements, while others con-
gratulated and thanked CLE for the attention to small 
libraries manifest in the project.

Third most frequently (twenty-eight comments), 
the respondents provided unsolicited information 
about themselves: their backgrounds, their ideal-
ism, and their frustrations. A frequently expressed 
concern was that while they expect themselves, and 
are expected by others, to acquire and use all these 
competencies, they are not regarded as equals to 
professional librarians. One wrote, “Many, many 
MLS librarians could not begin to cope with the 
complexity and challenges that rural librarians deal 
with.” Another said, “If a library practitioner can do 
all this, then they [sic] are really a librarian—with or 
without the degree. If we could do all of the things 
on this list, we’d be not just librarians, but ‘super-
librarians.’” One respondent wrote, “Thank you. You 
have described my job perfectly.”

Other statements that occurred regularly included: 

■ ratings for some core competencies depend on 
local contexts (seventeen comments); 

■ library practitioners need basic skills but can 
depend on contractors, library system or network 
support librarians, or the state library staff for 
advanced expertise, especially in technology 
(sixteen comments);

■ small libraries need persons with basic, 
practical skills, not education in theory (thirteen 
comments);

■ the fundamental objective of a small library is 
service and client satisfaction, and the skills that 
support that objective are most important (eleven 
comments); and

■ these core competencies describe an ideal 
librarian, but this is not an ideal world (eleven 
comments).

Competencies and Credentials
If the core competencies vetted by CLE reflect 
what library practitioners should be able to do, 
further challenges emerge: Which of these core 
competencies come first in learning order, and 
which build on others? What diagnostic devices, 
other than self-awareness, will assess in individual 
cases which competencies a particular practitioner 
has mastered and which competencies remain to 
be learned? How will education and training pro-
viders structure a coherent and complementary 
curriculum to help practitioners master these cur-
ricula? How will the educational providers assess 
whether their instruction was effective? Do these 

core competencies, drawn and vetted by librarians, 
match the presumptions and expectations of those 
who select and hire library professionals, and of 
those whom they serve? How will the programs of 
the education and training providers be assessed? 
These are the questions that CLE and the profes-
sion as a whole should address.

In a social environment increasingly fixed on 
assessment, one of the most pressing questions is: 
How can one tell whether practitioners know what 
they need to know to fulfill their role? In the his-
tory of American professionalism, credentials have 
come to stand as evidence of competence.8 Certainly, 
presumed competence and credentials go hand in 
hand in the ALA model of professionalism. ALA has 
defined a professional librarian as one who holds a 
master’s degree accredited by ALA. The model of the 
profession implemented by ALA assumes that cre-
dentials indicate competence. Through its process of 
accrediting master’s degrees, ALA has required library 
schools to incorporate into their curricula instruction 
in the competencies as specified by the professional 
associations. Standard II of the 1992 Standards for 
Accreditation reads:

When a program includes study of services and 
activities in specialized fields, these specialized 
learning experiences are built upon a general 
foundation of library and information studies. 
The design of specialized learning experiences 
takes into account the statements of knowledge 
and competencies developed by relevant 
professional organizations.9

But as ALA President Michael Gorman has  
pointed out, there is presently no efficient way  
for anyone to know what competencies a graduate  
of a particular accredited library school has  
actually mastered.10 

Professionals are those whom society has rec-
ognized as responsible for solving problems in a 
particular area because of their relevant expertise, 
or competencies.11 There is a direct link between 
problems and competencies—competencies are 
defined by problems. Credentials are vouchers of 
competence, in what Abbott calls “the system of 
professions” that has emerged in the last 125 years. 
But Abbott also reminds us that the jurisdiction of 
professions, the social authority extended to par-
ticular groups to act as the legitimate social agents 
for a particular class of problems, can change over 
time. One kind of change is where one profes-
sion encroaches on the turf of a sister profession. 
Another kind of change involves shifts in the legiti-
macy of those who practice a profession. Librarians, 
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through ALA and its power to influence legislation, 
regulations, certifications, and hiring practices, have 
made the MLS the required degree. If librarians, and 
those who support libraries, extend to all those who 
work in libraries the same expectations for compe-
tencies, then it seems a reasonable consequence 
that either the legitimacy of the MLS as a necessary 
credential of competency will be dismissed, or that 
those without that credential but who are held to 
the same expectations will increasingly resent their 
lesser status and compensation. Whether the simi-
larity of expectations is reasonable is a question that 
has been raised concerning library paraprofession-
als vis-à-vis “professional” librarians.12 That ques-
tion now deserves renewed attention in the context 
of the library practitioner.

Librarians have listed, debated, revised, and 
negotiated lists of competencies for 125 years, since 
the beginnings of formal education for librarian-
ship. Most of the professional associations have 
published lists of competencies for librarians. The 
question of what competencies librarians should 
have persists in part because the problems librar-
ians address change constantly, as do the tools they 
bring to the problems.

The CLE core competencies survey shows that 
there is much consensus about what librarians need 
to be able to do. While different lists of competen-
cies may state the required abilities in different ways, 
there is more consonance than dissonance, and cer-
tainly this study shows that there is strong agreement 
about what is required to do the job of library direc-
tor. Moreover, what the respondents feel is required 
of a library practitioner is not markedly different 
from what professional leaders believe is required of 
directors of libraries regardless of size.

Throughout the development of the CLE project, 
from its inception in 1999 to the present, librarians 
have been reluctant to respond to the question, 
“What do library directors need to know” with the 
answer, “It depends.” While one might expect that 
the response would be, “it depends on the size of 
library,” or, “it depends on the nature of the com-

munity,” or, “it depends on the population served,” 
in fact, librarians have not said “it depends.” The 
conclusion to which one might come is that the 
same work is expected of all library directors, 
regardless of level of education.

Conclusion
The realities of the situation of small libraries, 
and the emerging competency-based social envi-
ronment that stresses demonstrated ability over 
credentials, may lead librarianship to consider 
whether it is time to review what “credential” is 
acceptable. In a society based on competency and 
standards, perhaps librarianship should discuss 
seriously whether it may be appropriate to replace 
academic credentialing with a different form of 
competency assessment.

Librarianship is a profession that likes to ques-
tion itself. Some appropriate questions for these 
times include the following: Is the MLS with its 
perceived emphasis on theory a necessary defini-
tion of “librarian” in all public libraries? Or, has the 
time now come to embrace the hundreds of librar-
ians who are working as professionals, managing 
public library organizations even though they lack 
an MLS? Library practitioners are not library sup-
port staff, commonly identified as paraprofession-
als. This survey suggests that library practitioners 
believe they are currently doing and should do the 
same work as “librarians.”

Library practitioners (as defined by CLE) are 
an unrecognized, sometimes ignored segment of 
the library work force. Librarianship as a profes-
sion should identify and delineate where and how 
the differences between practitioner librarians and 
degreed librarians operate, if at all. As a profession, 
librarianship should seek to promote the status of 
library practitioners, to recognize their contributions, 
and to allow them to participate in the profession as 
valuable, contributing colleagues. Granting recogni-
tion to these hundreds of working librarians can only 
strengthen library services.  

“”

A
s a profession, librarianship should seek to 
promote the status of library practitioners,  
to recognize their contributions, and to  
allow them to participate in the profession  
as valuable, contributing colleagues.



              62

 CORE COMPETENCIES OF LIBRARY PRACTITIONERS 

     ⁄       2 0 0 663

CORE COMPETENCIES OF LIBRARY PRACTITIONERS 

References and Notes
 1. Survey conducted by Jan Elliott, State Data 

Coordinator, Arizona State Library, Archives and 
Public Records, for the Western Council of State 
Libraries, 2002.

 2. Catherine Helmick, “Continuum of Library 
Education Western Council of State Libraries,” 
Library WorkLife 1, no. 4 (Apr. 2004), www.alaapa.
org/newsletter/vol1no4/certification.html 
(accessed Apr. 6, 2005).

 3. Karl Madden and Robert Grover, Current Trends 
in Library Support Staff Continuing Education 
Programs; a Report for the Western Council of 
State Librarians Education Task Force (Emporia, 
Kans.: School of Library and Information 
Management, Emporia State University, 2001); 
Robert Grover, Jan Elliott, and Karl Madden, 
A Library Education Plan for Western North 
America. Western Council of State Libraries 
Education Task Force. Suggested Competencies for 
Library Practitioner Education (Emporia, Kans.: 
School of Library and Information Management, 
Emporia State Univ. 2002).

 4. CLE Implementation Committee, “Meeting 
Record.” Recorded in Denver, Colo., Dec. 4, 2003.

 5. Emporia State University, Library Services 
Certificate Program, 2004, http://ice.emporia.
edu/LSCP (accessed Apr. 6, 2005); Montana 
State Library, Certification Program Manual, 
2004, http://montanalibraries.org/xmenu/
nestedmenulist.aspx?menuHeadingLabel=For+
Librarians&menuHeadingID=24 (accessed Apr. 
6, 2005); Oklahoma Department of Libraries, 
Oklahoma Certification Manual for Public 
Libraries, 2004, www.odl.state.ok.us/servlibs/

certman/index.htm (accessed Apr. 6, 2005); 
State Library of Iowa, Public Library Director/
Staff Competencies from the State of Iowa/
Iowa Library Service Areas, 2004, www.silo.lib.
ia.us/for-ia-libraries/continuing-ed/index.html 
(accessed Apr. 6, 2005).

 6. Peter Hernon, Ronald R. Powell, and Arthur P. 
Young, The Next Library Leadership: Attributes of 
Academic and Public Library Directors (Westport, 
Conn.: Libraries Unlimited, 2003).

 7. Amy Owen, Introduction to Core Competencies 
for Library Practitioners, Tucson: Continuum of 
Library Education, 2004, www.westerncouncil.
org (accessed Apr. 6, 2005).

 8. Magali Sarfatti Larson, The Rise of 
Professionalism: A Sociological Analysis. 
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Pr., 1977). 

 9. American Library Association, Standards for 
Accreditation of Master’s Programs in Library and 
Information Studies 1992, 1993, www.ala.org/ala/
accreditation/ accredstandards/standards.htm 
(accessed Apr. 6, 2005).

 10. Michael Gorman, The Enduring Library: 
Technology, Tradition, and the Quest for Balance 
(Chicago: ALA, 2003); Michael Gorman, “Whither 
Library Education?” (presentation at Association 
for Library and Information Science Education 
Annual Conference, San Diego, Calif., January 8, 
2004.)

11. Andrew Abbott, The System of Professions: An 
Essay on the Division of Expert Labor (Chicago: 
Univ. of Chicago Pr., 1989).

12. Terry Rodgers, The Library Paraprofessional: 
Notes from the Underground (Jefferson, N.C.: 
McFarland, 1997).

Appendix A. Competencies in Rated Order

Mean
rating Competency
4.80 II.h.5 Create a welcoming, useful, responsive library environment to encourage use and strength-

en support of the library by the community.
4.72 III.a.1 Explain such day-to-day library policies as circulation, intralibrary and interlibrary loan pro-

cesses, reference response and referral, and Internet.
4.72 IV.b.1 Develop and maintain library collections based on the needs of the community served.
4.71 II.a.4 Build positive staff-patron relationships.
4.70 III.a.5 Establish an environment that encourages active use of library services by the public.
4.69 III.f.4 Establish an environment that will encourage children and young adults to use the library 

and to participate in library programs.
4.67 I.a.3.a Recognize the customer’s right to privacy.
4.65 II.a.1 Manage resources, facilities, people (including constituents, paid and volunteer staff, and 

community leaders), and the political landscape.
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4.64 III.b.2 Operate the processes of circulation, interlibrary loan, reserves, registration of borrowers, 
shelving, in-building-use-only materials, and related inventory control functions in manual 
and automated environments.

4.63 II.a.5.c Respond to customer needs and demands.
4.62 III.b.1 Apply basic concepts of organizing library materials and controlling library inventory.
4.62 II.h.6 Develop effective communication, interpersonal, and customer service skills to negotiate 

with staff, volunteers, and constituents.
4.61 III.a.6 Deal with confrontational and emergency situations.
4.59 IV.a.1 Develop and implement policies and procedures for selection, acquisition, circulation, 

maintenance, and weeding of library materials.
4.58 II.h.1 Communicate and promote the library’s values, services, accomplishments, and needs to 

library users, the community at large, and funding agencies.
4.58 I.a.3.b Explain the necessity of equal customer service to all.
4.57 I.a.3.c Commit to the right of people to access of information.
4.56 II.b.6.f Diffuse volatile situations with problem customers.
4.55 II.b.1 Comply with relevant state and federal laws pertaining to employment and personnel practices.
4.52 II.g.2 Initiate and maintain community contacts.
4.51 II.d.6 Apply sound purchasing decisions and appropriate processes to obtain supplies and equip-

ment for library operation.
4.51 VI.f.5 Create, evaluate, and implement a computer and Internet use policy for the library.
4.50 II.a.5 Apply concepts of user-oriented customer service.
4.49 II.b.2 Recruit, select, train, supervise, and evaluate paid and volunteer staff.
4.49 II.a.3 Apply creative thinking and problem-solving skills.
4.48 II.b.6 Practice interpersonal and communication skills.
4.46 I.a.3.e Commit to intellectual freedom.
4.46 III.d.1 Produce a complete reference or information transaction that satisfies the customer’s purpose.
4.46 III.d.2 Fulfill requests from the wide range of potential information resources.
4.45 IV.d.1 Use standard assessment and weeding techniques to maintain the vitality of the collection.
4.44 I.b.8.a Use open communication.
4.44 IV.b.3 Budget systematically for collection development.
4.44 II.a.5.d Evaluate services to the customer.
4.43 II.d.3 Develop, prepare, justify, administer, and evaluate a budget based on long- and short-range 

goals.
4.43 II.b.6.e Exhibit leadership.
4.43 IV.b.2 Evaluate materials in all formats using appropriate review sources and make appropriate 

selections.
4.42 V.b.3 Apply appropriate methods and techniques for storage and preservation of materials.
4.41 VI.a.1 Demonstrate proficiency in the use of computer hardware and common software.
4.41 VI.c.2 Isolate and identify problems with basic library business equipment.
4.41 I.a.3.d Commit to services for culturally diverse populations.
4.41 II.a.5.b Identify who the customer is.
4.40 IV.a.2 Apply professional ethics and laws, including copyright and intellectual freedom issues that 

directly relate to collections management.
4.40 III.d.1.e Know when and how to refer to other sources whenever necessary to satisfy the customer’s 

purpose.
4.39 II.c.7 Identify problem areas relating to the local library where policies are needed.
4.39 I.b.8 Inform the library board about matters related to its responsibility and motivate board 

members to be articulate advocates for the library.
4.39 IV.b.4 Select resources in various formats for appropriate ages and developmental stages and 

interests.
4.39 III.a.7 Implement user-centered policies and procedures to guide all services for the public.
4.39 III.f.2 Develop children’s and young adult materials collections that include age-appropriate mate-

rials, periodicals, Web sites, and digital resources.
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4.38 I.a.2 Articulate the relationship between a library and its community.
4.38 III.d.1.a Facilitate the customer’s ready and willing contact of staff to request information.
4.37 II.c.3 Lead the process of local library policy development to meet community needs.
4.36 III.d.2.a Select the appropriate resource to match the customer’s needs.
4.35 II.g.4 Develop and maintain such library support groups as Friends and foundations.
4.34 III.d.2.c Use common reference resources in print, digital, and other formats.
4.34 II.b.5 Delegate responsibilities clearly and effectivelly.
4.34 II.g.1 Participate in state library programs, cooperative information systems and networks, and 

other cooperative, collaborative, and partnering relationships.
4.34 II.b.6.b Teach others.
4.33 II.a.2 Use time-management skills to manage time and minimize stress.
4.33 II.d.2 Implement accepted accounting practices and procedures, complying with state and city 

audit requirements as well as with GASB 34 reporting requirements as needed, and file nec-
essary fiscal reports.

4.33 II.d.1 Explain the principal means of funding for public libraries generally and locally.
4.33 II.a.5.a Articulate the value of positive attitude.
4.33 III.f.3 Present and evaluate library programs for children and young adults.
4.33 II.d.4 Balance budget goals with estimates of potential income.
4.32 II.b.6.a Participate as a team member.
4.32 III.d.1.b Conduct appropriate and effective reference interviews.
4.31 IV.c.2 Establish procedures for ordering, receiving orders, resolving problems, and accounting for 

expenditures.
4.31 III.c.6 Assist and advise customers in the selection of useful reading materials without making 

assumptions about the readers’ ages, reading ability, race, sex, ethnicity, marital status, or 
economic status.

4.31 I.b.8.c Define the roles and responsibilities of librarian and board.
4.31 II.c.1 Articulate the value of written and approved policies.
4.31 VI.e.2 Operate the various modules of the library’s automated system (OPAC, circulation, acquisi-

tion, cataloging, and so on).
4.30 III.d.2.e Locate relevant and accurate information on the Internet.
4.30 VI.c.3 Communicate problems effectively to support and repair person.
4.29 IV.d.2 Implement a procedure to evaluate materials already in the collection for retention, replace-

ment, rebinding, weeding, and duplication.
4.29 II.h.1.a Use appropriate avenues for written communication.
4.28 III.f.7 Advocate for the rights of youth to courteous library service and to equal access to materials 

and services.
4.28 III.d.2.b Select from among the many sources of information, including the general library collec-

tion, reference materials, community resources, and the resources of other libraries and cul-
tural heritage institutions available locally and beyond.

4.28 I.a.3 Articulate the relevance of the Library Bill of Rights to library service.
4.27 VI.f.3 Use such digital communication tools as e-mail, electronic discussion lists, and Web  

conferencing.
4.27 VI.d.2 Articulate privacy and intellectual property issues that relate to library technology, including 

filtering software.
4.27 III.d.1.c Construct competent, complete, and appropriate search strategies.
4.27 II.c.6 Know the components of standard library policies.
4.26 V.a.4 Use current appropriate cataloging and classification schemes.
4.26 III.f.5 Inform users about services and programs available in the community for youth, their fami-

lies, and caregivers.
4.26 V.a.4.d Demonstrate understanding of subject headings, including their purposes, terminology,  

sources, and forms.
4.26 III.d.3 Instruct customers in use of library materials and equipment.
4.25 II.c.4 Write, implement, and evaluate library-user–centered policies and procedures.
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4.25 I.b.3 Identify laws of the home state that pertain to public libraries.
4.25 II.a.7 Exercise effective leadership incorporating vision, management, empowerment, diplomacy, 

feedback, entrepreneurialism, personal style, personal energy, and multicultural awareness.
4.25 VI.c.4 Locate and use manuals, FAQs, and telephone and online help services to identify and solve 

problems.
4.24 I.a.3.f Explain the role of intellectual freedom in libraries.
4.23 III.c.2 Use interview skills to clarify the customer’s interests.
4.22 II.g.3 Develop and maintain collaborative partnerships with other organizations, agencies, and 

institutions.
4.22 V.a.4.a Accurately describe an item.
4.22 III.c.5 Assist and advise customers in the selection of useful reading materials in a variety of 

genres, subject areas, and formats and at an appropriate reading level.
4.22 VI.d.1 Use security tools and backup strategies.
4.21 II.b.6.d Work with diversity.
4.20 II.c.2 Articulate the difference between policies and procedures.
4.20 Vi.g.2 Teach the use of library equipment to customers.
4.20 III.b.3 Articulate a basic understanding of automated circulation systems.
4.19 III.e.1 Articulate the purpose of serving all ethnic, cultural, social, racial, age, and other diverse 

groups in the community.
4.17 I.b.8.d Implement legal requirements and standard procedures for conducting board meetings.
4.17 II.d.5 Identify potential additional sources of income.
4.16 III.d.2.f Suggest useful Internet sites to customers.
4.14 III.a.2 Explain the application of library laws and ethics to providing services to the public.
4.13 V.b.1 Use the appropriate type of physical processing to facilitate the customer’s access to 

materials.
4.13 III.a.4 Understand the basics of information-seeking behavior.
4.13 II.c.5 Review policy documents regularly and revise as needed.
4.13 IV.c.1 Demonstrate knowledge of the publishing industry and vendors from which libraries 

acquire materials, equipment, and services.
4.12 III.e.4 Articulate different learning styles, reading levels, and reading abilities.
4.12 I.c.1 Use resources available that inform the profession about current library trends and issues.
4.11 III.d.1.d Provide intermediate and final follow-up with the customer.
4.11 II.h.1.b Speak before community groups.
4.11 V.a.3 Identify and use sources of cataloging information for copy cataloging.
4.10 I.b.6 Relate the First Amendment to library services.
4.09 VI.e.3 Design and use reports from the automated system for management of library operations.
4.09 II.h.3 Make strategic use of trustees and library friends groups to impact public officials and deci-

sion-makers.
4.09 II.e.3 Supervise the site and building using standard techniques and review periods to ensure 

safety of staff and library users.
4.09 II.b.3 Plan, implement, and encourage participation in staff development activities.
4.08 VI.g.1 Teach basic computer and Internet use to customers.
4.08 I.c.3 Articulate the impact of current and emerging technology on library services and operations.
4.08 V.a.1 Explain the purpose and importance of the catalog, the relationship between the catalog 

and the collection, and the relationship between the catalog record and the library custom-
er’s access to the collection.

4.07 II.b.6.c Negotiate agreements.
4.07 II.a.6 Conduct a meeting.
4.05 II.b.4 Develop, review, and maintain procedures manuals.
4.04 III.e.5 Encourage the use of library services and programs designed for special populations.
4.04 II.e.4 Work with apppropriate agencies responsible for maintenance, repairs, and capital improve-

ments to ensure that the library building meets required codes, is accessible to the entire 
community, and is maintained in good repair.
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4.04 II.h.4 Leverage community support to impact public officials and decision-makers.
4.03 II.e.5 Articulate the particular impact of ADA requirements on library buildings and services.
4.03 II.b.6.g Understand and apply basic techniques of mediation.
4.03 I.c.2 Understand, anticipate, and respond to societal trends that affect local library service.
4.03 IV.d.3 Evaluate options for repairing and replacing worn or damaged materials.
4.03 I.a.1 Explain the role of the public library in a democratic society.
4.02 II.e.1 Relate the physical layout of the library space to library goals, activities, and functions.
4.02 V.a.4.c. Describe parts of the cataloging record, types of entries, descriptive information, and record 

format.
4.02 I.b.8.b Demonstrate knowledge and practice of basic trustee training.
4.01 II.b.6.h Use participatory management skills.
4.00 III.c.4 Use reading lists; suggestions from the media, schools, and community groups; and person-

al knowledge of current culture.
4.00 II.f.1 Implement planning processes relative to long-range planning, short-term plans, crisis 

planning, emergency and disaster preparedness planning, technology planning, and strate-
gic planning.

3.99 II.h.7.c Develop contacts in community, including Chambers of Commerce, civic groups, and gov-
ernment officials as well as the media.

3.98 III.e.2 Assess the needs of and develop programs and services for diverse groups.
3.98 V.b.2 Apply appropriate methods and techniques for physical preparation of materials in various 

formats.
3.97 IV.c.3 Establish procedures for handling serials, digital resources, different formats, and other spe-

cial materials.
3.97 III.f.6 Develop cooperative programs with other community agencies to enhance services to youth.
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3.97 II.f.2 Write a mission statement that will support the planning process.
3.95 VI.e.4 Work with vendors to maintain the current automated system and prepare to upgrade or 

replace when necessary.
3.94 III.d.3.a Teach how to research and evaluate information sources.
3.94 III.d.2.d Build a network of human resources (such as medical, legal, and so on).
3.93 II.f.1.a Develop short- and long-range planning documents that include measurable goals and 

objectives.
3.93 V.a.4.b Select appropriate subject headings and call numbers for accurate identification and place-

ment within the collection.
3.93 II.a.8 Use various forms of decision-making, including decide and announce, gathering input, 

consensus, and alignment.
3.93 II.f.4 Involve stakeholders in the planning process.
3.92 III.a.3 Develop and implement services for special populations.
3.92 II.d.7 Demonstrate an understanding of grantsmanship.
3.92 II.h.7 Develop, implement, and evaluate a marketing plan for the library and library services.
3.90 IV.d.4 Perform basic, simple repair of materials in various formats.
3.89 II.h.7.a Determine the library services that can effectively serve identified targeted markets.
3.89 VI.c.1 Isolate and identify problems with hardware, software, and networks.
3.88 I.b.4 Identify state and federal laws that are not specific to libraries but may have an impact on 

libraries (such as state aid rules, LSTA, open meetings, confidentiality, copyright, ADA, work-
place safety, and universal service).

3.87 II.h.2 Explain the role of the library in the political process and demonstrate how to work effec-
tively with elected and other public officials and with community leaders.

3.85 III.c.3 Use basic readers’ advisory materials in both print and digital formats.
3.85 VI.f.2 Articulate a basic understanding of the Web and Web page structure.
3.84 III.e.3 Advocate for special populations during the development of automated systems, selection 

of products, and development of services.
3.84 VI.f.1 Articulate a basic understanding of the development and structure of the Internet.
3.82 III.d.3.b Teach technical skills, information gathering, and research skills.
3.81 II.f.5 Implement standard assessment processes, including gathering and reporting relevant and 

required data, to assess library performance and progress toward achieving goals and objec-
tives.

3.80 V.a.2 Explain the standard manual and automated methods used in the organization of collec-
tions.

3.77 II.f.3 Conduct a community analysis using formal and informal techniques that can lead to the 
implementation of community oriented library service.

3.76 II.d.7.b Organize, administer, and evaluate a grant program.
3.76 III.f.1 Articulate the stages of childhood and adolescent development.
3.75 I.b.7 Explain the characteristics of and distinguish between administrative and advisory boards.
3.74 VI.f.4 Participate in digital distance learning opportunities.
3.74 II.e.2 Develop facilities plans for long-term use of the building within the community and within 

the context of the community’s long-range plans and economic development.
3.73 II.f.1.b Use long-range planning techniques, such as the Public Library Association process, to eval-

uate and improve community oriented services.
3.72 II.h.7.b Develop a roster of local media outlets, key contacts, deadlines, and editorial policies.
3.72 II.d.7.a Explain a typical grant process.
3.71 III.c.1 Explain readers’ advisory and how it differs from the reference process.
3.69 I.a.5 Explain the principles of information literacy and the role of those principles in the library.
3.67 IV.b.5 Follow trends in traditional and digital publishing.
3.66 VI.b.3 Use such equipment as cabling, routers, network cards, and wireless technology.
3.66 I.a.4 Articulate the values and ethics of public librarianship expressed in the ALA Statement of 

Professional Ethics.
3.62 I.b.5 Explain the substance and impact on the local library of state and national standards.
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3.49 I.b.1 Articulate the role and typical forms of governance of local, regional, and state agencies.
3.41 VI.e.1 Articulate an overview of the various automated library systems available.
3.40 VI.h.1 Explain e-rate and other technology discount programs.
3.30 VI.a.2 Demonstrate proficiency in the use of business machines used in libraries (such as fax, pho-

tocopier).
3.30 I.b.2 Articulate the role of local, regional, state, and national professional organizations.
3.23 VI.b.2 Explain the difference between a LAN and a WAN.
3.10 VI.b.1 Describe the parts of a computer network.

Appendix B. Subcategories of Core  
Competencies Ordered by Mean Rating  
  
Group
mean Label Category
4.50 IV.a Collection Management Basics
4.49 III.b Circulation
4.39 II.a Management
4.37 III.a Foundation for All Services
4.36 II.g Cooperation, Collaboration, and Partnering
4.33 IV.b Selection
4.28 II.b Personnel
4.28 II.c Policies and Procedures
4.27 I.a Philosophy and Ethics
4.24 III.d Reference and Information Services
4.24 VI.d Security and Privacy
4.20 VI.c Troubleshooting and Maintenance
4.18 V.b Processing
4.17 II.d Finance and Funding
4.17 IV.d Collection Maintenance
4.16 II.h Advocacy, Communication, Public Relations, and Marketing
4.14 IV.c Acquisition
4.14 VI.g Instruction
4.08 I.c Current and Emerging Trends
4.08 V.a Cataloging and Classification
4.06 III.c Readers’ Advisory
4.04 VI.f Internet
4.03 III.e Adult and Special Audiences
3.98 I.b Laws, Standards, and Governance
3.98 II.e Buildings
3.94 VI.e Library Systems Automation
3.88 II.f Planning
3.86 VI.a Computers and Library Equipment
3.40 VI.h Technology and Communication Discount Programs
3.33 VI.b Systems and Networking
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Imagine this: You receive an e-mail from your library director. She has just charged your publicity commit-
tee, of which you are the chair, with finding a speaker for next summer’s centennial event. “What do I know 
about finding an interesting speaker for an event?” you ask yourself. Then your imagination takes off: “Anne 

Rice and Dave Barry would be terrific. And I hear the writer of that play being done on campus grew up here. 
Maybe we can get him to speak.” It is not long before others on the committee stop by your office with other 
suggestions: mystery writers, artists, and political activists. It quickly becomes apparent that you need a plan.

Many of us will be confronted with the job of finding a public speaker at some time during our careers. The 
challenge may be a bit off track from one’s usual library job routine, and like much of library life, not covered 
in the usual library school courses. Moreover, handy guidelines for finding library event speakers are not read-
ily available in the library literature. A search of a major library science database will reveal how little has been 
written on this subject. Though a number of articles have described the protocols of booking authors through 
publishers and agents, only a few articles directly address the subject of how to decide upon and then find a 
public speaker for a library event.1 So where to begin?

Booking a good library speaker can be challenging to say the least. However, with an action-plan checklist 
(see page 73), plenty of planning time, and adequate financial support appropriate to the speaker chosen, 
the task of securing an interesting speaker for that special event can be not only manageable but an exciting 
adventure as well.

Know the Budget Limits for the Speaker
Monetary considerations are paramount. First off, the money an organization has available to spend on a 
speaker will determine to a great degree who cannot be invited.  A rule of thumb—though there are exceptions 
to everything—is that the more popular and famous people are, the more it will cost to engage them to speak. 
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If funds are limited, 
then a lesser-known 
or local figure is 
generally in order. 
Speaker commit-
tees often spend too 
much time consid-
ering speakers who 
are far beyond their 
available funds. We 
all tend to aim high 
with such ambi-
tious suggestions as: 
“I love Ken Burns’ 
documentaries; he 
would be a great 
speaker for the 
event;” “How about 
inviting Noah Adams 
or Nina Totenberg 
of NPR?” or “Maya 
Angelou would be 
perfect.” An inves-
tigation into the 
amount big names 
charge for speak-
ing can be sobering. 
The cost of booking 
a celebrity speaker 
can be in the tens of 
thousands of dollars 
or more. Addressing 
the financial question immediately will save time, 
needless disappointment, and fruitless labor.  

Do not dismay, however, if you are still determined 
to bring a well-known and potentially expensive 
figure to an event, even if only a modest stipend is 
offered. Many important and interesting speakers are 
willing to appear for less than their usual fee if they 
feel they are doing important work for a good cause 
and will be appreciated for the effort. Some speakers 
even plan to do a number of engagements off their 
usual tour schedule as quasi-pro-bono work. Our 
speaker committee at Appalachian State University 
Library once had a lengthy phone conversation with 
a well-known political columnist who offered to come 
speak for half of her usual $10,000 fee.  

Determine the Best Type of  
Speaker for the Occasion
Once the speaker budget is determined, the commit-
tee can move on to deciding what kind of speaker 

would be most 
appropriate for the 
particular event 
within those finan-
cial limits. A brain-
storming session 
where suggestions 
can be bandied 
about is an excellent 
way to begin freely 
discussing all of the 
possibilities. Some 
information should 
be used to frame 
the discussion. The 
demographic com-
position of the audi-
ence is an important 
factor and should 
play a part in choos-
ing the speaker. For 
example, an audi-
ence composed pri-
marily of book club 
members would 
be a natural match 
with an author. The 
rationale for the 
event is also critical. 
For instance, if the 
speech is part of an 
arts festival, a work-

ing artist might be an appropriate choice. The com-
mittee can consider whether the speaker should be 
nationally recognized, regionally known, or perhaps 
someone from the local community. Bringing these 
elements together should direct the committee to the 
speaker best suited for the occasion and the audience.

Solicit Input from Others  
in Your Organization
At this stage of the quest, the committee can benefit 
by inviting suggestions from members of the library 
organization outside the committee. Given the six 
degrees of separation principle, there may be some-
one at or associated with the library who knows 
someone, so to speak. It helps to have someone with 
a personal inside track. Ex-affiliates of the library 
or associated institutions, such as alumni, previous 
board members, and long-time patrons who have 
become notable are excellent potential speakers. 
They may be eager to make a contribution to their old 
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library, alma mater, or hometown by way of a presen-
tation. Often there may be someone in the area who 
has done something remarkable but who does not 
generally make public presentations. For example, our 
library committee came to the realization that we had 
an excellent speaker in our midst: A local professor 
had recently written an ecological history of our sur-
rounding mountains. His talk was a hit with the com-
munity and the cost of hosting him was minimal.   

Prioritize the List
Once names for potential speakers are gathered, the 
committee should convene to narrow and prioritize 
the list. The speaker candidates should then be con-
tacted one at a time, starting with the most desired. 
Patience is crucial at this stage of the process. Resist 
the urge to save time by calling multiple candidates 
simultaneously. This avoids the uncomfortable situ-
ation of a speaker candidate assuming an implied 
invitation and later having to be told that someone 
else was chosen.  

Make Direct Contact 
with the Speaker
Another rule of thumb, when public speaker money 
is limited, is to avoid the middleman agent altogeth-
er, contacting the speaker directly. Speaker agents 
are in business to make money and are unlikely to 
bargain a special deal on their designated fees. But if 
the speaker is contacted directly, he or she may make 
an exception to the standard speaker fee. And many 
lesser known writers, artists, and public figures do 
some or all of their own speaking arrangements.
As librarians, we can use our skills in searching tra-
ditional library and online resources to find contact 
information for speaker candidates. This is often sim-
pler than one might imagine. Check the Web to see if 
a given speaker maintains a personal blog or Web site 
that contains contact information. A magazine article 
with a biographical or interview focus on a potential 
speaker may include information about the person’s 
e-mail address or even full contact information. 

Who’s Who directories and subject encyclopedias can 
also be sources for contact information. I used the 
Gale Dictionary of Literary Biography on one occa-
sion to find the address of an otherwise elusive poet. 
But it was a simple, online white pages directory that 
led our speaker committee to the home phone of the 
nationally known political writer who became inter-
ested in coming to our event for a reduced fee. 

Using Intermediaries
If direct contact information for a speaker cannot be 
located by searching the Web or library resources, 
one can always do the traditional thing and contact 
the publisher or agent of the speaker. Some publish-
ers have instructions on contacting and booking 
their writers on their Web sites. A phone call to the 
publishing house will usually be routed to the public-
ity department or the library-marketing department. 
If your library is on an author’s tour route or offers 
the potential for book sales and publicity in a new 
market, the publisher may be swayed to add your 
library to the tour. 

Another avenue for finding authors for library 
events promises to simplify the process for both 
library and publishers seeking venues for book 
tours. The Association of American Publishers 
hosts a database, Authors @ your library, at www.
AuthorsAtYourLibrary.org. Librarians interested in 
booking authors are asked to enter their library’s 
information into the database. Eventually, the data-
base should provide libraries with such things as key 
contact information and tour schedules while pro-
viding publishers with awareness of which libraries 
are interested in their authors.

Depending on the speaker budget, the committee 
can also consider lists of professional speakers host-
ed by speaker agencies. If the sky is the limit (or just 
for fun), click on the Web site of a mega-agency such 
as American Program Bureau (www.apbspeakers. 
com) where, for a hefty price (five or six figures), such 
speakers as Larry King or Archbishop Desmond Tutu 
can be obtained. While online, shop the celebrity gal-
lery of Allen Agency (www.speakerbooking.com) or 

If the sky is the limit (or just for fun), click on the 
Web site of a mega-agency . . . where, for a hefty 
price (five or six figures), such speakers as Larry 
King or Archbishop Desmond Tutu can be obtained.



Speakers Platform (at www.speaking.
com), whose featured product the day 
of my perusal was Al Franken. But as 
much fun as it is to browse the inven-
tory of these speaker stables, the budget 
for most library events will preclude 
hiring the celebrity speakers on finds 
through these Web sites. Dream, sigh, 
and then return to the task at hand. 

Write the Speaker  
Candidate, Then Call
With contact information in hand, it 
is good practice to first write a con-
ventional mail letter or e-mail to the 
speaker candidate inquiring into avail-
ability and willingness to take part in 
the given event and requesting a follow-
up phone conversation. Of course, if the 
speaker was suggested by a close friend 
or relative of the speaker, it may be 
advantageous for that person to make 
the initial inquiry. One must be care-
ful, however, that the friend or relative 
of the speaker, in his or her zeal for a 
favorable outcome, does not go beyond 
inquiring into the speaker’s interest 
and availability and make a premature 
offer. To avoid double billing or embar-
rassing misunderstandings, offers and 
arrangements should be handled by an 
officially designated contact. 

If a candidate agrees to speak, it 
is important to clarify as soon as possible all the 
basic matters related to the event. These include 
the amount of the honorarium to be paid, travel 
expenses to be covered, the itinerary of the event, 
and any related social events, such as book signings 
or meetings with small groups of library supporters. 
It is good practice to get a commitment in writing, if 
possible, and to make payment after completion of 
the event.

Conclusion
I’ve discovered that though the prospect of searching 
for a public speaker may feel daunting at first, the 
process soon becomes manageable with a good plan, 
team work, and appropriate financial support. It can 
also be an interesting and rewarding project outside 

the usual library routine. The library event may not 
end up with a Dave Barry or Anne Rice but it should, 
nevertheless, be an enriching and memorable event 
for the library community.   

Note
 1. Some of the more useful recent articles on the 

subject of bringing public speakers to the library 
include: Beth Dempsey, “Literary Festivals, 
Library Style,” Library Journal 130, no. 3 (Feb. 15, 
2005); Alison Follos, “Making an Author’s Visit 
Your Best ‘Good Time,’” Teacher Librarian 31, no. 
5 (June 2004); Wilda Williams, “Booking Authors: 
Advice from the Pros,” Library Journal 128, no. 3 
(Feb. 15, 2004); and the article, “When Authors 
Pay a Visit,” in The School Librarian’s Workshop 
24, no. 6 (Feb. 2004). 

Action-Plan Checklist  
 1. Determine the amount of money available to spend on 

stipend, travel, and accommodations for the speaker.
 2. Determine the type of speaker that best suits the event 

and the audience.
 3. Solicit input from others in your organization. 
 4. Prioritize the list of potential speakers.
 5. Make direct contact with the speaker if possible
 6. Use the Web to find contact information.
 7. Check biographical magazine articles and special 

encyclopedias for contact information.
 8. Contact the publisher for contact information if 

necessary.
 9. Consider online speaker agencies if necessary.
 10. Snail-mail or e-mail the speaker candidate and then 

follow with a phone call.

Some Big Name Public  
Speaker Agencies
The Allen Agency 

www.speakerbooking.com  
American Program Bureau 

www.apbspeakers.com
Keppler Speakers 

www.kepplerspeakers.com 
Lordly and Dame Strategic Events International 

www.lordly.com 
Speakers Platform 

www.speaking.com 
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“By the Book” reviews professional development materials of potential 
interest to public librarians, trustees, and others involved in library ser-
vice. Public Library Association Policy dictates that PLA publications not 
be reviewed in this column. Notice of new publications from PLA will 
generally be found in the “News from PLA” section of Public Libraries. 
A description of books written by the editors or contributing editors of 
Public Libraries may appear in this column but no evaluative review will 
be included for these titles.

Developing and Promoting 
Graphic Novel Collections

By Steve Miller. New York, Neal-
Schuman, 2005. 152p. $49.95 (ISBN 
1-55570-461-1) LC 2004040159
In the last five years, graphic novel 
collections have started popping up 
in public libraries across the coun-
try. If your library has developed a 
graphic novel collection, if you are 
an active follower of a graphic novel 
e-mail discussion group, or if you 
have already sampled a wide array of 
popular titles, you may find this thin 
paperback a bit disappointing (and it 
is not inexpensive). Miller’s coverage 
is broad but slight. However, if you 
are just now beginning to explore 
how graphic novels might fit in your 
library, Developing and Promoting 
Graphic Novel Collections may be 
just the thing you are looking for.  

The book begins with an overview 
of what graphic novels are. Miller 
discusses how they fit within the 
broader categories of comics, art, 
and literature, covering the differ-
ent styles and genres that make up 
graphic novels. Of note was his dis-
cussion of the Japanese manga style 
and its appeal to teenagers.  

The second section of the book 
explores how to integrate a graphic 
novel collection into your library. 

Miller covers how to make the case 
for the collection, where to shelve 
it, how to catalog it, and how to 
maintain the collection. Included 
are lists of vendors, review sources, 
and strategies for confronting pos-
sible challenges.  

In the third section, Miller covers 
promotion. Much of this discussion 
is based on experience—Miller’s own 
experience and the experiences of 
those who participate in the elec-
tronic discussion group he moni-
tors. Many of his promotional ideas 
describe how graphic novels can 
be used in the classroom. The suc-
cess many educators have had using 
graphic novels with reluctant readers 
is one of the winning arguments for 
supporting a graphic novel collection.

The end material includes core col-
lection and resource lists, a glossary, 
and an index.  The book is designed 
to be easy to scan. The use of bullet 
points and tables is more effective 
than the use of call-out quotes that 
look like chapter headings.  

Although there is an aspect of 
the graphic-novels phenomena that 
seems trendy and possibly some-
thing that might die as quickly as it 
started, there is some evidence to 
suggest otherwise. As Miller points 
out, the momentum behind the 
graphic novel movement has been 
building for decades. As more people 
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explore this form and its entertain-
ment and educational value, graphic 
novel collections will continue to 
grow.—Ellen Moore, Peter White 
Public Library, Marquette, Mich.

Trademarks in the Digital Age

By Timothy Lee Wherry. Lanham, 
Md.: Scarecrow, 2004. 98p. 
$24.95 (ISBN 0-8108-4975-5) LC 
2003024726. 
Images and words, in the form of 
logos, slogans, and emblems, are a 
powerful and persuasive means of 
promoting products and services as 
well as communicating messages. 
Within the intellectual property 
triad—copyright, patent, and trade-
mark—the latter set of laws regulates 
these valuable symbols and terms. 
These laws govern the dispensation 
of trademark rights and offer protec-
tion to individuals and companies 
holding such rights. Trademarks in 
the Digital Age is a reference book for 
navigating and searching the digi-
tal resources of the U.S. Patent and 
Trademark Office (USPTO).

A brief introductory chapter 
delineates the differences among 
intellectual property law: copyright 
protects artistic works, patent cov-
ers functional things, and trademark 
law includes “words or symbols that 
identify a given product in the mind 
of the consumer” (3). Recent exam-
ples of trademark infringement cases 
are considered and the six types of 
marks are discussed. The remain-
der of the book focuses on assisting 
searchers wishing to use the digital 
resources of USPTO. Systematic 
instructions show how to search 
for existing marks, designs, and 
terms among the approximately one 
hundred trademark classes. A full 
chapter is devoted to giving detailed 
guidance on establishing trademark 

rights via the Web-based application 
process. The concluding chapter is 
a FAQ of common trademark ques-
tions. The locations of all Patent and 
Trademark Depository Libraries in 
the United States and its territories 
are presented in an appendix.  

Illustrations of several registered 
trademarks acquaint searchers 
with the look of these documents. 
Noticeably absent from a book about 
Web resources are any screen shots 
of the USPTO site; however, the navi-
gation paths provided do help to ori-
ent the reader to the site layout.  

Digital access to government 
documents continues to expand the 
ease and extent to which patrons can 
access and utilize the official public 
record. Trademarks in the Digital Age 
provides a concise way to use the 
digital tools of USPTO. Librarians 
serving inventors, the business com-
munity, members of the legal pro-
fession, and webmasters (URLs are 
trademarks) will use this book as a 
quick reference guide to trademark 
inquiries.—Ernest Cox, Librarian, St. 
Timothy’s School, Raleigh, N.C.

101+ Great Ideas for  
Libraries and Friends

By Sally Gardner Reed, Beth 
Nawalinksi, and Alexander Peterson. 
New York: Neal-Schuman, 2004. 229p. 
$65 (ISBN 1-55570-499-9) LC 2004-
042573.
Are you a member of a Friends 
group, library staff, or a library 
patron looking for creative ideas 
to promote your library? If you 
answered yes, this book is for 
you! Friends of the Library U.S.A. 
(FOLUSA) consulted their members 
about methods used to successfully 
advocate for their libraries. 101+ 
Great Ideas for Libraries and Friends 
is a compilation of these methods. 

101+ Great Ideas covers major 
areas of library support: raising 
money, creating programs, effec-
tive library advocacy, and Friends 
groups. Each chapter is chock-full 
of ideas proven to be successful at 
other libraries. 

Here you’ll find out how Friends 
groups got high profits at their 
annual book sales; learn to create 
a Friends newsletter and use it to 
promote and advocate the library; 
and get some great tips on how to 
effectively lobby your legislators. 
Don’t have a Friends group and want 
to start one? This book covers every-
thing you need to know on creating 
and sustaining a Friends group: 
creating a group logo, mission state-
ments, bylaws, getting members, 
and more.   

Specific events are highlighted 
with explanations on what the 
events are, how they were planned 
and executed, and the results after 
the events. 

Includes sample fliers, invitations, 
photographs, and more.—Christine 
Kujawa, Head of Circulation/
Reference Librarian, Bismarck (N. 
Dak.) Veterans Memorial Public 
Library

Managing Digital Resources 
in Libraries

Edited by Audrey Fenner. New York, 
N.Y.: Haworth Information Press, 
2005. 186p. paper. $19.95 (ISBN 0-
7890-2403-9) LC 2004016751 
Seismic shifts in the publishing and 
information technology sectors 
have indelibly affected librarianship 
and librarians. Libraries and librar-
ians of today are steeped in digital 
information and grappling with how 
to organize and administrate these 
resources, which include Web sites, 
electronic journals, proprietary 
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databases, and homegrown collec-
tions of bits and bytes. 

Editor and librarian Audrey 
Fenner offers a roadmap in Man-
aging Digital Resources in Libraries, 
a compilation of scholarly articles 
written by experienced practitioners. 
This book has been copublished as 
The Acquisition Librarian, numbers 
33/34, 2005, and it’s dedicated to the 
late reference sage and library sci-
ence educator William Katz.

This collection of articles is 
organized in four parts: Licensing; 
Opinions, Research, and Analysis; 
Systems and Software; and Special 
Projects and Histories. Timely and 
pertinent papers cover issues such 
as licensing, funding, cataloging, 
open access, and e-journal col-
lection development. Overall, this 
book showcases innovative ideas 
such as disseminating information 
via emerging technologies. The 
University of Alberta Libraries, for 
example, offers its library news-
letter in PDA format via AvantGo 
(www.avantgo.com), as one case 
study explains.

Upon first glance, the academic 
vibe of this work (with its abstracts, 
keywords, and dense footnotes) may 
intimidate. However, the palatable 
text is easily digestible and enhanced 
by charts, diagrams, and screenshots. 

Managing Digital Resources 
in Libraries is recommended for 
library science students, archivists, 
curators, Web site designers, librar-
ians, and catalogers, to name but 
a few. It is appropriate for all envi-
ronments permeated with digital 
information—academic, public, and 
special libraries.—C. Brian Smith, 
Reference/Electronic Resources 
Librarian, Arlington Heights (Ill.) 
Memorial Library 

More Teen Programs  
That Work

(Teens@thelibrary Series). By 
Rosemary Honnold. New York: 
Neal-Schuman, 2005. 244p. paper. 
$49.95 (ISBN 1-55570-529-4) LC 
2003016815. 
The follow-up title to 101+ Teen 
Programs That Work, by the same 
author, includes more than one hun-
dred educational and entertaining 
programs for teens collected from 
Young Adult librarians all over the 
country in fourteen topical catego-
ries ranging from summer reading 
programs to teen volunteer and fund-
raising projects. After an overview of 
the category, each individual program 
description includes detailed instruc-
tions to help replicate the program 

and a “collection connection” to help 
librarians incorporate the collection 
into the program. Where available, 
there are also photos and sample 
handouts, and each description 
includes responses from the teens 
who attended or participated in the 
program in a “teen feedback” section. 

The initial chapter is called “Meas-
uring Unmeasurable Outcomes” and 
serves more as a defense and justi-
fication of programming for Young 
Adults than as an exposition on good 
program evaluation. It includes an 
essay by a teen on what libraries 
mean to her to underscore the point. 
Patrick Jones provides an apt intro-
duction that talks about what we 
could do for teens versus what we 
actually do. A good index and con-
tact information for all the contribu-
tors rounds out an exceptionally 
useful book that obviously involved 
a lot of work beyond reading ideas 
on Young Adult electronic discus-
sion groups, as the included survey 
instrument attests. 

I cannot imagine a Young Adult 
librarian who would not find this 
book exceptionally helpful.—Mary 
K. Chelton, Associate Professor, 
Graduate School of Library and 
Information Science, Queens College, 
N.Y.  
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New Meeting Room 
Reservation Solution Offered 
by Plymouth Rocket

www.eventkeeper.com

Plymouth Rocket announced the 
availability of EKRooms—a new 
way to manage meeting room res-
ervations over the Internet. With 
EKRooms, room reservations can be 
made by library staff, patrons, or the 
community through a simple online 
room reservation form. In addition, 
equipment can be requested as part 
of the room reservation; conflict 
checking avoids double booking of 
both rooms and equipment. Library 
staff and public users can quickly 
view the room bookings for the day, 
week, or month, or select one or more 
rooms and see when they’re available.  

Library staff receive e-mail notifi-
cation of room requests and with one 
click can approve the room reserva-
tion and, optionally, add the event to 
the library’s EventKeeper calendar. 
The added event can be private and 
viewed only by library staff, or can 
be immediately available as an offer-
ing on the library’s Web site event 
calendar. When room reservations 
are approved, EKRooms sends e-mail 
notification to the requesters and any 
other relevant persons, such as media 
or library staff.

EKRooms can be integrated into 
a full-featured solution with the 
Plymouth Rocket’s EventKeeper Web 
calendar and EKForms event registra-

tion module, or can be utilized as a 
stand-alone room reservation system.  

New Kids Search Interface 
Enhances Access to EBSCO’s 
K–6 Databases

www.ebsco.com

Ebsco Publishing has released 
the new Kids Search interface for 
elementary/middle-school database 
subscribers. Kids Search combines a 
state-of-the-art search engine (pow-
ered by EBSCOhost) with a child-
friendly, graphically rich design that 
is both powerful and fun to use. 

Important features and func-
tionality of Kids Search include a 
completely new, visually appealing 
look and feel; the ability to search 
by topic, subtopic, or keywords; 
simultaneous searching across all 
subscribed databases; the ability to 
sort results by relevance as well as 
by date; the option of filtering search 
results by source type; and the ability 
to add search results, images, or per-
sistent links to searches to the folder. 

Harlequin to Provide  
Best-Selling Romance  
Novels As E-books 

www.dlrinc.com

Harlequin Enterprises have entered 
into an agreement with OverDrive 
that will make many of Harlequin’s 
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collection of novels available as 
downloadable eBooks through 
library Web sites. From the comfort 
of home, avid readers will be able to 
check out, download, and read best-
selling romance novels on their PCs, 
Macs, PDAs, and Smartphones.

The agreement between the 
two companies makes dozens of 
Harlequin’s most popular titles 
available to millions of library 
patrons at home, the office, or on 
the go. Harlequin eBooks include 
New York Times bestsellers and 
titles from popular series such as 
Red Dress Ink, HQN Books, Steeple 
Hill, Luna Books, Harlequin Blaze, 
MIRA Books, Silhouette Desire, and 
Harlequin Presents.

Each month, Harlequin will 
update the eBook collection with 
new titles. The library download edi-
tions will be available in Adobe PDF 
and other popular eBook formats, 
making it simple for patrons to read 
them on their PCs, Macs, PDAs, and 
Smartphones.  At the end of the 
lending period, titles automatically 
expire and are made available to the 
next patron.

Polaris Library Systems 
Introduces Tablet PCs and 
Touch Screen Monitors 

www.polarislibrary.com

Polaris Library Systems is now offer-
ing the Motion Tablet PC and a 
Touch Screen Monitor. The two new 
timesaving hardware solutions are 
ILS-independent and are available 
for purchase by any library. 

The Motion Tablet PC can be used 
with any integrated library system 
to facilitate inventory management, 
update holds on screen when they 
are pulled, eliminate waiting at the 
circulation desk with a “roving” cir-
culation station, and serve patrons 

anywhere throughout the library, not 
just at fixed workstations.

The Touch Screen Monitor pro-
vides an alternative to mouse-driven 
check in and checkout, reducing 
mouse usage and the potential for 
repetitive stress injuries. The moni-
tor features large text and is easy to 
learn and to use.

Thomson Gale Adds Podcast 
Feeds to Database Resources

www.gale.com 

Thomson Gale announced the addi-
tion of podcast feeds to InfoTrac on 
Thomson Gale PowerSearch and 
selected databases. Weekly presi-
dential radio addresses by George W. 
Bush from January 2005 to the pres-
ent will be podcast. New presidential 
radio addresses will be added weekly.

While this addition marks 
the first podcast ever loaded to 
Thomson Gale reference data-
bases, the company will add more 
podcasts in the coming months. 
Podcasting is included in Thomson 
Gale database subscriptions.

“With the ever-increasing number 
of students and adults buying iPods 
and other MP3 devices, we have the 
responsibility to provide content to 
our users in ways that fit into their 
everyday lifestyle,” said Gordon 
Macomber, president of Thomson 
Gale. “Podcasts are now available for 
a number of premier content sourc-
es. It is our goal to find the ones that 
make sense in a school or library set-
ting, and make them available as a 
supplement to traditional reference 
and periodical content.”

Podcasting is a means of dis-
tributing audio programs via the 
Internet. Once users select their 
desired files, or “feeds,” they can 
download the material to their iPod 

or MP3 device and hear the material 
whenever they choose. 

For example, when students log 
on to the InfoTrac database and con-
duct a search for “Supreme Court,” 
results under the Multimedia tab will 
include any of the 2005 weekly presi-
dential radio addresses that include 
mention of the Supreme Court. 
Users can access the podcast imme-
diately, or download it for later lis-
tening to supplement their research.

Auto-Graphics Offers Tools  
to Help Libraries Build 
Unique Digital Collections 
within Minutes

www.auto-graphics.com

Auto-Graphics announced the avail-
ability of AGent Digital Collections, 
a Web-based collection preserva-
tion and delivery product designed 
to assist small and medium-sized 
public libraries, academic, and cul-
tural-heritage institutions with the 
creation and display of their digital 
collections within a short period of 
time. Auto-Graphics offers a fully 
hosted, affordable, and scalable solu-
tion for libraries seeking to preserve 
their community’s history by making 
their priceless maps, photographs, 
sound recordings, and all other digi-
tal files available for users to search 
and enjoy online.

Auto-Graphics is offering free 
storage with its application service 
provider (ASP) fully hosted, licensed 
service option to help libraries save 
the time and extra cost of hosting 
their own system or employing addi-
tional information technology staff. 
Once a user logs in, digital files can 
be uploaded and cataloged in min-
utes using the simple data entry Web 
form (an optional advanced metadata 
editing tool is also available for the 
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more experienced catalogers). Once 
the record is uploaded to the hosted 
server, it becomes instantly available 
for public view through the library’s 
Web site. The library’s collection can 
also be made universally available for 
searching as a Z39.50 target. 

ebrary Launches  
OnDemand Platform for 
Creating and Distributing 
Dynamic Databases of PDF 
Content Online

www.ebrary.com

The ebrary OnDemand platform, 
which enables libraries and publish-
ers to affordably and efficiently dis-
tribute their own PDF content online, 
is now available. It is powered by the 
ebrary Dynamic Content Platform 
(DCP) and features all of its func-
tionality including the ebrary Reader 
software, which optimizes online 
viewing by delivering documents to 
an end-user’s desktop page-by-page, 
and InfoTools software, which inte-
grates existing content databases and 
information on the Web.

For libraries, OnDemand provides 
an easy and cost-effective way to 
archive, manage, and share digital 
content such as theses and disser-
tations, reports, historical books, 
manuscripts, or other documents in 
PDF that have been digitized by the 

library.  OnDemand enables libraries 
to build PDF databases that can be 
accessed over the Internet without 
having to hire additional informa-
tion technology staff to implement 
and maintain the system.  

Baker and Taylor, OCLC 
Announce Cataloging 
Partnership

www.btol.com 

Baker and Taylor and OCLC Online 
Computer Library Center announced 
a partnership that will offer OCLC 
cataloging records to subscribers 
who receive books and audio-visual 
materials from the Baker and Taylor 
family of companies. As a result of 
this partnership, Baker and Taylor 
can offer a process to libraries that 
streamlines their acquisition efforts 
and ensures inclusion in OCLC 
WorldCat. 

Each of the four million products 
in the Baker and Taylor database 
(including book, eBook, music, DVD, 
and spoken-word formats) will carry 
a unique OCLC record number. This 
OCLC number will be available to 
subscribers of the new service dur-
ing the acquisition process, elimi-
nating the need to manually search 
WorldCat for matching records. Once 
the material ships, the WorldCat 
database will be updated with the 

library’s holding symbol and an 
OCLC cataloging record will be pro-
vided by Baker and Taylor, tailored to 
each library’s specifications. Libraries 
must subscribe to both OCLC and 
Baker and Taylor cataloging services 
to benefit from this program.

Unique Magazine for Young 
Wheelchair Users Launched

www.kidsonwheels.us

Kids on Wheels magazine, the only 
periodical for young wheelchair 
users, published its inaugural issue 
in August 2005. This unique, full-
color quarterly is really two maga-
zines sold together: one “for young 
wheelers ahead of the curve,” and 
one for adults who are “empowering 
young wheelers.”

The first kids’ issue features stories 
on making friends, swimming with 
dolphins, handcycling and more. The 
first adults’ issue includes articles on 
school access, innovative programs 
for kids, and self-care for parents.

Future issues of Kids on Wheels 
will include serial fiction in which the 
main character is an eleven-year-old 
with spina bifida. The magazine will 
also report on disability-friendly sum-
mer camps, up-and-coming young 
wheelchair athletes, and the fascinat-
ing lives of twins when one has a dis-
ability and the other doesn’t.  

Demco Offers New “Due Date Reminder System”

Calendars, car windows, and mirrors are just a few of the places library patrons will post DEMCO’s colorful 
reminder stickers and static clings that show the date due of their library materials. Cheery bookmarks with a 
detachable sticker are part of the system. The reminders work in conjunction with existing systems a library 
already has in place, such as a receipt printer. Patrons choose from a variety of reminder styles and write 
in their information during check-out. Patrons may place stickers on each item, if desired.  All stickers are 
designed so that they are easily removed. The reminder system may be purchased online at www.demco.com, 
through the 2006 Demco catalog, or by phone at 1-800-356-1200.






